Holy of Holies: Reading Shir ha-Shirim
Rabbanit Miriam Gedwiser, Spring 5786

1. Shir Ha-Shirim Rabbah 1:1(:11)

Rabbi Shimon in the name of Rabbi Hanin of
Tzippori said, it is a double song. Rabbi
Simon said: Doubled and redoubled.
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2. Yefeh Kol (R. Shmuel Yaffe Ahkenazi, 16th c. Constantinople) ad loc

A double song - therefore it is written “a song that is
doubled and woven of two songs, of the praise of Israel to
the Blessed Holy One (KBH) and the praise of the KBH
for Israel.

Doubled and redoubled - In addition to the doubling that
Rabbi Shimon mentioned, it is aoubled in the beauty it has
and in the content, which is filled with holiness.
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3. Rashi, opening of Shir ha-Shirim

“God has spoken once, twice | have heard this” (Psalms
62:12). From one verse, emerge several explanations.
[However] in conclusion, a verse does not depart from its
literal sense and meaning. Although the Prophets have
employed metaphors, let each metaphor be explained
simply, each statement fitting its context.

| have seen multiple midrashei aggada (exegetical
interpretations): Some organize this entire book in one
complete compilation of midrash, while others have
pieces scattered in multiple places, and they do not fit
with the language of the scripture and the order of the
verses.

So | said to myself to take hold of the meaning of the
scripture and to settle their expositions according to their
order, and the interpretations from our Rabbis | will affix
one by one, each in its place.

| say that king Shlomo saw prophetically that in the future,
Israel will undergo exile after exile, destruction after
destruction, and they will mourn in exile for their original
glory, remembering the original love by which they was
seperated from all other peoples, and they wil say, ‘I will
go and return to my first husband, for then | fared better
than now’, and they will remember His kindnesses and
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their own value, and the goodly things promised to them
in the eschaton. And Shlomo wrote this sefer
prophetically, in the language of a widowed woman who
longs for her husband, ‘who clings to her beloved’,
remembering how she loved him in her youth, and [she]
admits her failings. And even her Beloved is pained by
her pain, and remembers the kindness of her youth, the
comeliness of her beauty, and the quality of her deeds, in
which he was bound up with her in intense love, and He
tells her that He does not willfully bring her grief, and nor
has she been sent away permanently, for she is still His
wife, and He her husband, and he will return to her in the
future.”

The song of songs which is Shlomo’s. Our Rabbis
taught, “Every Shlomo (because they were at a loss to
explain why [Scripture] did not mention his father,<i
class="footnote">e., King Dovid. </i> as it did in Mishlei
and Koheles) mentioned in Shir Hashirim is sacred
[=refers to God], the King to Whom peace ni7¥ belongs.
It is a song which transcends above all other songs,
which was recited to the Holy One, Blessed Is He, by His
assembly and His people, the congregation of Yisroel.
Rabbi Akiva said, “The world was never as worthy as on
the day that Shir Hashirim was given to Yisroel, for all the
Writings are holy, but Shir Hashirim is the holiest of the
holies.” Rabbi Elazar son Azaryah said, “To what can this
be compared? To a king who took a se’ah of wheat and
gave it to a baker. He said to him, ‘Extract for me so
much fine flour, so much bran, so much coarse bran, and
produce enough fine flour from it for one loaf, sifted and
superior.” Similarly, all the Writings are holy, but Shir
Hashirim is the holiest of the holies, for it is all comprised
of fear of Heaven and the acceptance of the yoke of His
kingdom.”

. .. Like the fragrance of good oils. That those dwelling
at the ends of the earth smelled, [i.e.,] those who heard of
Your good reputation when You performed awesome
deeds in Egypt. [Your name] is like flowing oil. Your
name is thus called. It is said about you that “you are
[like] oil that is constantly being poured forth so that your
fragrance goes forth to a distance.” For such is the nature
of fragrant oil, as long as it is in a sealed bottle, its
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fragrance does not diffuse. If one opens it and pours its
oil into another vessel, its fragrance diffuses. Therefore
young maidens love you. Yisro came upon hearing the
news and converted; also Rachav Hazonah said, “For we
have heard how Adonoy dried up, etc.” And because of
this [she proclaimed], “For Adonoy your God, He is God
in heaven, etc.” Young maidens. Virgins, since the text
compares Him to a young man whose beloved holds him
dear. And according to the allegory: The “young maidens”
are the other nations.

4. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 10:3

What is the proper [degree] of love? That a person
should love God with a very great and exceeding love
until his soul is bound up in the love of God. Thus, he
will always be obsessed with this love as if he is
lovesick, such that his thoughts are never diverted
from the love of that woman. He is always obsessed
with her; when he sits down, when he gets up, when
he eats and drinks. With an even greater [love], the
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love for God should be [implanted] in the hearts of
those who love Him and are obsessed with Him at all
times as we are commanded [Deuteronomy 6:5:
"Love God...] with all your heart and with all soul."
This concept was implied by Solomon [Song of Songs
2:5] when he stated, as a metaphor: "l am lovesick."
[Indeed,] the totality of the Song of Songs is a parable
for this idea.
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5. Prayer after reciting Shir ha-Shirim, Siddur Nusach Sefard

(claude.ai transl) Master of all worlds, may it be Your will,
Lord our God and God of our fathers, that in the merit of
the Song of Songs which | have read and studied — which
is the Holy of Holies — in the merit of its verses, and in the
merit of its words, and in the merit of its letters, and in the
merit of its vowel points, and in the merit of its cantillation
marks, and in the merit of its divine names, its
letter-combinations, its allusions, and its holy, pure, and
awesome secrets that emerge from it — that this hour be
an hour of mercy, an hour of attentiveness, an hour of
listening. May we call upon You and You answer us; may
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we entreat You and You be entreated by us. May the
reading and study of the Song of Songs ascend before
You as though we had attained all the wondrous and
awesome secrets that are sealed within it in all its
dimensions; and may we merit the place from which souls
and spirits are hewn; and as though we had accomplished
everything incumbent upon us to achieve — whether in
this lifetime or in another — and may we be among those
who ascend and merit the World to Come together with the
rest of the righteous and the pious. Fulfill all the desires of
our hearts for good. Be with our hearts and the words of
our mouths at the time of our thoughts, and with our hands
at the time of our deeds. Send blessing and success upon
all the work of our hands. Raise us from the dust and lift us
from the poverty of our lowliness. And restore Your Divine
Presence to Your holy city, speedily in our days. Amen.
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When time does not permit the recitation of the entire Shir
Hashirim, this abridged version may be said:

Oh, give me of the kisses of your mouth,™®

For your love is more delightful than wine. (1:2)
Awake, O north wind, / Come, O south wind!

Blow upon my garden, / That its perfume may spread.
Let my beloved come to his garden / And enjoy its luscious
fruits! (4:2)

Hark! My beloved! / There he comes, / Leaping over
mountains, / Bounding over hills. (2:8)

I have come to my garden, / My own, my bride; / | have
plucked my myrrh and spice, / Eaten my honey and
honeycomb,/ Drunk my wine and my milk.

Eat, lovers, and drink: / Drink deep of love! (5:1)
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6. Shir Hashirim 4:12-5:1

(12) A garden locked / Is my own, my bride,

A fountain locked, / A sealed-up spring.

(13) Your limbs are an orchard of pomegranates / And of
all luscious fruits, / Of henna and of nard—

(14) Nard and saffron, / Fragrant reed and cinnamon, /
With all aromatic woods, / Myrrh and aloes— / All the
choice perfumes.

(15) [You are] a garden spring, / A well of fresh water, / A
rill of Lebanon.

(16) Awake, O north wind, / Come, O south wind! / Blow
upon my garden, / That its perfume may spread. / Let my
beloved come to his garden / And enjoy its luscious
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fruits!

(1) I have come to my garden, My own, my bride; | have
plucked my myrrh and spice, Eaten my honey and
honeycomb, Drunk my wine and my milk. Eat, lovers,
and drink: Drink deep of love!
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7. Echoes:

1. To the woman He said, "I will greatly multiply
your labor pangs; with pain will you bear children.
Yet, your desire will be for your husband and he
will rule over you." (Gen 3:23)

2. If you improve, will you not be uplifted? But if
you do not improve, sin is lying at the entrance; for
you it lusts, but you may rule over it. (Gen 4:7)

3. I am my beloved's, and his desire is toward me.
(Songs 7:11)
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8. Midrash Tanchumah Tetzaveh 5

And thou shalt command (Exod. 27:20). Scripture
states elsewhere in reference to this verse: Behold,
thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair (Song 1:15).
R. Akiba said: The entire world was never as worthy
as on the day the Song of Songs was given to Israel.
Though all the writings in the Torah are holy, the Song
of Songs is the most sacred. R. Eleazar the son of
Azariah declared: To what may this be compared? It
may be compared to a ruler who brought a measure of
wheat and gave to a baker. He told him: “Sift this much
fine flour, this much bran, this much coarse bran, and
then take enough fine and well-sifted flour for one loaf
of bread and bake it.” Similarly, all the writings are
holy, but the Song of Songs is the holiest of all. Proof
of this is that the Holy One, blessed be He, proclaimed
unto Israel: Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou
art fair. Thine eyes are like doves (Song 1:15).
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Behold, thou art fair; that is, in the performing the
deeds of your fathers. Behold, thou art fair implies in
your home, and behold, thou art fair in the field. In
your home alludes to the house that has a mezuzah
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upon it; And thou shalt write them upon the doorposts
of thy house (Deut. 11:20). In the field refers to the
field that contains the heave-offerings, tithes,
gleanings, the poor man’s sheaves, and the corners
left for the needy. Behold, thou art fair in thy house
refers to the roof of your house, as is said: When thou
buildest a new house, then thou shalt make a parapet
for thy roof (Deut. 22:8) Behold, thou art fair in this
world; behold, thou art fair in the world-to-come.
Behold, thou art fair, my love. R. Simeon the son of
Pazzi said: The Holy One, blessed be He, at times
employed a redundancy and at other times spoke
directly. Why? He uses a redundancy so that when His
wishes are not fulfilled, He can substitute another
(nation for Israel). But what He says when He makes a
direct statement implies that He does not desire to
substitute some other (nation). Therefore He said:
Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea, pleasant and
Behold, thou art fair my love; behold, thou art fair
(Song 1:15-16).
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In what way is He fair? Thine eyes are as a dove’s.
This refers to the Sanhedrin, which is likened to a
dove. Thine eyes are as doves (Song 1:15). Just as
the entire body follows one’s eyes, so all Israel follows
the Sanhedrin in all its decrees with regard to the
impurity of the unclean animal, and the purity of the
clean animal. Hence, Thine eyes are as doves.
Another explanation of Thine eyes are as doves. Just
as the dove recognizes its mate, and does not depart
from her, so Israel, when it recognizes the Holy One,
blessed be He, does not stray from Him nor forsake
Him. Another explanation of As a dove. All other birds
move convulsively while being slaughtered, but the

ve alone stretch t its neck. Similarly, no nation
in the world but Israel permits itself to be destroyed in
rder nctify His nam i id: N for Th

sake are we Killed all the day (Ps. 44:23). Thine eyes
are as doves.
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R. Isaac stated: The Holy One, blessed be He, told
them: Their (Israel’s) nature is like that of a dove.
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When one desires to purchase wheat from his
companion, he says to him: “Describe its properties to
me.” Their nature is like unto that of a dove (in another
respect). How do we know this? It is written: When
Noah was in the ark he sent forth a raven, and it went
forth, and that is followed by the verse He sent a dove
from him, and the dove came in unto him (Gen. 8:8,
11). The Holy One, blessed be He, said: Just as the
dove brought light to the world (by bringing Noah an
olive leaf), so you, who are compared to a dove, must
bring olive oil and kindle lamps before Me, as it is said:
And thou shalt command that they bring unto thee.
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9. Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah 4:1

“Your eyes are doves” — like doves; your characteristic is
like that of a dove; just as this dove brought light to the
world, so too, Israel brings light to the world, as it is
stated: “Nations will walk by your light” (Isaiah 60:3).
When did the dove bring light to the world? In the days of
Noah. That is what is written: “The dove came to him in
the evening, and there was an olive leaf plucked in its
mouth...” (Genesis 8:11). What is plucked [taraf]? Dead,
just as you say: “Joseph has been torn apart [tarof toraf]”
(Genesis 37:33). Rabbi Berekhya said: Had it not killed it,
it would have become a great tree.

From where did it bring it? Rabbi Levi said: It brought it
from the branches of the Land of Israel. That is what
people say: The Land of Israel was not stricken with the
water of the Flood. That is what was stated by Ezekiel:
“Son of man, say to it: You are a land that has not been
cleansed, that has not been rained upon on the day of
fury” (Ezekiel 22:24). Rabbi Yohanan said: Even the
upper millstones were dissolved in the water. Rabbi Taryi
said: The gates of The Garden of Eden were opened for
it, and from there it brought it. Rabbi Aivu said to him:
Had it brought it from the Garden of Eden, should it not
have brought a quality item such as cinnamon or
balsam? Rather, it was hinting to Noah as though saying
to him: My master Noabh, [it is preferable to have]
something bitter like this from the hand of the Holy One
blessed be He and not something sweet from you.
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10. Rashi to 4:1

Your eyes are like doves. Your hues, appearance and
characteristics are like those of a dove, which cleaves
to its mate, and when they slaughter it, it does not
struggle but stretches forth its neck; so have you given
your shoulder to bear My yoke and My fear.
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11. Midrash Lekach Tov (R Tuvia ben Eliezer, Mainz 12th c)

"Through your tzama" — Because you have
constrained/restrained (metzamtzemet) yourself and
endured the sufferings imposed by the nations, as it is
said: "They have cut off my life in the pit, and cast a stone
upon me" (Lamentations 3:53). And likewise David says:
"How long, O Lord, will You forget me forever?" (Psalm
13:1).

Another interpretation: "Through your tzamah" —
because you [Israel] are bound together (metzumatim) as
one and not divided into factions, not split into separate
groups. Like bundles — like a woman who gathers her
hair behind her, which is becoming to her. So too Israel,
when they are gathered/united, they are beautiful.
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12. Rashi to 5:9

With what does your beloved excel another beloved. This
is what the nations were asking Yisroel, “What is it about
your God more than all the other gods, that you allow
yourselves to be burned and hanged because of Him?”
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13. Berakhot 61b

X2 PTOR T DR NARY
N DX NN WI__},_?’%_S 27
2227 K3 TR? Iwe) 9337
2227 RI OX1,?7TTRR
WD) 2227 NN) NN ,7TINN
27217 193AW DTN 77 W2 DX KN
222”7 03 737 — Dinnn vy
2innY 0% 77 W2 OX] WD)
IKY 797 — 191 1YY 2727
ARIR R7PY 727 TR 9327

We learned in our mishna the explanation of the verse: “And
you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all
your soul and all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5). This was
elaborated upon when it was taught in a baraita: Rabbi
Eliezer says: If it is stated: “With all your soul,” why does
it state: “With all your might”? Conversely, if it stated:
“With all your might,” why does it state: “With all your
soul”? Rather, this means that if one’s body is dearer to
him than his property, therefore it is stated: “With all your
soul”; one must give his soul in sanctification of God. And if
one’s money is dearer to him than his body, therefore it is
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stated: “With all your might”’; with all your assets. Rabbi
Akiva says: “With all your soul” means: Even if God takes
your soul.

The Sages taught: One time, after the bar Kokheva rebellion,
the evil empire of Rome decreed that Israel may not
engage in Torah. Pappos ben Yehuda came and found
Rabbi Akiva, who was convening assemblies in public
and engaging in Torah study. Pappos said to him: Akiva,
are you not afraid of the empire? Rabbi Akiva answered
him: | will relate a parable. To what can this be compared?
It is like a fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish
gathering and fleeing from place to place.

The fox said to them: From what are you fleeing?

They said to him: We are fleeing from the nets that people
cast upon us.

He said to them: Do you wish to come up onto dry land,
and we will reside together just as my ancestors resided
with your ancestors?

The fish said to him: You are the one of whom they say, he
is the cleverest of animals? You are not clever; you are a
fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat which
gives us life, then in a habitat that causes our death, all the
more so.

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage
in Torah study, about which it is written: “For that is your
life, and the length of your days” (Deuteronomy 30:20), we
fear the empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle from
its study, as its abandonment is the habitat that causes our
death, all the more so will we fear the empire.

The Sages said: Not a few days passed until they seized
Rabbi Akiva and incarcerated him in prison, and seized
Pappos ben Yehuda and incarcerated him alongside him.
Rabbi Akiva said to him: Pappos, who brought you here?
Pappos replied: Happy are you, Rabbi Akiva, for you were
arrested on the charge of engaging in Torah study. Woe unto
Pappos who was seized on the charge of engaging in idle
matters. The Gemara relates: When they took Rabbi Akiva
out to be executed, it was time for the recitation of Shema.
And they were raking his flesh with iron combs, and he
was reciting Shema, thereby accepting upon himself the
yoke of Heaven. His students said to him: Our teacher,
even now, as you suffer, you recite Shema? He said to them:
All my days | have been troubled by the verse: With all
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your soul, meaning: Even if God takes your soul. | said to 3 :0i77 K 1?7182 Ty 12727
myself: When will the opportunity be afforded me to fulfill 11 108 2y yu¥n N7 R’
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