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Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O 
Lord, our strength, our courage and our freedom.  Amen 
 
IT IS NOT LIKE, BUT IS—IT IS NOT LIKE, BUT IS.  Our love is not like the love of God, it is 

the love of God.  The love we embody, the love we express to each other, even in its most 

erotic and sensuous forms, that love is not like the love of God, it is the love of God 

expressed in human form!   

 

Well now, I hear you saying to yourself, where is he going with that!  I am here to bear witness 

to what I believe is an exceedingly important truth about God, about us human beings, about 

our relationships with each other, and about love.  I have come to this understanding of love 

from my study of the Scriptures, including study of the biblical words we translate as “love”, 

from what I have read by scholars who have probed the profound depths of human love, from 

what I have observed in the loving relationships of others, and, not least, what I know from my 

love affair with my own wife, Teresa.  Their love—our love—is not like the love of God, it is the 

love of God!   

 

Here me carefully, my friends:  there are no dichotomies, as if we could separate human love 

from God’s love and end up with two kinds of love.  Love is one!  As the author of 1 John 

says, “God is love” period! (4:16)  God is the ground, the source, the ultimate cause of all love, 

both Divine and human—love in all its forms and expressions is the love of God, because 

God is love.  This truth about love is echoed and affirmed in our reading from James:  “Every 

generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of 

lights.” (1:17)  Our giving—our loving—is not like the loving giving of God, it is the loving 

giving of God.   

 

Now, I am keenly aware this morning of the horrific scenes of violence and despair coming 

out of Afghanistan, as well as the other troubling things Canon Joan mentioned a moment ago.  

So, it may seem like what I have to say is out of touch with reality.  My hope is that what I 

have to say about love in this moment will live up love is as a beacon of hope when times are 

dark.   



 

Let me ask you a question:  Besides hearing the Song of Songs read in the lectionary every 

third year, perhaps, as it was today, when and where else have you heard it read?  “At 

weddings!”  Right!  The reading from the Song of Songs we heard this morning is one of nine 

scripture readings suggested in the Book of Common Prayer to be read at a marriage 

ceremony.  Perhaps some of you had it read at your marriage, right?  Teresa and I did when 

we married in 2005 and, in a moment, I will tell you more about the reasons why we chose 

this passage from the Song of Songs.   

 

Choosing this passage to be read at our marriage was not my first serious encounter with the 

Song of Songs.  In my doctoral work, I took a seminar on the Song of Songs which used the 

Hebrew text as the basis for our study.  Two things stand out in my memory of that class:  1) 

First, the Hebrew text was exceedingly difficult to translate into English and in some cases 

impossible.  It was not just that several Hebrew words in the Song only occur once in the OT, 

nor that there were obscure loan words from other ancient languages, as well; translating was 

difficult because the Song is poetry, and poetry is allusive by nature.  We six white guys, 

including our Professor, were from a culture completely different from the culture in which the 

Song appeared.  As a consequence, we could not understand some of the allusions that 

would have been readily understood by the original readers or hearers of the Song of Songs.  

But, if that class was a lot of hard work, it also engendered in me a love for the Song of Songs 

that continues to this day.  2) The other thing I remember about that course is that the text of 

the Song of Songs is breath-takingly sensuous!  And it is even more explicitly sensuous in 

the Hebrew original, I may say, for English translators have tended to tone down the explicit 

and profound sensuousness of the poetry of the Song.  Still, the English translation is 

sensuous enough as it stands and, had I more time this morning, I would read you some of 

the more erotic lines in these poems, some of which might make us both blush!  But not to 

worry, I am not going to do a “Dr. Ruth Westheimer” talk on eroticism this morning!  You can 

read these poems later this week and see for yourself.  I hope you will. 

 

As it stands in our canon of the Older Testament, the Song of Songs is a unique and 

unparalleled collection of poems which describe human love in the most concrete and graphic 

terms—the Song is all about human sexual love throughout its eight chapters.  In just the few 

verses we heard read this morning, the word “beloved” occurs five different times.  And there 



are very many allusive phrases and double entendres about love sprinkled throughout the 

Song.  These Songs are to be taken literally for what they are, descriptions of human love, 

else why would we read them at a Christian marriage ceremony? 

 

Oh, yes, I know what you probably know also, that the Song of Songs has been interpreted 

allegorically by both Jews and Christians, in part, because too many persons were put off by 

the explicitly erotic language of the poetry.  From the beginning, Jewish sages interpreted the 

Song as an expression of the ideal relationship of love existing between God and Israel.  

Christians followed their lead by interpreting the Song as the ideal expression of love between 

Christ and the church.  And Martin Luther interpreted it as the love between Christ and the 

individual soul.  For most interpreters in our own time, myself included, the allegorical 

interpretations simply run aground on the vivid concrete details of these poems.  I do not deny 

that there is value in such interpretations, which have been embraced by various mystics 

down through history to describe their relationships with God.  But, if we simply jump to the 

allegorical interpretation and conclude that is all there is, then we will miss one of the most 

important and profound statements about our humanity as we are made in the image of God.  

And we will miss knowing what God has made us capable of in expressing love to each other.  

The sensuous human love described in the Song is not like the love of God, it is the love of 

God.   

 

Now, it is precisely this profoundly human element—the healthy human sensuousness--the 

explicit human eroticism--of these poems that is the reason why I have chosen to preach on 

this passage this morning.  And that is why Teresa and I chose this reading as part of our 

wedding ceremony.  We wanted to affirm in the strongest possible way the sacredness--the 

holiness--of human love as described in these poems, the sacredness of the love we have 

come to share and the holiness of the love shared in any committed human relationship of 

love.  We wanted to affirm what Judaism has always affirmed--what the Song of Songs 

affirms:  there is no dichotomy between the sacred and the secular, between body and spirit, 

between mind and matter.  We wanted to affirm that love is one because God is one and the 

love that we share--the love that we express for each other, as well as the love we express to 

others, to each of YOU--is none other than the love of God expressed in human form.  We 

believe our love is not LIKE the love of God; it IS the love of God expressed in human form.   

 



Now, if you take nothing else away from what I have to say this morning, I hope you will take 

this:  any love you have ever lavished upon a lover, including its most erotic and passionate 

expressions, the love you now share with any of your beloveds, be they family or friends, the 

love you share with any other person, especially the most unlovable—all of these expressions 

of love are none other than the love of God--the one love of God--expressed in human form.  

 

Think for a moment about the love you have experienced with others.  If we speak of love 

lavished on a lover, we are obviously speaking of erotic love, love signified by the Greek word 

eros.   When we speak of love expressed to any other beloved—children, or grandchildren, or 

friends, including love expressed to the most unlovable, we are speaking of love signified by 

the Greek word agape.  Some want to play off a negative human eros against a positive 

divine agape.  They claim that eros is an egocentric and acquisitive kind of love, that eros is 

needs-based and desire-based.  When we love out of eros, they say, we love only out of self-

interest and in order to acquire and possess the object of our love.  I confess that is not my 

experience of eros, and that makes me suspicious of this dichotomy.  On the other hand, 

some claim that agape, by contrast, is a self-giving and self-sacrificial kind of love.  It is based 

on God's unconditional love for all creatures.  When we love out of agape we reject all self-

gain and interest, and surrender ourselves to the other and love them purely for themselves. 

All this is true of agape, but to contrast this with a negative estimate of eros is a false 

dichotomy, a dichotomy that is also false to the splendid eroticism enunciated in the Song and 

to the human eroticism that has its true source in God.  God is love and love is one:  There is 

no dichotomy! 

 

When we express our love to each other, we become part of the circle of love that includes 

God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  Ron Rollheiser, the author of THE HOLY LONGING, once 

described the Holy Trinity as three perfect persons making perfect love!  Our love is part and 

parcel of the love that is continuously shared among the three persons of the Trinity.  This is 

the truth legitimated by the Song of Songs.  Thanks be to God that the Song of Songs has 

been preserved in our canon to show us what is most true and most Godlike, to remind us 

who we are as God has made us and what God intends for us. 

 

In his introduction to the Song of Songs in THE MESSAGE, Eugene Peterson puts it this way:  

"The Song is a convincing witness that men and women were created physically, emotionally, 



and spiritually to live in love.  At the outset of Scripture we read, 'It is not good for man to live 

alone.'  The Song of Songs elaborates on the Genesis story by celebrating the union of two 

diverse personalities in love.  We read Genesis and learn that this is the created pattern of joy 

and mutuality for us.  We read the Song and see the goal and ideal toward which we all press 

for fulfillment.  Despite our sordid failures in love, we see here what we are created for, what 

God intends for us in the ecstasy and fulfillment that is celebrated in the lyricism of the Song." 

[Peterson, 948]   

 

Last Sunday, Susan Gaumer preached a wonderful sermon in which she emphasized the 

importance of “abiding”--abiding in Christ, as the key to our Christian walk.  I second Susan’s 

emphasis.  St. John writes, “As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my 

love.” (15:9)  There it is!  The key to the Christian life is abiding in Christ’s love, which is the 

love of God with which God loved Jesus, which then becomes the love of Christ in which we 

abide.  It is precisely this abiding in Christ’s love that makes it possible for us to love each 

other.  “We love because God and Jesus first loved us.” (I John 4:19)  I hope that the truth 

that your love is not like, but is the love of God will bring you joy and will energize you to love 

even more passionately in even more extravagant ways.   

 

When you come to this table this morning, you will receive the symbols of the most profound 

and extravagant expression of human love in the history of the world.  You will receive the 

bread and wine made holy.  You will take into your own body the love of God that was 

manifested in human form in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who laid down his life in love 

for you.  As we pray together in the Post-Communion Prayer:  "Dying and living, Jesus 

declared God's love, gave us grace and opened the gate of glory."  The love of Jesus is not 

like, but is the love of God and your love is not like, but is the love of God.  May you 

continually find joy in that one holy love.  Amen 

 

 


