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Shir haShirim Week 7: A Personal Story / Philosophy Lessons

R’ Mordechai Torczyner - torczyner@torontotorah.com
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1. lbn Ezra on the “guards” in Shir haShirim 3:9 (3:3) and 5:10 (5:7)
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“Until the guards found me” — Moshe and Aharon. There was a litfle time that | passed and separated from them.
Meaning, that Moshe ascended and prayed on behalf of Israel.
“The guards found me” — The Greek kings.

The Personal Layer (continued)
2. Examples of the Love Relationship Bereishit 18:19; Devarim 7:7-8; Devarim 26:17-18; Hosheia 1-2

3. Rabbeinu Bahya ibn Paquda, Chovot halevavot, Shaar Ahavat Hashem 1
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What is love of Gd?2 This is the soul consuming itself and its inclination toward the Creator, to stick to His higher

illumination. The soul, a non-material, spiritual entity, is inclined toward that which resembles it from the spiritual entities,

and it naturally distances itself from that which is its opposite, from the coarse forms.

4. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 10:3
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What is the appropriate love? To love Hashem with a great, magnified, very powerful love, to the point that his soul is
bound to love of Hashem, and he is lost in it continually, as though he is lovesick, his mind never freed from the love of
a particular woman, and he is lost in it always, whether resting or rising or eating and drinking. The love of Hashem
should be even greater than that in the heart of those who love Him, lost in it always, as He commanded us, “with all
of your heart and with all of your life.” As Solomon said in a parable, “for | am lovesick,” and all of Shir haShirim is a

parable for this.

5. Rambam, Moreh Nevuchim 3:51, Friedlander tr.
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When we have acquired a true knowledge of G-d, and rejoice in that knowledge in such a manner, that whilst speaking
with others, or attending to our bodily wants, our mind is all that time with G-d; when we are with our heart constantly
near G-d, even whilst our body is in the society of men; when we are in that state which the Song on the relation between
G-d and man poetically describes in the following words: “I sleep, but my heart waketh; it is the voice of my beloved
that knocketh” (Song v. 2):—then we have attained not only the height of ordinary prophets, but of Moses, our Teacher,
of whom Scripture relates: “And Moses alone shall come near before the Lord” (ibid. xxxiv. 28)... The Patriarchs likewise
attained this degree of perfection; they approached G-d in such a manner that with them the name of G-d became
known in the world. Thus we read in Scripture: “The G-d of Abraham, the G-d of Isaac, and the G-d of Jacob. . . . This
is My name for ever” (Exod. iii. 15). Their mind was so identified with the knowledge of G-d, that He made a lasting

covenant with each of them...




You know the difference between the two Hebrew terms that signify “to love,” ahab and hashak. When a man’s love is
so intense that his thought is exclusively engaged with the object of his love, it is expressed in Hebrew by the
term hashak...

The meaning of this saying is that these three died in the midst of the pleasure derived from the knowledge of G-d and
their great love for Him. When our Sages figuratively call the knowledge of G-d united with intense love for Him a kiss,
they follow the well-known poetical diction, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (Song i. 2)...

6. Rabbeinu Bechayye, Kad haKemach “Ahavah”
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You have now learned how great is the love of Gd for Israel, compared to the love of a man for his wife, and that He
does not wish to trade them for any nation...
The trait of ahavah is great, but the trait of cheshek is greater than that, for ahavah is to love one who is beloved with
all of one’s actions, public and private, but sometimes the love leaves him and he forgets it, when he is involved in
eating and drinking or sleep. But cheshek is to cleave in thought, with great and powerful love, such that the thought of
the chosheik never leaves the chashuk at all...
And regarding this level of cheshek was Shir haShirim established, beginning, “Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His
mouth,” and the Sages taught, “All of Scripture is holy, and Song of Songs is holy of holies,” for the goal which is sought
from a person is for his thought to adhere to the holy of holies. And the word neshikah, meaning to cleave...

Enter the Philosophers?

7. Rabbi Avraham lbn Ezra, Introduction to Shir haShirim
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Philosophers set about to explain this book regarding the secret of the world, and the path of the joining of the higher

soul with the body, which is on the lowest level. And others have explained it regarding the Attributes. All of them should

be borne away by wind, for they are Aeve/, and the truth is only that which our predecessors z”| brought, that this book

is about the Jewish nation...

Ralbag
8. Professor Menachem Kellner, Introduction to translation of Ralbag on Shir haShirim, page vii

Gersonides stands at the intersection of three worlds. A learned and devoted Jew, his major philosophical-scientific
teachers were Muslims, although he worked in close scientific (astronomical and astrological) cooperation with
Christians and was, at the very least, aware of some developments in Latin philosophy... For Gersonides, Song of Songs
was unique: the only book in the Bible written to teach the ultimate truth of the universe to the elite while being of no
outward benefit to the masses.

9. Ralbag, Introduction to Commentary on Shir haShirim
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We have seen all of the explanations with which the early ones explained it, from those whose words reached us, going

in the path of homiletics. And this includes the path of those who say that which is the opposite of the text’s intent. And

these words, while good in their own right, should not be set as explanations for that for which they have been set as

homiletics.



10. Ralbag, Commentary to Shir haShirim 1:1
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It is known that Solomon, of blessed memory, composed many parables and many poems... And thus it said in this
verse, according to the evident meaning, that this poem is the select among the poems composed by Solomon. And
there is no doubt that all of them would direct [readers] toward the perfection intended for a person, whether to the first
perfection or to the last perfection or to both together. For it would not be the practice of those who speak in ruach
hakodesh to speak in poems which were composed to draw a person to disgraceful acts, or poems of Aeve/ and lies
which would not lead a person to that which one should love, or to distance things which ought to be distanced. And
therefore our Sages said that all of the poems are holy, and Song of Songs is holy of holies. Meaning, that all of
Solomon’s songs are holy, for those are the songs addressed in that sentence. And this was the meaning of the hint in
saying, “of Solomon,” meaning, the name of the composer.
But according to the metaphor used in this book, saying “of Solomon” points to the hylic intellect, as if to say that this
poem is the select among the poems composed toward that which is appropriate for the intellect and its success. Saying
“of Solomon” points to the subject that this book will investigate, the hylic intellect...

11.Ralbag, Introduction to Commentary on Shir haShirim
12 09w DIAR AN 12 WORY % °9 "W YT 20WIwA RO DTR? NON0ONT AN 10V T4 DRI AN T8 7931 IR
19182 V"W YT IR TMTW MW IPRY 1 .19V 0w T 7Y oNIR MW T nnon 19IRY DAW™ O2T0Y NMIRXMIT 2112 1112N°WD
2310 RITW 77 TR MAPWA 022202 07w PYI0 9Y 7N NPRON2 WK AW AW M1ET LI AR 2397 2V 0 22190 0D .
LMD VTN 90w 1% T A
an9oN DY INYAT TR P RITW TV QIRYT SWpPan v ,.‘Pbx D011 MR WK IRV 09X DRI DVATAY 137 2980 RO IR
MW DY MRYAIT PNV NI WIPY N0 TNWY N TR 19007 YA DWIRD OK 0D I3 KD 7100 D173 PIN 120K DIWINN WIRY
..IRTT 992 NRTA AW MPTNWAR 117 AWK 22V M0 PIwm
BRI DAR TR MRAY 11070XT 77N 97277 AT IR DR ORY NI 2070 Mnbwa nYYan2 aOWn DRI A0S 0T T
A DI .MINATN 72772 K022 MRIWA AT OX UMK TNNT WO DTN MR RIT T390 PR WD IR AW 0197 20 TR
.m0 PR oy awt Wt PPNt Xaw
77 599 739100 VYT 1) N0 DTN 71 oW KD T aA9ET DYAT 717 OR 720 20T OWR 2w W R 1907 77T 29D
NNART 12 71°7020 7Y0 T30 WK 2°VINT D100 DY Y AT NN LL.MTAT NINCAD TIN 07 WK 2OY1NT D110 DY 12T 17 ORI
IR NTON DD @IV D077 DY VI T R P
It is explicit and evident from the Torah and Prophets, and from logic, that the ultimate success intended for a person is
when he gains insight and knows Hashem as he is able. This will become complete for him when he examines that
which exists, its order, and Divine wisdom in making them as they are. These lessons will direct him to knowledge of
Gd on some level. For the action teaches about the Actor, on some level. Meaning, the action which is perfect teaches
about the most perfect Actor, as the Actor. And through this we may learn and know Hashem...
And it should not be lost upon us that in achieving this great success for which we are prepared there is great difficulty,
to the extent that reaching that goal is very remote for people, and even a great portion of it will be achieved only be
a very small number of people. This is for two reasons: 1) The difficulty of grasping perfectly that which exists, and 2)
the many obstacles we have in trying to grasp this appropriately...
The Torah is perfect for individuals and for the masses in guiding toward this goal. If we wished to explain this [guidance]
from the Torah’s words, we would need an extensive treatise. But we will abbreviate... And we will say that what we
should first guide ourselves towards is perfection of character traits. The Torah guided us toward this perfection explicitly
with many of the mitzvot. But that which comes to perfect the spirit is hidden, remote from the masses. ..
But this book, the Song of Songs, directs only individuals to the path to achieve success. Therefore, its visible layer was
not presented for the masses. As it appears to us from its words, it first pointed to removal of the obstacles which come
from deficient character... And then it pointed to removal of the obstacles which come from an inability to distinguish
between truth and falsehood. And then it pointed to guidance in insights, according to the proper order...



12. The six sections of Shir haShirim, according to Ralbag

1> 1:1-1:7 Introduction to the book, with key ideas

2> 1:82:7 Removing the obstacles which involve deficient character

3> 2:82:17 Avoiding intellectual error

4> 3:1-4:7 How to achieve the wisdoms which are learned

5> 4:8-8:4 How to understand the universe Hashem created

6> 8:5-end Understanding Divine wisdom

13. Who's Who (Ralbag, Introduction to Shir haShirim, and commentary to Chapter 1)
The beloved female (7°v7) The hylic intellect

The beloved male (117) The Active Intellect

King Solomon The Active Intellect

Jerusalem The complete human being

The daughters of Jerusalem  The powers of the soul

The daughters of Zion The powers of the soul that most closely serve the intellect
Dawn The banishing of intellectual darkness

Flowering, bearing fruit Development of intellect

Spices and oils Insights — natural or Divine

Praises for the beloved Some point to the hidden layer, some hide the hidden layer

14. Professor Menachem Kellner, Introduction to translation of Ralbag on Shir haShirim, page xxi

In his commentary Gersonides reads the text not as a dialogue between two physical lovers nor, as the talmudic rabbis
had read it, as a dialogue between G-d and the House of Israel, but as two dialogues. In Gersonides’ view the first
dialogue is between the human material intellect and the Active Intellect, a kind of conjunction with which is a human
being’s highest perfection and greatest felicity. The second is between the faculties of the soul and the material infellect.
These are not dialogues in the true sense, since in most instances Gersonides construes the participants in this discussion
as talking about and not to each other. In any event, the main thrust of the these discussions relates to the overwhelming
desire of the material intellect to approach the Active Intellect and its attempts to enlist the (willing) aid of the other
faculties of the soul in this quest.

15. Professor Menachem Kellner, Introduction to translation of Ralbag on Shir haShirim, page xxi

The most amazing thing about this commentary, at least so far as this reader is concerned, is the way in which
Gersonides’ approach, absurd on the face of it as an attempt to explicate the true meaning of the text as intended by
its author, becomes more and more convincing as one goes along.



