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TEXTS

September |, 2024

Song of Solomon 2:8-13
Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9

Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9
Psalm |5
James |:17-27

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15,21-23
What links the texts this week?

We are drawn to consider the relationship between our desires and our conduct. How does our con-
duct reveal that or those with whom we desire to be in relationship? Are we behaving in the way that
shows the objects of our desire that we still want them - that we are still committed to the relation-
ship? We sometimes disagree about what practices and rituals best embody our commitment to loving
one another as well as the Divine.We must join together in community to reconcile our ways of loving
one another and our Creator.This process is not one of domination but of dialogue between humans
and our more-than-human kin.

ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)
Call to worship
(from Song of Songs 2)
Look! Here comes by beloved—
leaping across the mountains,

bounding over the hills.

We race towards one another in joy;
for the Holy delights in our pleasure!

Flowers appear on the earth;
the season of singing springs forth,
birdsong blesses the land.

We relish in the vibrancy of the world;
for the Holy delights in our pleasure!

My beloved spoke and said to me,
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“Arise, my darling,
my beautiful one, come with me.”

The Divine greets us as a lover—
enamored, giddily, playfully;
for the Holy delights in our pleasure!

Opening Prayer

Beautiful Eros—we lament when religion vilifies and polices the wonders of pleasure.We mourn the ways
we have internalized teachings of shame.We grieve the ways oppressive systems warp sexuality through
violence and control.

Erotic Love—plant within us joyful permission—to embrace what brings us pleasure, to learn healthy
sexuality, and to celebrate the relationality of our bodies. May our cultivation of affectionate connection be
the very expression of your wonder.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

“There is no way to repress pleasure and expect liberation, satisfaction, or joy.” says author of the book
Pleasure Activism, adrienne maree brown. So today, we gather our resources, taking pleasure in reciprocity,
dreaming of joy. Come!

Prayer of Dedication

Sensual Spirit—delight with us, dance with us, dream with us! Take our offerings and co-create communities
that honor the wisdom of the body and that flow forth in freedom.Amen.

Benediction

The fig tree forms its fruit;

the blossoming vines spread their fragrance.
Arise, come, my darling;

my beautiful one, come with me

The Holy is inviting us to savor the world—
let us join them in the garden.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your tradition hold any consensus around the interpretation of the poetry in Song of Songs? How do
the predominant interpretations inform your tradition’s sexual ethic?

* In what ways can your faith community create subversive spaces where people are free to act contrary to
the monogamous cisheteronorms that from the bedrock of the settler colonial project?

* How can we relate our love of the Divine to erotic love in a way that expands our embodied
understandings of both? What can we learn from placing these forms of desire in conversation?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Song of Songs is like a dill pickle on a burger, or olives in a pasta sauce. If we include it, it changes
the flavor of the whole dish. Maybe that is why it so rarely appears in the lectionary and even more rarely
makes it to a Sunday service. This poem is pungent!

In fact, Song of Songs appears in the Revised Common Lectionary exactly once, this Sunday, and the passage
included is one of the tamer, with no explicit mention of the breasts and hands and lips and teeth and groins
that are otherwise so front and center in the poem. For this reason, | will focus on the poem as a whole rather
than just this small excerpt.This is a very, very embodied text. Desire here is fully enfleshed.

No one really knows how the text got into the canon to begin with, this erotic love poem that makes no
mention of Yahweh and celebrates femme desire and sexuality outside of wedlock and procreation. Classified
as wisdom literature, perhaps because of its ascription to Solomon, it differs considerably from the explicitly
instructional character of other wisdom texts. Marvin H. Pope’s theory has gained some traction, suggesting
that the poem descends from ancient near Eastern fertility rites that co-existed with worship of Yahweh.This
week’s excerpt, with its spring setting, its blossoming vines, its burgeoning figs as background to the lovers’
saga, seems consistent with that theory, for sure.

Over the years, scholars (many but not all of them men) have done their best to strip this text of its pungen-
cy, reducing it to an allegory for the relationship between the soul and God, or between the church and Jesus.
This is not inherently a disembodying move, but because of the long history of white Western disembodied
theology, it has that effect. | don’t think we have to forgo possible allegorical meaning entirely, but what if we
first really took in the rich sensual and sexual imagery of the poem and then let those images transform how
we think of the human relationship with the divine? What if that relationship became...fleshier? Simultaneously
sexier and more intertwined with a sensual experience of the more-than-human world?
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In God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Phyllis Trible interprets Song of Songs as a repair, or at least a restorative
re-imagining, of what went wrong in Genesis, when desire got separated from pleasure and yoked nearly
exclusively to the labor of childbirth. Here, sexuality is relished for its own ends rather than for the procre-
ation of the species.There is no mention of babies, heirs, firstborn sons, or the creation of a chosen people
to serve or colonize (depending on your interpretation) the entire world.

Indigenous feminist scholar Kim Tallbear is doing fascinating work around reclaiming sexuality from the ends
settler colonialism has put it to, playing around with the highly controversial phrase “make kin, not babies.” |
highly recommend dipping into her work if you have time.

Renita Weems argues along similar lines as Trible:“The Song of Songs advocates balance in the female and
male relationships, urging mutuality not domination, interdependence not enmity, sexual fulfillment not
mere procreation, uninhibited love not bigoted emotions.”

It is also fascinating that, as Timothy Paul Erdel has pointed out, those who have proposed spiritual-allegor-
ical readings of this text have almost exclusively imagined God as the “he”, the stag, and the church or soul
as “she,” conventionally thought of as a woman.What happens if you reverse this perceived polarity so that
God’s fervent, passionate, dripping, “feminine” desire is at the center of your understanding of the hu-
man-divine relationship? And that it is God who is punished for this desire in chapter 5, brutally raped when
She leaves her protected garden and goes searching for her beloved in the city? Might that not provide a
much-needed critical lever for examining the violence of patriarchy?

If you read this text as sacred and fully a part of the scriptural canon, what stories might it re-interpret for
you and your folks? Might it lead you and your congregation to wonder about the sexual and emotional
experiences of women like Sarai/Sarah, Rebecca, Hagar, Rachel, Hannah and Mary, whose lives are often
reduced to the role they played in an ancestral lineage that produced significant men? What was the tex-
ture of their desire? How might this story change how you read Mary Magdalene, so often shuttled into the
back room of Christian worship because of her alleged status as a sex worker?

Might it make it possible to have a more frank and open conversation about sex workers, or desire outside
of heteronormative marriage, or women who have been slut-shamed for their embrace of their own sexual
pleasure!?

And finally, how might your congregation’s thinking about sexuality be expanded if it is connected to the
fertility of the more-than-human world?

Structural - Does the Shulammite woman at the center of this poem live outside of patriarchy?
“Patriarchy” refers to a system in which people assigned male have disproportionate control over political,
economic, familial, social, religious, and cultural arrangements, and ideas about what is considered “normal,”

“good,” and “desirable” favor the interests of those individuals. These ideas are reinforced and reproduced
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within the cultural institutions of a society, including its media, schools, religious institutions, and political
mouthpieces. The cultures described in the Bible mostly fit the bill. Arguably, so does the white dominant
settler culture of the United States.

Which makes the question poignant for us: does the Shulammite woman live outside of patriarchy?

Some feminist biblical scholars have argued so, Phyllis Trible included. Certainly, the Shulammite woman
expresses her desire for her lover with a degree of freedom and agency that would seem to suggest so. Her
desire exists outside of the ownership or transactional arrangements that seem to characterize other bibli-
cal sexual relationships. She appears to be unmarried. Her sexuality is not characterized in ways that tie it to
procreation. There is a striking mutuality to the love and desire expressed by the two lovers.

More recently, however, Maya Nojechowicz has argued that these rosy characterizations obscure the cour-
age of the Shulammite woman’s resistance to patriarchy. Her assignations with her lover seem to occur
within the privacy of her garden, which she also offers up to her lover, and under cover of darkness.The
lover leaves at dawn, suggesting that the society in which the two lovers live does not support their re-
lationship. Moreover, he has a social mobility that she does not seem to possess.The one time she leaves

the garden to search for her lover, who has suddenly disappeared, she is brutally sexually assaulted by “the
watchmen,” who seem to play the role of the guardians of the patriarchal order. Her brothers caution her to
exercise patience and not to move ahead with the union before it is time (though it is not clear the degree
to which she heeds their advice.)

Lesbian, bisexual, queer, transgender, and kinky people in the pews may hear their own stories in hers.

It is hard to imagine what love and sex relations might look like outside of patriarchy. In a patriarchal culture,
the reproductive capacities of people with wombs must be controlled. Which means their sexuality must be
controlled, as well. This patriarchal control of bodies with wombs also serves white supremacy and settler
colonialism. It is easy to see how the control of Black women’s bodies (and the Shulammite has a “sun-borne
Blackness”) serves to maintain racial capitalism, manifesting in everything from rape of Black enslaved people
to eugenics to stereotypes of the “welfare queen”). Likewise, as Kim Tallbear and other indigenous scholars
have laid out, the ordering of sexual and romantic relationships into monogamously coupled families where
men owned the land was crucial to the way Turtle Island was settled.

Even queer relationships are often structured according to heteronormative, monogamous models.

What kind of mutuality might be possible outside these models? How could sex, pleasure, love, desire, and
family be different if we were free of patriarchy? Is this a conversation your community could engage?

It is probably impossible to know the answers to these questions from within white, settler; heteronorma-
tive patriarchy, but we no doubt have longings in that direction. In her presentation called “Making Love and
Relations Beyond Settler Sexualities,” Kim Tallbear talks about how, through a settler gaze, she and her family
have failed at romantic relationships, but from an indigenous perspective, they have excelled at making kin,
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often beyond the bounds of compulsory monogamy.

In this context, while the Shulammite woman may not live free of patriarchy, and patriarchy may still thwart
her ability to actualize her desire, she can inspire us to continue to yearn for the kind of mutuality and
passion that might be possible in the new world we are making, even though, for us as well as for her, that
work is risky.

Interpersonal - Any discussion of love and relationship is a tender matter.There will no doubt be con-
gregants who have recently loved and lost and others who identify as aromantic or asexual.We might
wonder what happened to these lovers after the poem ended. How is their relationship going five or ten
years later? Are they still together? If so, has the passion remained? Or has the love of those “teeth as white
as recently shorn sheep” been overshadowed by barely sustained tolerance of muttony morning breath?

The kind of intense desire expressed in Song of Songs rarely lasts beyond the first months or years of a
relationship.We might wonder how much these lovers’ desire is sharpened by the fact that they are for-
ever parting at daybreak, that their love cannot yet be fully realized in the world outside the privacy of the
nighttime garden.

Sometimes called “new relationship energy,” psychologists refer to this early infatuation as limerence. Lim-
erence has less to do with actually knowing, appreciating, or respecting the actual human being in front of
you and more to do with the desire to be desired by who you imagine the person to be, based on limited
information. According to Psychology Today, “At the beginning of a limerent reaction, an individual will often
think about the person to whom they’re attracted, and, importantly, doing so will bring them considerable
pleasure.That pleasure is intensified to a feeling of elation or jubilation if there is a hint of reciprocity from
the object of their limerence.”

Sounds a bit like Song of Songs, does’t it?

The person we think we desire is often not quite the actual person in front of us. In his beautiful and poetic
book, The Smell of Rain on Dust, Martin Prechtel discusses the close connection between love and grief.
One chapter in that book focuses on the acute, almost painful passion of first love, when, Prechtel says, we
glimpse the Divine in the object of an unattainable love.While we are, in some sense, mistaken—no human
is the divine—what we perceive is also real: the undiluted, awe-inspiring appearance of the sacred that is
never fully encapsulated in one person but that is also indisputably present in living flesh and spirit.

In the best of cases, limerence mellows into real, grounded love based on love for real, imperfect people
and care for them. But if that doesn’t happen, all is not lost. Even when the relationship with the actual,
fallible human being doesn’t work out, one can still celebrate the glimpse of the sacred one experienced in
falling for them.

And likewise, human-to-human relationship is far from the only way to experience this kind of passion. It is
available to us wherever the divine shows up—in the tender green of a blade of grass or the deep yellow
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of a black-eyed susan, in the swell of a concerto or the pounding of a drum, in the smell of cinnamon or the
taste of your favorite comfort food.

Where have you glimpsed the divine? Where has infatuation led you, and what happened next? This Sunday
might be a good time for some honest storytelling about love, limerence, and loss.

Erdel, Timothy Paul.*“Exploring the Garden of Feminine Motifs in Song of Songs.” Priscilla Papers 34(2) Spring
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Words for inspiration:

Monogamy has not been a choice for many of us, Indigenous and not. It is mostly compul-
sory in settler society, and challenging It is to challenge the colonial imposition of often
oppressive forms of settler sexuality, family, and property. My Dakota ancestors were also
non-monogamous and there are accounts of multiple marriages (whether sexual or not,
we do not always know) being used to make extended kinship networks and to take care
of relatives more effectively. | figure my ancestors probably had it more right than the vio-
lent imposers of one-on-one, lifelong, monogamous state- and church-sanctioned marriage.
My non-monogamy project, while it can never be exactly what my ancestors did, in part
honours their relationship wisdom.

= Kim Tallbear

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

‘[ think it’s bullshit, West Side residents express frustrations over DNC security measures
How Voting Laws Have Changed in Battleground States Since 2020

DNC protests begin: ‘Reproductive justice means free Palestine!’

Security experts raise fresh concerns on arms proliferation

AFL-CIO president Shuler: focus is on Texas, Georgia, and South Carolina for organizing

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought

partners]

Commentaries Author

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of
RESPISCENCE:A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING
WHITE SUPREMACY and a contributor to THEWORD IS
RESISTANCE, a podcast from SUR|J-Faith, as well as to GEEZ Magazine,
JESUS RADICALS, THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship
publications.
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