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Shir haShirim Week 4: Shir haShirim Rabbah / Rashi

R’ Mordechai Torczyner - torczyner@torontotorah.com
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The Midrash layer
1. From last time Shemot 19:7-11

2. Midrash, Shir haShirim Rabbah 1:29-31 (Adapted from The Sefaria Midrash Rabbah ed. 2022)
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“Let us exult and rejoice in you.” Ten expressions of joy are employed in Israel’s regard: Gila, sisa, simha, rina, pitzha,
tzahala, alatza, alaza, hedva, ferva...
Another matter, “let us exult and rejoice in you.” We learned there: If a man marries a woman and stays with her ten
years and she has not given birth, he may not remain idle. Rabbi Idi said: There was an incident involving a certain
woman in Sidon who stayed with her husband ten years and did not give birth. They came to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai
and sought to separate from one another. He said to them: ‘By your lives, just as you came together with food and drink,
so too, you shall separate only with food and drink.” They followed his advice and made a celebration for themselves,
made a great feast, and she got him to drink in excess. When he was in good spirits, he said to her: ‘My daughter, see
any good item that | have in the house, take it, and go to your father’s house.” What did she do? After he fell asleep,
she motioned to her servants and maidservants and said to them: ‘Carry him in his bed and take him to my father’s
house.” At midnight he awakened from his slumber after his wine had abated. He said to her: ‘My daughter, where am
12" She said to him: ‘In my father’s house.” He said to her: “What am | doing in your father’s house?’ She said to him:
‘Is this not what you said to me in the evening: See any good item that | have in the house, take it, and go to your
father’s house? There is no item in this world better for me than you.” They went to Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai and he
stood and prayed for them and they were remembered, to teach you that just as the Holy One blessed be He remembers
the barren, so too, the righteous cause the barren to be remembered. And [additional] matters may be inferred o fortiorr:
If a flesh and blood [woman], because she said to another of flesh and blood ‘there is no item in this world better for
me than you,” was remembered, Israel, who are waiting for the salvation of the Holy One blessed be He every day,
and say: ‘There is nothing good in the world other than You,” all the more so.

3. Midrash, Shir haShirim Rabbah 1:18 (Adapted from The Sefaria Midrash Rabbah ed. 2022)
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Another matter, “as your love [dodekha] is better than wine”; matters of Torah are similar to each other, they are
companions to one another, they are close to each other, just as you say: “Or his uncle [dodo] or his cousin” (Leviticus
25:49).
Shimon bar Abba [said] in the name of Rabbi Yochanan: The words of the scribes are as dear as matters of Torah.
What is the reason? “Your palate is like fine wine” (Song of Songs 7:10). The scholars [said] in the name of Rabbi
Yochanan: The words of the scribes are dearer than matters of Torah, as it is stated: “Your palate is like fine wine.”
One who says there are no phylacteries, which contradicts matters of Torah, is exempt; [one who says they have] five
compartments, which adds to the words of the scribes, is liable...
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4. Midrash, Shir haShirim Rabbah 3:21 (Adapted from The Sefaria Midrash Rabbah ed. 2022)
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“At the crown with which his mother crowned him,” Rabbi Yochanan said: Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai asked Rabbi
Elazar ben Rabbi Yosei, he said to him: ‘Have you possibly heard from your father what is: “At the crown with which
his mother crowned him”2’ He said to him: ‘Yes.” He said to him: ‘What2’ He said to him: ‘[It is analogous] to a king
who had an only daughter and he loved her exceedingly much and would call her: My daughter. He did not stop loving
her until he called her: My sister. He did not stop loving her until he called her: My mother. So too, the Holy One blessed
be He loved Israel exceedingly much, and called them My daughter; that is what is written: “Hear, My daughter, and
see” (Psalms 45:11); He did not stop loving them until He called them My sister, as it is stated: “Open for me, my sister,
my lover” (Song of Songs 5:2); He did not stop loving them until he called them My mother, as it is stated: “Heed Me
My people, listen to Me My nation [vleumi]” (Isaiah 51:4), My mother [vle’imi] is written.” Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai
stood, kissed him on his head, and said: ‘Had | come only to hear from you this explanation, it would have sufficed for

!

me.

5. Bishop Origen (2nd-31d ¢.), Song of Songs (Lawson tr.), Book Two, Commentary to Shir haShirim 1:5

Here again the person of the Bride is infroduced as speaking, but she speaks now not to those maidens who are wont
to run with her, but to the daughters of Jerusalem. To these, since they have spoken slightingly about her as being ugly,
she now makes answer...

This Bride who speaks represents the Church gathered from among the Gentiles; but the daughters of Jerusalem to whom
she addresses herself are the souls who are described as being most dear because of the election of the fathers, but
enemies because of the Gospel. Those are, therefore, the daughters of this earthly Jerusalem who, seeing the Church of
the Gentiles, despise and vilify her for her ignoble birth; for she is baseborn in their eyes, because she cannot count as
hers the noble blood of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob...

The Bride knows that the daughters of the former people impute this to her, and that because of it they call her black,
as one who has not been enlightened by the patriarchs’ teaching. She answers their objections thus: | am indeed black,
O daughters of Jerusalem, in that | cannot claim descent from famous men, neither have | received the enlightenment of
Moses’ Law. But | have my own beauty, all the same...

6. Dr. Tamar Kadari, 7129 27w 99w wa7na 757w norveb, pg. 104
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It appears that one could seek an explanation for this from Shir haShirim 3:11. This is the only time in the entire megillah
in which Solomon’s mother is mentioned. A literal explanation of the verse as referring to King Solomon and his mother
Batsheva (as per Rabbi Yochanan) would not awaken any exegetic problem. The problem before which Rabbi Shimon
bar Yochai stands emerges from the fact that he wants to explain the verse allegorically, not literally. How could one
explain the verse allegorically, to say that “Solomon” is Gd, if this king has a mothere!
Perhaps another problem joins this issue. The allegorical explanation of the verse leads to the conclusion that Gd is born
of a woman. A teaching like that could, Gd forbid, support the beliefs of Christianity, rival of Judaism...

7. Mishnah, Yoma 8:9
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Rabbi Akiva said: You are fortunate, Israell Before whom are you purified, and who purifies you?2 Your father in
Heaven... As a mikvah purifies the impure, so Gd purifies Israel.

Rashi’s Approach
8. Rashi, Introduction to Shir haShirim
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“Gd said one thing; | heard two.” One verse leads to multiple explanations, and in the end there is no verse that leaves
its peshat and meaning. And although the prophets spoke with metaphors, one must establish the metaphor on its
foundation and order, as the verses are arranged, one affer the other.
And | saw in this book multiple midrashim of aggadah. Some arrange this entire book in one midrash, some are scattered
in multiple midrashim of aggadah, individual verses, and they do not match the language of the text and order of the
verses. And | said to myself to take the meaning of the text, to resolve their explanations in order, and | will establish
the midrashim of our Rabbis, each midrash in its place.
And | say that Shlomo saw, with Divine inspiration, that Israel would be exiled, exile after exile, destruction after
destruction, and to grieve in this exile for their original honour and to remember the initial love in which they were a
segulah for Gd from all the nations, saying, “I will go and return to my first husband, for it was better for me then than
it is now. (Hosheia 2:9)” And they would remember His kindnesses and their trespass, and the good He had said to
give them at the end of days.
And he established this book with Divine inspiration in the language of a woman bound in living widowhood, longing
for her husband, yearning for her beloved, remembering her youthful love for him and admitting her error. And her
beloved is pained in her pain, and he recalls the kindnesses of her youth and her beauty and her good deeds in which
he bonded with her in a mighty love. [This was done by Solomon] to inform them that He had not oppressed her of His
own will, and He had not sent her away; she is still His wife, and He is still her husband, and He will return to her.

9. Talmud, Makkot 24b
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"This is why | laugh! It is written, 'l will call loyal witnesses, Uriah the Kohen and Zecharyah ben Yeverechiah.' How
are they connected — Uriah was in the first Temple, Zecharyah in the second Temple! The text links their prophecies:
Uriah said, 'Because of you, Zion will be plowed." Zecharyah said, 'Elders will sit in the streets of Jerusalem." Until
Uriah's prophecy was fulfilled, | worried that Zecharyah's prophecy would not be fulfilled. Now that Uriah's prophecy
has been fulfilled, it is known that Zecharyah's prophecy will be fulfilled."

10. Rashi to Shir haShirim 5:1
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Ariti — "1 have collected”. Like the Mishnah’s “the breadth of an oreA and his basket.” And also biblical language
(Tehillim 80, “And all of the passersby arvha.” It refers to the incense here...



11.Rashi to Shir haShirim 7:5
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“Apeich is like the tower of Lebanon” — | cannot explain it as “nose”, not within the peshat and not as a metaphor, for
what praise of beauty is there in a large nose, upright as a tower2! And | say gpeich means “face”... for it is speaking
of the forehead, which is the essential way to recognize a face, as in... And you know this for he praises her and goes
along upward, “Your eyes are as pools in Cheshbon,” and after them the forehead. And so the nations praise...

12. Rashi to Shir haShirim 5:10
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“My beloved is tzach” — White, like “more tzach than milk” (Eichah 4)
“And red” — | will first explain it according to peshat, praising a youth’s beauty when he is white and his face Admoni...
“My beloved is tzach” — And white, to bleach my sins. “ 7zach and white” when seen at Sinai, appearing like an elder
teaching Halachic rulings, and so when He sits in justice, as in Daniel 7, “His garb is white like white snow, and the
hair of his head is like clean wool.”
“And red” - To punish his enemies, as in, “Why is Your garb red.”

Rashi on Shir haShirim

13. Rashi to Shir haShirim 1:2
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She speaks this song in her mouth in her exile and widowhood. “Would that King Solomon would kiss me of the kisses

of his mouth, as He once did.” Because in some places they kiss on the back of the hand or the shoulder, but | desire

and yearn that He should act with me as He did in the beginning, like a groom to a bride, mouth to mouth.

14. Rashi to Shir haShirim 1:3
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“The young women loved you” - Yitro came when he heard and converted. And Rachav the zonah also said, “For we

heard how He dried up... For Hashem your Gd is Gd in the Heavens, etc.”

15. Rashi to Shir haShirim 1:4
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16. Rashi to Shir haShirim 2:7
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17.Talmud, Ketuvot 111a
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What is the purpose of these three oaths? That the Jews should not ascend as a wall, that the Jews should not rebel

against the nations, and that the nations should not overly oppress the Jews.



