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Song of Solomon 8:5-14

Three things are too wonderful for me; four I do not understand:

The way of an eagle in the sky, the way of a serpent on a rock, 
The way of a ship on the high seas, and the way of a man with a virgin. 
Proverbs 30:18-19.

Can you remember what you felt like on your first day of college? How cool was that? I remember my first day (August 1989). Since school didn’t start for a few more days, I went exploring, stayed up late and ate wherever I wanted. I went out at night wandering with my roommate. And I thought, “No one knows what I’m doing. I can do whatever I want. This is so cool.” 
On my first day of class at seminary (June 1997), I took my picture standing in front of the front door with my “lower-lumbar pack” on. I got to go and study Greek. That was a great day.
Those feelings faded fairly quickly, but I can still get them back if I think about it. Do you remember your first day – what you did and what you felt? Now, do you still feel that way? Somehow the familiar becomes less awesome over time. Living and working every day within the shadows of Pike’s Peak diminishes the wonder when you see it. 
This cycle is the most difficult to determine a coherent pattern and progression of thought; in fact, many commentators view this as sort of an appendix of collected fragments.
“We are witnessing something like a curtain call at the end of the play or a musical. One by one the leading characters come forward, take a bow, and through a characteristic action or by a few well chosen words, recall what has gone before.”

8:5a >> “Who is that coming up from the wilderness, leaning on her beloved?”

We’re not sure who is talking (the Daughters of Jerusalem?), but we know who the referent is. It’s the girl on the arm of her beau. They are able to walk around in public (which has been a longing for them for awhile now), so we’re happy for them. 

A slight aside: If you are a couple committed to keeping yourself pure until your wedding day, one of the biggest bummers is going home at night. There you are, you’ve had a great date but its midnight and you need to part. Everything within you wishes you were already married, that you could just go home together and wake up in each other’s arms. It’s fun to see a newly married couple go home together – their smiles are huge.

This verse also is concerned with the husband’s presentation to the community. His arrival is being announced, and we wonder how he’ll be received. It’s like meeting your best friend’s new boyfriend or girlfriend, the one he or she has always been talking about, the one that is going to result in a marriage very soon. What are you looking for in that person?

Looks, money, charisma, industry, politeness, looks, money.

“Trial marriages, cohabitating, easy divorces all stem predominately from dilution of determination and willingness to make a relationship work right from the beginning. Arranged marriages were and are often successful. Not that there is any suggestion that these should be the norm. But at least in these there is the constraint that society imposes on them of the expectation that they could work. They may start off cold and the warmth of romance may blossom as the relationship of the couple grows with their determination to make a go of it.”


“Our present-day society has perhaps an exaggerated view of the importance of romantic love. It becomes a touch stone for the survival of the relationship. But as we have seen, romance comes and goes and comes again; it is a delicate plant that needs to be sensitively nurtured; a flickering flame that constantly needs to be fuelled. The will to refuel and nurture is the true love that makes for survival. We need to fan the flames by little acts of kindness, springing thoughtful surprises that break the patterns of dull routine.”

I don’t think people go into a relationship expecting to get divorced. But I think it’s becoming less and less common to go into a marriage expecting to someday celebrate your 50th wedding anniversary either. There is sort of a no-man’s land as far as commitment goes. People aren’t planning on getting divorced, but they are certainly open to it. Since 1970, at least a million children a year have seen their parents divorce. Those people are 25% of all people who have reached their forty-fourth birthday. 40% of all married adults in the 1990s have already been divorced.
 This has a dramatic effect on the expectation of commitment in our society.
8:5b >>  Not sure what this means. It appears to come out of context.
It’s possible that they are connecting themselves with the wider community; the notion of complete individualism is far from their thoughts. Or that the girl thinks of herself as standing now as the new “mother” or hoping she soon will be.
Love, strong as death (8:6-7)
8:6a >> Seals

The girl is speaking here, but it seems also like the author is “intruding” and has moved from speaking about their love to LOVE.
“If 5:1 represents a climax in the lovers’ physical relationship, then these verses represent a climax in praise of the unconquerability of love in the face of all its foes.”

This is a strange verse that needs some explanation. Seals weren’t indigenous to that culture. These aquatic mammals normally reside in colder climates (laughter, please…. Please….).

The girl is requesting that she be placed like a mark over her lover’s heart and like a ring on his finger. This connotes a publicly visible mark of identity or purpose. Like “Property of: Jesus and Julie.” “The seal in mind here is the seal of ownership and personal identification… The woman is asking the man to allow her to ‘own’ him, but not in some kind of cheap commercial sense; she wants him to willingly give himself to her.”

This is all about closeness and intimacy, about access and union, about authenticity and acknowledgement.  She wants to be the very center of his existence. Maybe she has a lingering doubt?
When we get married, we start making decision for two, we stop being our own centers.

The ring so worn, as you behold.

So thin, so pale, is yet of gold:

The passion such it was to prove; 

Worn with life’s cares, love yet was love.

- George Crabbe

8:6b >> “For love is as strong as death, jealousy is fierce as the grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the Lord.”
This verse gets into the deeper, darker nature of Love. Death. Grave. Fire. Whoa.
“The love in our Song is all-embracing. It embraces pleasure, it embraces pain. It is passionate, yet fearful. It possesses, yet lets go. It liberates, yet binds. It empowers, it weakens. It brings turmoil, it brings peace. It is solemn, yet playful. It is lofty in conception, yet earthy in expression. It is self-centered, it is totally other-centered. It gives, it receives. It longs to give pleasure, it hopes to receive pleasure. It is cautious and timorous, yet extravagant and brave. Such a union of opposites, such a conflicting array of incompatibles, alone can do justice to the immensely complex phenomenon of the love between a man and woman. It transcends logic, rationality, definition and even sense. Yet this whole thing called love is there to be experienced in all its agony and ecstasy. It is this love about which our Song sings.”

Love is as strong as death; jealousy or “single-minded passion”
 is as fierce as the grave/Sheol. Watch out. You cannot reverse the process. You may escape, but not without scars. This isn’t to put this in a negative light – the Songs doesn’t do that. It’s to say that the process is irreversible. Love’s zeal, passion and ardour will suffer no rivals. 

Love also flashes like fire. This talks about the unexpected quickness of the emotion – Cupid’s arrows can strike you at any place, at any time, even when you least expect it. 

It is “the flame of the Lord” or an “almighty great flame.” Marcia Falk translates this as “a fierce and holy blaze”
  and the Blochs “Even its sparks are a raging fire, a devouring flame.”
 

This last word is the problem; it isn’t “Yahweh,” but is just “Yah.” It’s debatable what it means. Either way though, we should read that love is a good thing, something not only given in a general sense, but also given in a specific sense from God. It’s one of his gifts to us.
Commentator Barry Webb believes it is a profound, if veiled, reference to God. “’Yah’ is used here in close conjunction with ‘jealousy’ and ‘fire,’ both of which are closely associated with Yahweh in the Israelite tradition. Furthermore, it is most fitting that there should be an allusion to Yahweh when the poem moves transparently into wisdom mode, since the very first principle of Old Testament wisdom is the fear of Yahweh. More particularly, what is being suggested is that the love depicted here, and hence in the Song as a whole, has its ultimate source in Yahweh, and indeed partakes of his very nature. In keeping with the allusive character of the Song, however, this powerful point is made with exquisite indirectness rather than being forced crudely upon us. This Song is not as secular as it first appears.”

The little sister (8:8-10)
The girl remembered earlier how her brothers had protected her, though she wasn’t always happy about it. She remembers again, perhaps putting these words in the mouths of her brothers, thinking back to the time before she had reached puberty. Now though, she is mature (my breasts are like towers). She remembers when she was fussed over, decorated and presented to suitors. When she had all of that future, however distasteful it was, in front of her. Her brothers are performing their duty of protecting and presenting their sister. They are wondering how to best help her get ready for her future wedding day.


She is represented as having a wall, which metaphorically speaks of her chastity, unavailability, self-protection and preservation. She is adorned and beautiful to celebrate these features. The door also bars entry to all undesirables. But it also give access and entry to the right person (remember the secret password: Standing in front of God and witnesses to say “I do”). The brothers are saying that they will take a role in helping her with these issues (how much would you welcome that?) – if she is an open door, they will bar her shut.
As a mature young women, she will give herself when the time is right. “Her virginity, her chastity, her maturity, her strength are all a source of shalom to her beloved… He will be proud of her self-possession, that she has reserved herself solely for him. He will feel a whole person, now he is in love with her. He will be glad that the family of brothers and mother have finally accepted their relationship.”

A vineyard not for hire (8:11-12)

What is contrasted here are two vineyards. Solomon’s
 and hers. Solomon had a vineyard in Baal Hamon, one that he hired out to tenant farmers.  We’ve noticed throughout the Song that vineyards have sexual references, so this can also mean that Solomon had large holdings in “vineyards.” So many that he couldn’t handle them all and had to turn over their care to subordinates. 

Her vineyard is definitely metaphorical; there’s no way she could have owned a vineyard. It is her body, her person, her sexuality, which she says isn’t for farming by anyone but her lover. She is in charge of who gets to farm it. Solomon has a vineyard? He can keep his harem! I’m not interested. Back off!

“Thus, this poem, and indeed much of the Song, may be read as supportive of exclusive, devoted sexual love and against polygamy and promiscuity.”
  

Love seeketh not itself to please

Nor for itself hath any care, 

But for another gives its ease

And builds a Heaven in Hell’s despair.

William Blake, The Clod and the Pebble
The continuing cycle of desire (8:13-14)

Anticlimactic ending.
Again, not sure what is going on here (this has been a theme…). Perhaps, they have been briefly separated (work? Travel?) and he is thinking of her, wanting to be with her.
And she wants to be with him too. Another rendevouz is soon to be forthcoming. There is a huge sense of longing here.
Remember how we’ve been saying that the Song is also, though not primarily, about God’s love for his people? That we are the bride and he is the bridegroom? Let’s return to that one more time here at the end of the book. 
(Warning: Huge subsection follows.)
Eugene Peterson has a chapter about the Song of Songs in his book, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work, which is directed to help pastors know how to help people.  
His premise in that chapter is that what sex is to the relationship between married men and women, prayer is to the relationship between people and God.  Take a minute to let that sink in. There are two things that “crisscross constantly in pastoral work: sexuality and prayer… It juxtaposes them in such a way to show that they are both aspects of a single, created thing:  a capacity for intimacy. Much of pastoral work has to do with nurturing intimacy, that is developing relationships in which love is successfully expressed and received – shared. The relationships are multiform: between woman and man, husband and wife, parent and child, sisters and brothers, neighbors and acquaintances, employers and employees, friends and enemies, rich and poor, sinners and saints. And, in addition but also involved in each of these combinations, the person and God. All horizontal relationships between other persons, when they achieve any degree of intimacy at all, are aspects of sexuality. All vertical relationships with persons of the Godhead when there is any degree of intimacy at all, involve prayer.”
 (24)

What Peterson is saying is that if we agree that God has given us sex as a metaphor to speak of our relationship with him, what is the aspect of the relationship that it speaks of? Our sexuality is fully expressed in the marriage bed, but it oozes out all the time. I cannot relate to you apart from being a guy. We each have a sort of covenant with each other based on our stages in life, our gender, our degree of friendship, our positions. We know how to operate within that agree-upon covenant. It’s when we transgress or over-step those covenants that we get into trouble. That’s why it’s so weird and wrong for a professor to sleep with or even just date a student. That breaks the covenant. 

When you come to me, or talk with your friends about sex and dating, you’re essentially talking about changing the nature of the covenant from friends to something else. Or that you want to. Or that you don’t want to. Or that you were forced to. Or that you aren’t sure if you are or aren’t because it’s not clear. Or that you want to go back to being “just friends.” Or that you overstepped or bounds. Or that you want the next step, whatever that is.


“We live in a whole world of creation and redemption in which all the relationships which stretch along a continuum of sexual identity and spiritual capacity are involved in our daily growth and discipleship. Pastoral work refuses to specialize in earthly or heavenly, human or divine. The pastor is given a catholic cosmos to work in, not a sectarian back-forty.” (26)


The language of our relationship to God is prayer. It is what gets at the essence of our beings. Since God is a spirit, we don’t exactly relate to him in our sexuality, but in our spirit as well. It is the language we’ve been given to express the covenantal relationship we have with him.


“And so it happens that the person who comes to the pastor because of a difficulty in human relationships is led to comprehension and understanding of God’s place in our existence, is encouraged in faith and taught to pray.” (25)

Peterson then goes on to explain something I did not know. He says that the tradition of the Jews was to take the Passover, remembering God’s great salvation for his people and recounting the ways in which that happened, and then to conclude the meal by reading the Song of Songs. Why would they do this? “The reading of the Song in the context of Passover is a demonstration that the glorious, once-for-all historical event of salvation in which God’s people are established in the way of God’s love is workable in the everyday domestic settings of intimacy between persons.” (30)


“Pastoral work, in large part deals with the difficulty everyone has in staying alert to the magnificence of salvation. When we first encounter God’s saving love, it may well overwhelm us. But over a period of years it becomes a familiar part of the landscape, one religious item among others. The vocabulary of salvation becomes hackneyed, reduced to the level of the valentine-card verse. The mannerisms of the saved became predictable. Whenever we are associated with greatness over a long period of time, there is a tendency in us to become stale. What we first experienced (in our faith, in our marriage, in our children, in our career, in the landscape) as earthshaking and soul-changing vision and adventure, we now take for granted.” (31)

“Prayer is thus the language, par excellence, of the covenant: it is quintessential pastoral conversation that takes seriously the relationships that matter most, both human and divine. In prayer the desires are not talked about, they are expressed to God. In prayer, the difficulties are not analyzed and studied, they are worked through with God.” (55)

“There is no clear line separating the conversations that a pastor has with people and the continuation of those conversations in prayer. The single most significant phrase that a pastor can speak (either aloud or sub voce) is “I will pray for you.” It means that the conversation in which they have just been engaged will be continued with God as partner in the conversation. Much of such pastoral work is hidden and secret. Because of its intimate nature it must be thus (Again, sexual analogies are clear). (60-61)

“Prayer is the pastoral work that is most suited for recognizing the compelling quality of God’s invitations and promises, and perpetuating it in others.” (71)

What have we learned?
>> Sex has been created by God. It is good. “In the Song of Solomon, there is no trivializing of sexuality, only a joyful acceptance of it as one of the most powerful forces in human experience. There are no snide innuendos, no crude jokes, for a reason which was well put by William Temple: ‘The reason for not joking about sex is exactly the same as for not joking about Holy Communion. It is not that the subject is nasty, but that it is sacred, and to joke about it is profanity.’ The false asceticism of a previous age would have done well to listen to the Song of Solomon instead of taking refuge in allegorizing it; the perverted and often trivialized sexuality of our own times could find it an equally challenging corrective.”

>> We are all messed up. None of us has survived sexually pure. God’s ideal is that we would reserve ourselves for our spouses. Some of us have done a better job at that preservation than others, but none of us will stand before our spouse as spotless brides or bridegrooms. What is our hope? One writer and pastor gives this advice: “Start over where you are right now. If you have been sexually promiscuous in the past, choose to be chaste and pure from this point forward… If you feel as if God has set the standard too high for you to ever reach it, even though you have experienced God's forgiveness for your sinful nature, my advice to you is, "Give it your best effort, and trust God to help you.” I have to be honest here. That is terrible. It’s not helpful, and it’s not Christian. You will never make it that way, you will continue to struggle in guilt and shame and disobedience when you fail and gloat in your righteousness if somehow you succeed. 

What is the answer then? Jesus forgives. We all need to be washed clean by the blood of Christ, and then apply the right-thinking of the gospel to our lives. We need to see Jesus and go to him for all of our needs. That far less “book-worthy” but far more in line with the gospel. “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in the present age.” Titus 2:11-12. I’m glad Jesus doesn’t say, “Just suck it up and do it” but he energizes me to obey his high commands.

>> Christianity offers the highest view of sex. Some have said that sex is base, low and silly. Others have said that it is an appetite to be filled. The Christian view of sex says that it is the highest picture of love that two people can express – but that it is a monstrosity to express it outside of the marriage bed. 
>> God gave us sex to be enjoyed within the context of marriage. Marriage is the exclusive covenant between a man and a woman to be united in sexual, financial, emotional, procreational and vocational union for their lifetimes. This covenant is made before God and others, as a sign of the seriousness and sacredness of this vow.  We should seek this as the place for our sexual fulfillment, but that is the result of our intimacy. We should really be seeking intimacy with another person. “Seeking intimacy at any level – with God or with persons – is not a venture that gets the support of many people. Intimacy is not good for business. It is inefficient, it lacks, ‘glamour.’ If love of God can be reduced to a ritualized hour of worship, if love of another can be reduced to an act of sexual intercourse, then routines are simple and the world can be run efficiently. But if we will not settle for the reduction of love to lust and of faith to ritual, and run through the streets asking for more, we will most certainly disturb the peace and be told to behave ourselves and go back to the homes and churches where we belong…. But if the costs are considerable, the rewards are magnificent, for in relationship with another and with the God who loves us we complete the humanity for which we were created. We stutter and stumble, wander and digress, delay and procrastinate; but we do learn to love even as we are loved, steadily and eternally in Jesus Christ.” (Peterson, 53-54)
>> Relationships are complicated. They involve all kinds of risk. The risk of knowing another person, of tying yourself to him or her, to committing to one and thus rejecting all others – it’s a crazy thing. It entails our personhood and identity. It involves thinking and acting. It encompasses pain and joy. It kills and brings life.  Our stories are like this. Our relationship with God is like this. Don’t oversimplify it, but see it in all its richness and complexity.

>> God gave us sex as a picture of his relationship to us. One of the ways he expresses his love for us is in the picture of marriage. Christ is the bridegroom and his church is the bride. He seeks union with us. Commitment, exclusivity, connection, love. We would do well to dwell on this imagery more.
In C.S. Lewis’ Voyage of the Dawn Treader, Eustace and Lucy have this conversation when they meet Ramandu, a dazzling person of wisdom on a remote island.


“I am a star at rest, my daughter,” answered Ramandu…


“In our world,” said Eustace, “a star is a huge ball of flaming gas.”


“Even in your world, my son, that is not what a star is but only what it is made of.”


Here now Peterson again, “So likewise the Song. It is made of liturgical fragments from a fertility cult, wedding songs, love songs after the manner of the Arabic wasif, a rustic drama recounting the affairs of a youth with a country maiden – or whatever: these though, are not what the Song is, but only what it is made of.” (39)


“The context in which the The Song of Solomon comes to us is also the context for its interpretation, and that context is a story of covenant, the relationship between lover and beloved, in which the lover is God and the beloved is man, “male and female.” The erotic content must be read in the theological context. The ancients did not read the Song devotionally because they were embarrassed by its sexuality, but because they understood sexuality in sacramental ways. Human love took its color from divine love. Reductive secular exegesis of the Song is an admission that our understanding of human love is unrelated to all that we have learned about God’s love. If we read the sexual language of the Song in terms different from the divorce court, the popular play, and the glossy magazine, that may not be evidence that we are afraid of sex, but that we are bold with God.” (42)

Reading Valentines. Ladies, which would you rather get? Roses are red, violets are blue… or something original, specific, unrepeatable even if it didn’t rhyme?

Often our faith is the “roses are red kind.” We’ve lost that lovin’ feelin’. 
The Song of Songs helps to rekindle our romance for life. Definitely it gives us a picture of the awesomeness of marital love. But it paints a picture for us to think of our relationship to God the same way. Too often we offer rote prayers, easy answers in accountability groups, sell-out excuses to get out of our commitment. We think God is pleased that we remembered him at all on our anniversary. But he expects, and delights in so much more. He deserves our utmost care and attention, our full hearts bounding in intimacy and desire for him. All of us. Can we give that to him?

Is this the love that is stronger than death?

May it be so.
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