“Altogether Beautiful”

| enjoy weddings. As a priest, | enjoy when | get to
officiate weddings, but | also like just attending
them. The music, the service, the reception, all
of it. But maybe my favorite part of a wedding is
when the music of the bridal march first begins
and everyone stands and the bride starts her
walk down the aisle.

There's always something thrilling and beautiful
about seeing a bride coming down the aisle
toward her soon to be husband, but I'm rarely
paying full attention to the bride in that moment,
because what | really enjoy seeing - even more
than a joyful and beautiful bride - what | really
enjoy seeing is the look on the face of the groom
when he sees her. So | always turn and look to
see his expression.

Sometimes it's really dramatic. Some grooms
are so overcome when they see their bride that
they begin to cry. Other times their reactions are
more subdued. But no matter how emotional
they may seem, there's always a response. A
light in his eyes, a smile on his face, a look that
testifies to just how much he adores her, how
excited he is, and how in that moment, nothing
in the world is more captivating than her. | love
seeing that look, to see the look of a man
completely enthralled by the woman he loves.

And that is exactly what we find in Song of Songs
chapter 4. Not the look, but the words of a man
who feels overwhelming adoration for his bride.

"You have captivated me," he tells her.

L L

You have captivated my heart, my
sister, my bride; you have captivated my
heart with one glance of your eyes.

SONG OF SONGS 4:9

But I'm getting ahead of myself. Before the
groom says that, in fact, before he says anything
at all, the stage first has to be set. And that's
what happens beginning with chapter 3:6.

am,

What is that coming up from the wilderness,
like columns of smoke, perfumed with
myrrh and frankincense, with all the
fragrant powders of a merchant?

SONG OF SONGS 3:6

As we continue to read, we discover what this
site is coming up from the wilderness. It's a
wedding procession, one with all the unmatched
splendor of King Solomon himself. It's his bed,
built from silver and gold, and the choicest of
woods, surrounded by 60 bodyguards being
carried as a litter. It seems to be Solomon
himself who's being portrayed as the groom.

Of course, we know from the history of
Solomon's life, as told in Kings and Chronicles,
that Solomon, in fact, had 700 wives and 300
concubines. But the author of the song doesn't
mention that. Which suggests either that the
reference to Solomon is simply meant to evoke
the glory of a royal wedding, or that Solomon is
here being portrayed not as he really was, but as
he should have been, could have been if only he
had acted as the groom in this song.

But regardless, that's not really what matters in
this passage, because as soon as the groom
sees his bride, he does what any good groom
does, and he draws our attention away from
himself and directs it onto her.

L]

Behold, you are beautiful, my love,
behold you are beautiful!

SONG OF SONGS 4:1
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Then he begins to describe her beauty. Itis a
rather strange description, and many of the
similes that he compares her with, they don't
make much sense to modern readers. Nor did
they always make sense to early Christian
readers. Gregory of Nyssa, writing in the fourth
century, had this to say about the groom's
comparison of his beloved's teeth to a flock of

sheep!

(4

Now if we were to attend the literal sense of

this image, | do not understand how anyone

could say that praise is being given her teeth
by comparing them with prolific flocks.

GREGORY OF NYSSA

And it's not just the teeth. Eyes like doves. Hair

like goats. A neck like a tower. Breasts like fawns.

Really? Attempts to illustrate this bride taking all
of these similes literally renders a portrait that
would be hardly flattering to any woman.
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Which may be at least one reason why early and

medieval Christians didn't even try to read these
descriptions literally. They interpreted them as
allegorical references to the church. Saint
Augustine, for instance, suggested that the
praise of the bride's teeth are really a praise of
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... those who tear away men from their errors
and make them a part of the body of Christ.

£

AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

Similarly, the 12th century theologian Honorius
of Autun interpreted the praise of the bride's
neck and the groom's comparison of it to the
Tower of David as actually a praise of

((

... those who are instructed and knowledgeable in the
Scriptures—who join Church to Christ by word and
example. Just as David’s tower is impregnable ... so

these persons are strengthened by Christ with the
rampart of Scriptures, for the purpose of defending the
buildings of faith and repelling the darts of the enemies.

HONORIUS OF AUTUN

One of the reasons that these early and

medieval Christians interpreted the groom's
words this way is, as I've said before, because
they believe that this entire book is in fact a book
about the love between Christ and the church.
Butit's also because, just like us, they struggle to
understand why a man would describe his
beloved bride as having hair like goats and
cheeks like pomegranates.

But there's a reason that this man is using these
comparisons and these images is because,
remember, this woman is a country girl. She's
been working outside, tending sheep. So the
groom, he uses images that she'd recognize,
images that she'd be familiar with. He's not
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saying that her teeth are like woolly sheep. He's
saying that her teeth are beautifully white. And
by saying that none of these sheep have lost
their young, he's delighting in the fact (and this
would have been rare in his day) delighting in the
fact that she still has all her teeth. Long necks.
Long necks were considered beautiful in the
ancient world. Just think of Nefertiti. If you've
ever seen a picture of her. So he tells this woman
that her neck, adorned with jewels, is tall and
radiant, like the Tower of David when the sun hits
it in the afternoon and the sun shines off its
many shields.

His words, they wouldn't have sounded
ridiculous to her. She would have understood his
comparisons, and she would have understood
the cumulative message that he was trying to get
across. As one commenter notes:

((

He has described seven parts of his beloved’s anatomy:
her eyes, hair, teeth, lips, cheeks, neck, and breasts.
Since seven is the biblical number of completion
and perfection, he has said all that needs to be said.
The dazzled groom sums it all up in verse 7: 'You are
altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you.’

PHILIP RYKEN

You think that this bride had any doubt of how
her beloved saw her? Was there any question in
her mind of his devotion and commitment to
her? Absolutely not. And that's one of the
reasons that this passage is so beautiful, not just
because it portrays the the utter adoration a man
can feel toward a woman, but because it
represents something that has become
increasingly rare in contemporary life.

The Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman
describes the world in which we live today as a
liquid world, which is his way of saying that
everything about the modern world, from our
technology to our ideas to our relationships, it's
all malleable. It's not permanent. There's nothing

stable about it. But like liquid, it shifts and
changes. And that's even true of our loves. The
modern world, he says, is a world of liquid love.

Kygmunt Bauman

Our relationships aren't permanent or stable.
They're fragile. Friends come and go, and men
and women are constantly falling in and out of
love, which puts an enormous pressure on both
men and women alike, because it means that
we're having to constantly perform, having to
constantly convince people to like us and love
us.

And with the advent of social media, it's only
gotten worse because now it's not just the
people in front of you that you're having to
persuade. Now it's this digital audience as well.
How do you think that would feel to a young
woman like the woman in this song? It feels
terrible, that kind of uncertainty, because when
the love that we experience is liquid, we can
never be fully confident of the answer to the
question, do you love me? Well, what about
now?

And it's not just women, it's men as well. Men
experience anxiety about their bodies and their
appearance, as well as their status, their
success. Whether they'll admit it or not, most
men feel the same anxiety that women do and
are constantly wondering what others think of
them. Do you like me? Do you think well of me?
Do you respect me. This bride. She doesn't feel
any of that anxiety. She doesn't have to wonder.
Her beloved tells her exactly what he thinks of
her.
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You have captivated my heart, my
sister, my bride; you have captivated my
heart with one glance of your eyes.

SONG OF SONGS 4:9

But what does this say about our relationship
with God? If the Song of Songs is ultimately
about the love that Christ has for us, then what
do we learn from this passage? Well, in order to
answer that, | think that we first need to be
honest about the anxieties we feel.

Not just in our relationships with other people,
but in our relationship with God as well. Kelly
Kapic talks about this in his book "You're Only
Human." He says:

(

If you ask most Christians if God loves them,
they don’t normally hesitate to answer yes,
maybe even enthusiastically. Having listened
to plenty of young people and adults, not to
mention my own heart, | have come to suspect
that we are not as sure of this as we seem ...

! = 53
\a : KELLY KAPIC
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Often lurking under such quick responses are
deep and abiding insecurities about God'’s attitude
toward us ... Consequently, asking a different
question has often yielded a more revealing
answer that can open up a more compelling
conversation. So now | ask ... Does God like you?

| think that Kelly is right. | think most of us know
the right answer to the question of whether God
loves us. And we'd be quick to affirm that he
does.

But does God like me? That's a different question
entirely. And yet, according to Scripture, that is
precisely how God feels about his people. He
doesn't just love us as if he's fulfilling some kind

of obligation. He doesn't just care for us. We
don't have to worry or wonder about how God
feels about us, how he sees us. Because
according to the Bible, God likes us. In fact, he
adores us. He delights in us just as this groom
adores in and delights in his bride.

But why, you might ask, why would God love me?
Why would he like me? What is it about me that
has attracted God's love? | think that those are
sometimes our natural questions, even if we
don't ask them.

But when it comes to God, they're not actually
the right questions to ask. Because as clear as
the Bible is on the fact that God does love us and
adore us, itis equally clear that we have done
nothing to merit that love. We haven't actually
made ourselves beautiful or attractive to God. In
fact, the Bible suggests that it's the other way
around. Our beauty. The beauty that God sees
when he looks at us. The beauty in which he
takes such sheer pleasure is a beauty that he
himself has given to us.

You could see this in God's relationship with
Israel. In the book of Ezekiel, the Lord describes
Israel as an unwanted baby, newly born but
unloved and abandoned in the wilderness.
There's nothing attractive about this baby, and
no one gives her any affection. But God sees her.
He rescues her. Then he cares for her and feeds
her. And then Ezekiel says, this unwanted baby is
like a young woman, ready for marriage, but still
relatively unattractive and completely bereft of
any kind of beautiful clothing that would attract
someone's attention.

And yet, when the Lord sees her, then he says:

an,

| made my vow to you and entered
into a covenant with you, declares the
LORD God, and you became mine.

EZEKIEL 16:8
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It's the language of betrothal, of a man finding
and choosing a wife. And that's exactly what God
does with Israel, even though she has nothing to
commend herself. He chooses to bind himself to
this people in love. And then, he makes them
beautiful.

M

| bathed you ... and anointed you with oil. | clothed
you with embroidered cloth cloth and shod you with
fine leather ... | adorned you with ornaments and
put bracelets on your wrists and a chain on your
neck ... You ate fine flour and hone and oil. You grew
exceedingly beautiful and advanced to royalty ...

EZEKIEL 16:9-13

Notice the order of things first. When Israel had
nothing to offer, when she had nothing to attract
his attention, God chose her and he bestowed
his love on her. And then he made her beautiful.
As Christians, this is our story as well. We have
nothing within us to attract the love and
affections of God, but for some reason he loves
us. He creates us. He gives us life. He rescues
us, then from our helpless and loveless
condition. He feeds us with his own body. He
washes us clean with his own blood. He clothes
us in his own beauty and righteousness. Then he
gives us his own spirit who begins to beautify us
from within.

The Apostle Paul, writing in Ephesians,
compares Jesus's attitude toward us with the
attitude of that that husband in Ezekiel. For he
says that:

an,

Christ loved the church and gave himself up for
her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed
her by the washing of water with the word, so
that he might present the church to himself in
splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing,
that she might be holy and without blemish.

EPHESIANS 5:26-28

Jesus doesn't just love the church. He likes her.
He delights in her. But not because. Not because
we, the church, have some kind of intrinsic
beauty to catch his eye, but because he, through
his love, makes us beautiful. As C.S. Lewis once
said:

(¢

The Christian does not think God will love
us because we are good, but that God will
make us good because He loves us.

C.S.LEWIS

Think about the look on that groom's face when
he first sees his bride. The love, the adoration,
the delight that he feels. Think about the words
that the man in the Song of Songs says to his
own beloved, “You have captivated my heart.”

Do you feel that way about yourself?

= Thatyou are captivating?
= Thatyou are lovely?
= Thatyou are beautiful?

You may not feel it, but the Bible says this is
precisely how God feels about you.

The Lord looks on his people with adoration, not
because of some kind of inherent beauty that we
possess, not because we've made ourselves
lovely, but because he, in his love, has made us
beautiful.
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