Pesach: The Holiday of Love
By Karen Miller Jackson'

Each of the shalosh regalim is paired with one book from the ketubim section of the
Bible. On Sukkot we read Kohelet, on Pesach, Song of Songs and on Shavuot, the book
of Ruth. On Pesach, this book-holiday connection is particularly notable. Not only is
Song of Songs read in many synagogues on Shabbat chol hamoed of Pesach (just as we
read Kohelet on Shabbat chol hamoed Sukkot and Ruth on Shavuot), but there is also a
custom in many families to read the entire Song of Songs after completing the already

lengthy Seder. What is it that bonds Song of Songs to the holiday of Pesach?

Song of Songs is an allegorical work, which through history has led to a wide spectrum
of interpretation, within both Jewish and Christian sources. It is not immediately clear
why Song of Songs should have anything to do with the holiday of Pesach, since taken
literally the book is a love song between a lover and a beloved. In fact, it is the only book
in the Bible, besides megillat Esther, which does not mention God’s name, and which
does not have a religious “feel” to it.” Moreover, there is a well-known debate in rabbinic

literature as to whether Song of Songs should even be included in the biblical canon.’

Song of Songs is not exactly the first book which comes to mind in attempting to
commemorate such a great miracle as yetziat mizrayim. It is not known exactly when it
became customary to read Song of Songs on Passover. While other Torah readings for
chol ha-moed Pesach are mentioned in the Tosefta, the reading of Song of Songs is first

mentioned in a significantly later work, Masechet Soferim,* which is dated to the mid 8"
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century.’” However, it is the interpretation of Song of Songs which imbues it with
religious meaning and offers the possibility of interpreting each verse as applying to

different points in the relationship between God and Israel.

One thread within this tapestry of interpretations understands the love song as referring to
the story of the exodus from Egypt. While this may seem a stretch at first glance, there
are several “hints” to the connection between Song of Songs and Pesach in the peshat
(literal meaning) of the book itself. Even though it is rarely obvious what historical
period Song of Songs might be allegorizing, there is one verse which seems to be a direct

reference to a historical character and biblical event. Song of Songs 1:9 reads:
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I have compared you, O my love, to a horse in Pharaoh’s chariots.’
Rabbi Eliyahu Kitov, in his book on Jewish holidays, Sefer Hatoda’ah, points out the
connection between this verse and the Song at the Sea in the book of Exodus.” There we
read:
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Horse and driver He has hurled into the sea...

Pharaoh’s chariots and his army He has cast into the sea.”

Another reason given by Rabbi Kitov for reading Song of Songs on Pesach, is that just as
Shavuot has famously been portrayed as the marriage between Israel and God, where har
Sinai is the chuppa and the Torah the ketuba, Pesach represents the engagement and
courtship between God and Israel. This metaphor is seen in the Haggadah’s use of
Ezekiel 16. There it says:
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“And numerous,” as it is said: “I passed over you and saw you wallowing in
your bloods, and I said to you ‘By your blood you shall live,” and I said to you
‘By your blood you shall live!” I caused you to thrive like the plants of the field,
and you increased and grew and became very beautiful your bosom fashioned
and your hair grown long, but you were naked and bare.””

In Ezekiel 16, God goes on to enter a covenant with Israel, traditionally understood as a
marriage covenant. Here God’s rescue of Israel from slavery marks God’s declaration of

commitment to [srael.

Professor Yeshayahu Leibowitz suggested another connection between Song of Songs
and Pesach.'’ He points out that Song of Songs is filled with imagery of springtime. The
rose, the lily, the apple tree, the fig trees, the vineyards, the pomegranates in bloom, the
grazing of the sheep and the leaping of the gazelles — all remind one of the freshness,

newness and sweetness associated with springtime. Moreover, it states:
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For now the winter is past,
The rains are over and gone.
The blossoms have appeared in the land,
The time of pruning has come,
The song of the turtledove
Is heard in our land."’

This all corresponds with Pesach, which we celebrate each year in chodesh ha-aviv (the
springtime) and the exodus itself which occurred in chodesh ha-aviv. '> And so, the
exodus is compared to the beginning of the relationship between God and Israel. Just as
spring is the time for flowers and fruit to blossom anew, it is also a chance for God and
Israel to re-declare their love and devotion to each other as was done through the exodus

from Egypt.
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In interpreting Song of Songs as an allegory for the exodus, the rabbis add new meaning
to this seminal event. First, the exodus is transformed from a one-sided story of God’s
choosing Israel to the initiation of a relationship, based on love and commitment.
Moreover, the dialogue in Song of Songs, between the lover and beloved, presented a

model for the rabbinic interpreters of a relationship of reciprocal choice.

This reciprocity can be seen in the following midrash on Song of Songs'*:
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“I am a rose (chavatzelet) of the valley,” I am the one and beloved (chavivah)
amlI...
“The Sharon,” Because I said before Him a song (shirah), through Moses, as it
says, “Then Moses and the Israelites sang.”
Another interpretation —
“I am a rose (chavatzelet) of the valley,” I am the one and beloved (chavivah)
am [.
I am the one who was hidden (chavuya) in the shade (tzel) of Egypt and in a
brief space, the Holy One blessed be He, brought me to Raamses, and I
blossomed forth in good deeds like a rose, and I chanted before Him the song, as
it says, For You, there shall be singing, as on a night when a festival is hallowed
(Is. 30:29)

There are numerous wordplays in this midrash. Chavatzelet is audibly connected to
chavivah, chavuya, and tzel. The word Sharon is connected to shir, or song, a reference to
either the song at the sea or the song mentioned in Isaiah, which is understood here as the

song Israel sang to God as praise for His taking us out of Egypt.

The midrash continues to apply the verse to other historical events, but it is this section
on the exodus which is relevant here. There is a mutual move toward each other on the
parts of God and Israel expressed in this midrash. God moves us to Raamses, our first

step in leaving Egypt, and Israel takes the next step in this dance by doing mitzvot and by
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praising God through song, both signs of Israel’s initiative which are absent in the

original narrative in the book of Exodus.

Hence, the intertwining of the Song of Songs and Pesach is an expression of one facet of
the holiday. Through reading Song of Songs in the midst of Pesach, and at the
culmination of the Seder, the holiday is more than a time to mark the miraculous rescue
of Israel from Egypt. It is also an opportunity for Israel and God to put the past year
behind them and start their relationship afresh. On Rosh Hashanah this renewal occurs
out of our awe and beseeching of God and God granting forgiveness. On Pesach, which
also marks a new year,'* the relationship is like a newly blossoming flower, once again
provided with a chance to grow and thrive. On Pesach we have the opportunity to

experience and renew God’s love for us as well as our love for God.

' The month of Nissan is called rosh hashanah with regard to the cycle of the Jewish
calendar and for counting the length of a king’s reign (Mishna Rosh Hashanah 1:1).



