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Introduction to the Scripture
Today, we read from the Song of Songs, sometimes called the Song of Solomon, well,
there are complicated reasons, but… mainly, because people thought that it might have
been written by Solomon, because, well, he was into the ladies.

This is one of two books of the bible that makes no mention of God (Esther). To be
completely blunt about my beliefs about its content: It is a series of love poems, nothing
more. The speaker alternates between a young man and young woman. Today, we’ll hear
the young woman speaking of her beloved. The words are passionate, rich, filled with
double entendre and joy. This is one of those parts of the bible that makes people ask
“That’s in the bible?”

God is not named here, and yet holiness is all around. I’ve been using slides a lot to bring
images to worship of late, but this one’s easy: close your eyes and hear these words and
see what holy things these lovers will say to each other that we might hear as well:

Sermon
One of the really fascinating parts of the bible for me is that, as much as I believe that
there is real Spirit breathed inspiration that came to our ancestors in faith who wrote and
compiled our scriptures, you also get to observe them doing the old “cheating off your
neighbor’s test” routine. After all, these people didn’t live in isolation, they had neighbors
and other cultures swarming around them. The language of the Song of Songs lets us in
on two little secrets off the bat:

1) The inclusion of Persian based words tells us that this writing came from after Israel’s
exile to Babylon. Released to return home by the conquering Persian, they were exposed
to Persian culture, and language. So, figure about 500ish years before Jesus. Which also
means that Song of Songs enters the scene just has some of the major work that will
collect and form the Hebrew Scriptures as, you know, one whole thing. Revision, editing,
adaptation… These were all happening.

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Song+of+Solomon+2:8-13


2) The form and contents of these poems fit entirely within a genre that was used by
other cultures in the area at this time. They are called wasfs, lush love poems particularly
notable for the ways in which they lift up the beloved in rich metaphors of nature.

So that’s the mechanics. But this is anything but mechanical, here’s the two most
magical parts for me of Song of Songs on this day:

1) it exists at all… Telling us that love and sex and the
romance that can connect the two are all to be
considered holy.
I said before that Song of Songs arrives in the culture in an era of collection and
refinement in the Hebrew Scriptures… So, this is not an accident. Our ancestors of faith
were touched by, and moved by these poems, by the lyricality of these young lovers
“singing” to each other, and found them and their words to be holy. How do we know?
They put these words in our holy texts. So we might read about the great acts of God
who freed nations and inspired prophets, and who might have, just as greatly been
present with two young people in a village falling further and further in love. Flowers
appear on the earth, the voice of the turtle dove is heard in our land… God, the creation,
and these loving creatures all sing together in this song.

Now, I wouldn’t be able to stand up here and make cracks about how we don’t believe
that this kind of romance is in the bible if there hadn’t been several attempts to kind of
“clean this up.” Of course, several times there has been debate about whether or not
such a book belongs in the bible. Yet here it is. The Spirit has guided our ancestors to
puzzle and wonder at it still.

The other way we try to clean it up: If there has been a scholarly debate about the
meaning of all this, it’s been this: maybe we don’t have think about what’s so holy about
two kids running off together… Maybe it’s all just an allegory. Israel is returning from exile
around this time, so maybe God says to Israel “Arise, my love, my fair one and come
away… for now the winter is past,the rain is over and gone…” You see where we’re
going?

Except.

This is a great interpretative jump… the only thing is: it didn’t occur to anybody for about
5 hundred years. What leads to this jump is not the discovery of a scroll in which
someone writes: “Dear everybody, I wrote the Song of Songs, and I just wanted you to
know that it’s all a big allegory, about how God and we are all in love.” No, what changed
the approach was the discovery of Greek culture and thinking about bodies, sex, souls,
and minds… It’s only after Israel is profoundly influenced by the idea that our bodies are
a corrupting influence on our pure “inner” selves that this interpretation starts to really
take off.



All this is my complicated way of saying: it’s a love poem. Leave it alone! We try to clean
it up, either because we have created a culture foreign to this text in which our bodies
cannot be expressions of the holy… or maybe because in love and loving we enter into a
discussion that is a deeply vulnerable place where so many of us have experienced, loss,
or pain, or shame… and so we are tempted to turn away.

Our ancestors, guided by the Spirit have given us these holy words, holy topics… We
have plenty of business studying them, learning them here. In fact, we have to.

It’s fabulous that we got to hear these words from Maddy today, since Maddy has done
an incredible amount of prepartion in order to become a trainer for what is called Our
Whole Lives. This is a curriculum developed by both the United Church of Christ and the
Unitarian Universalist Association nationally, so that, in our churches, we might have rich
and faithful conversations about our bodies, sex and sexuality, relationships and the
culture around us in these days… and most importantly how our faith forms—or is
sometimes formed by—all these things.

We had a go at it this past spring with a class of adults. I think we probably ranged from
about 24 to 70. I didn’t know you could say some of those words after age 50. But I’m
glad we learned how to. The intergenerational communication here was deep and
powerful.

One of the things I left certain about: choosing not to engage, celebrate, and explore how
our faith interacts with romantic relationships, sex, gender, and sexuality, leaves the world
with the worst view of our faith, and leaves us with the worst view of ourselves. It’s simply
not an option. So…

2) it lifts up the power of that love to cross borders and
boundaries.

“My beloved is like a gazelle
or a young stag.
Look, there he stands
behind our wall,
gazing in at the windows,
looking through the lattice.”

People are not wrong that a lot of the rest of the bible is concerned with rules and
boundaries around sex. And so we spend a lot of time trying to sort through what were
the values of those ancestors of faith, who were, let’s not kid ourselves, all men of a
certain age and position in their society, and what were the deep stirrings of the Spirit
within them… because there’s a difference between those two things.



The Song of Songs remains, though, as if to remind us… the Spirit has a much more
complicated and lush view of human sexuality than we would often claim as biblical.
Here, the biblical values around sex become those of leaping over boundaries, of running
wild together, of commitment, certainly, but of commitment of heart far beyond
commitment of institution.

None of the action here waits for a wedding. The two lovers love each other with wild
abandon pretty much everywhere they can think of. In case you thought Shakespeare
was original:
They run out into the woods. Midsummer Night’s Dream
They sneak through bedroom windows. Romeo and Juliet
They exhibit extraordinary freedom and gender equality for their time… even playing a bit
with how each one beholds the other, playing with gender roles and identity. Twelfth Night
And on and on…

The natural imagery… gazelles and stags, hills, ivory, cedar trees, lilies, spices,
pomegranate, buds… I’ll let you figure out what each of those refer to. Nonetheless, in
lifting up the richness of creation as the central metaphor for understanding those we
love, this is what I have to say:

Show me nature that fits into a box. That will not climb over a wall. That will not leap over
hills, or enter in through windows. Nature is beautiful, lush, infinitely diverse, and
constantly exploding our expectations. So here’s what I would challenge us with for
today:

We need to return to this rich, natural, and biblical understanding of love, lovers, bodies,
and beauty in this day and age. Here in this church, we celebrate the richness of human
relationship in our Open and Affirming and Welcoming statements. We recognize that
love and mutual commitment are our watch words for relationships, not the gender of
their participants. I was away this summer, so I didn’t get to share my own sense of
celebration as Justice Kennedy wrote:

No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals of love,
fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and family. In forming a marital union, two people become
something greater than once they were. The marriage laws at issue here thus harm and
humiliate the children of same-sex couples.

We have more to do. As a church that embraces the diversity of sexuality, as well as
gender identity and expression as God created and Christ loved and Spirit filled… We
need to continue to highlight the difference between celebrating the beauty we have
found in each other, and dehumanizing each other as objects in a lot of our culture. We
need to erradicate the walls that have been built up as individuals are caught in
relationships driven by power and control over, rather than growth and exploration with.
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We need to be open to the experiences, gifts, and needs of friends, family, community
members, and people the world over who are struggling for inclusion and acceptance,
and sometimes for their very lives as trans individuals.

But today, today to start? There are birds to hear, flowers to see and smell… in our lives
there are friends, lovers maybe long lost or newly found, or lovers who are still here… but
each of those experiences calls to us, a prayer, a holy word, a gift… from God in love and
loving. So today, breathe deep in experiences new, or memories that we treasure… in
that richness, hear the call for tomorrow… how we will meet God’s loving people with
new hope and new eyes and say to those that would love in faith “Arise, my love, my fair
one…” Amen.

1. http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/14pdf/14–556_3204.pdf  ↩
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