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Let us pray. Dear Lord may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be 
acceptable in your sight. Oh Lord our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.  
 
Both of our scripture passages today are songs. Psalm 15 is part of the Psalter—a collec-
tion of 150 song-prayers that have been sung by God’s faithful for millennia. The Song of 
Solomon is also a song book in our Bible’s Old Testament, though the word “God” never 
appears anywhere in its verses.  
 
The two pieces could not be more different. Psalm 15 is lovely, but it can come off a bit 
like a holy DMV check list. I can imagine standing in line and finally coming to the ser-
vice window:  
 
“You want to be licensed to worship on God’s holy hill? 
Have you walked blamelessly? [stamp] 
Do you have a record of lending money at interest? [stamp] 
Are the wicked despised in your eyes and have you marked that on form 602j? [stamp] 
You may proceed.” 
 
It is that kind of song that makes my kids wonder if heaven will be boring.  
 
But there is a comfort to it. Through the seasons of our lives, the ups and downs, the 
summers and the winters, it becomes easier and easier to want to play it safe. To build 
up shelters of certainty and safety around us. To take refuge “just in case.” It may be nice 
outside now, but what if it rains? Best to stay where no rain can touch me.  
 
The Psalm describes what that security requires. “Who can live in your tent, O God? 
Who can live on your holy hill?” The song refers to the temporary tabernacle and the 
more permanent Temple of the Lord. These were the places where the Ark of the Cove-
nant were housed and were understood to be the literal dwelling place of God. Entrance 
to the temple was regulated because, well, God lived there. Different levels of purity 
needed to be established before entry. Women were only allowed in so far. The seeming-
ly rhetorical question of “who can live in your temple” had a clear answer in Psalm 15.   
 
There is safety in these walls. But that is not all there is. Who may abide in God’s house? 
Those who are upright and blameless and true. But we must also remember that while 
the temple is and was God’s house, God did get out once in a while. The righteousness 
and stability of the cedars and pine that build structure around us are no better than a 
prison if we do not follow God outside. When we leave the house of the lord, we do not 
abandon that righteousness, but we live it.  
 
We do not huddle in fear of the Lord, but because the Lord is our God, we need fear 
nothing else.  
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While Psalm 15 is pleasant but a bit dry, Song of Solomon reads like a teenage love poem 
that we weren’t meant to see. It seems to violate the sense of decorum and order that we 
strive to have in church. “Roses are red, violets are blue, ask your mom if you can come 
out because I like you.” 
 
The song is two people in love, calling to one another. The woman has a rare equal voice 
alongside the man. Here there is no talk of truth or righteousness or money or require-
ments. Instead it is spring and breath and life. Flowers opening and birds singing and 
fruit ripening on the vine. If you’re getting the sense that there may be some double-
entendre’s here, you aren’t wrong. It is a short book, only 8 chapters, and if you think 
scripture is boring, I challenge you to read it without blushing.  
 
For contemporary Christians there may be a few too many lessons about the birds and 
the bees in this song than we are comfortable with, but there have been many interpre-
tations of this Song throughout the centuries.  
 
In ancient Jewish communities, the song was interpreted as expectant hope of deliver-
ance of Israel from exile. Israel listens for “the voice of [her] beloved,” and “looks” for a 
messianic messenger of love to call her to arise out of bondage and enter into a new Da-
vidic Kingdom.  
 
Because the traditional title gives credit to Solomon, some have interpreted it as a love 
song between Israel’s greatest king and a peasant lover, a “lily found among the thorns,” 
who is lifted up into royal grandeur.  
 
Later, early Christian scholars saw it as an allegory of divine love between Christ and the 
church, or even between Christ and Mary. Rather than being put off by the rapturous 
sensual language, it was seen as an appropriate reaction for a divine experience.  
 
Descriptions of the garden served as metaphors for the human body or for the garden of 
eden, or for the nation of Israel. The man and the woman were seen as the soul’s longing 
for the divine.  
 
Scholar Julia O’Brien writes that scholars today consider these poems to be appropriat-
ed secular love poetry, with parallels found Egyptian, Arabic, and Syrian poetry of the 
same time. Sadly the historical aspect is often seen at odds with the mystical theological 
depths. 
 
It is ancient universal poetry which emphasizes mutuality between the sexes. It is a song 
with timeless themes of longing and fulfillment. It is scripture which calls us out of our-
selves and invites us to see the beloved, smell the vines, hear the song of the nightingale, 
touch the outstretched hand of our beloved, and taste the fruit of the fig tree. 
 
So here we are faced with scripture that has a seemingly endless interpretations. How do 
we read this? 
 



 3 

This can be a scary question. If we can find multiple meanings in scripture, how can we 
know for sure what God is calling us to do? Does that mean that anything goes? Does it 
matter? At this point, we like to make one of two moves: we reach out and cling to a 
truth and hold on for dear life, or we let our worry drift away, replacing it with more 
immediate and concrete issues.  
 
But scripture shows us that this is a false choice. These two songs, one straightforward, 
the other poetic, exist in conversation with one another. Scripture, like God, like our 
lives, is not uni-dimensional, and our faith needs layers of certainty and trust, just as 
scripture has songs of assurance and songs of adventure.  
 
While recent scholarship has taken a more narrow focus, Biblical commentator Stepha-
nie Paulsell notes that “Early readers of the Song were much more comfortable with ac-
knowledging multiple, hidden meanings of Scripture than we are.” She continues, saying 
that “The great African theologian Augustine of Hippo [asked in his Confessions] ‘what 
harm can it do me, if different meanings, which are nevertheless all true, can be gath-
ered from these words?”1 
 
We should expect things to be complex when encountering God. God reveals the divine 
to us, but that does not mean that we fully understand. Rather in our life with God we 
are made intimately aware of the mystery of God. Here is the realization that the “truth” 
of God is more than a simple fact to be grasped, but a reality to be lived.  
 
We cannot short cut our understanding of God through following the right rules or by 
simply lifting up poorly defined “love.” It takes discernment, it takes thought, it takes 
work.  
 
I got a guitar for my birthday last year, because I wanted to be Maria from the Sound of 
Music. I love singing and music and spinning around in grassy fields, so I thought I’d be 
a natural. The only problem is, I have never sat down to take any lessons or do any real 
practice. So despite my best intentions, I still can’t play.  
 
Faith can be like that. We can be stuck in rules, playing practice scales over and over in 
order to gain perfection, all without ever playing a song. We all know of congregations or 
people who live to fulfill the letter of the law rather than to live the whole Word. 
 
Or we can neglect those practices altogether and live totally on the mercy of God, living 
from whim to whim, floating through life without accountability. This cheapens the 
grace of God and devalues our lives. We were not meant to live life floating free of re-
sponsibility and purpose. 
 

                                                 
1
 Paulsell, Stephanie and Harvey Cox. Lamentations and The Song of Songs. Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2012. p. 173-4 
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The black and white lines of the commandments of God find expression and life when a 
melody of joy is laid over them. Likewise the highs and lows of experience lack meaning 
without the guidance of the staff lines. You cannot have one without the other.  
 
The presence of these two songs in scripture is not happenstance. There are many dif-
ferent songs in our Holy Book.  
 
We need this collection of songs. Some call us out into the world, others call us home. 
We need them all. If we are too focused on getting the rules right we can forget to go out 
and live. But if we refuse to put work in on our lives and our relationship with God and 
others, we risk a relativism which leads to spiritual and moral homelessness. We don’t 
have to look far to see examples of Christians or Churches who fall prey to one of these 
two sins. 
 
The call to “Arise! and Come Away!” into the pleasures of life does not mean that we 
must turn from the purposes of God. In fact, it is God who is calling!  
 
In other words, just because we run outside does not mean we never come home again. 
It is precisely in the joy of living that we can truly understand what it means to “walk 
blamelessly, and do what is right, and speak the truth from their heart.” In fact, it is es-
sential to hold onto both truths. It is easy to slander and reproach while looking at your 
neighbors from inside your own camp. It gets harder when you walk out and introduce 
yourself. And yet if we don’t know where we come from, we risk losing our way.  
 
God takes seemingly contradictory truths and sets them up in relationship to one anoth-
er. We live in the breathing room between them. This is the space to encounter the 
truths and duties of God without being crushed under their weight. And this is the space 
to follow our deepest heart’s desire without losing ourselves. It is a place to run and 
laugh and try and learn. In other words it is what life is meant to be. It is a life with 
grace. It is the place where personal responsibility and divine mystery meet in love.  
 
For us the ultimate expression of God’s song is Jesus Christ himself. In Jesus all of God’s 
timeless righteousness and goodness and truth becomes more than abstract tenets out-
side of reality. In Jesus, the mystery of God comes near, and we can see grace close up.  
 
And in Jesus—in the ultimate reflection of God’s love—we can see ourselves. God does 
not sing alone. We too are invited into the saving grace of God. We might be clinging too 
tightly to the certainties of security. We might be wandering listless without a purpose. 
But wherever we are, we are called, claimed, cajoled.  
 
When we are wandering lost, God calls us home. When we are hiding in our certainties, 
God calls us outside. Arise! Come away! And when we hear the music, we are moved to 
learn to sing. Amen! 


