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INTRODUCTION

During the past few decades the great Alexandrian
whose name appears on the present volume, has received
justice immemorially due, a completely new appraisal of
his contribution to the Christian life and the thought of the
early Church. For far too long he was ignored for the best
he gave and gave so zealously, for too long he was re-
garded only as a philosopher or a humanist or a speculative
theologian. This was made possible only by the utter
neglect through the centuries of those works in which this
great theologian speaks to us as a master mystic, one who
has exerted tremendous influence on Christian spirituality
and piety, and to whom monasticism through the ages is
greatly indebted for inspiration.

In our day this unbalanced judgement of Origen has in
great part been corrected. For this change in approach to
the great wreckage of his literary remains—and such it is
considering that so much survives only in the versions of
his translators R ufinus and Jerome—we are indebted to the
monographs of Volker! and Lieske,? de Lubac® and
Daniélou,* Lebreton® and Bertrand,® and most recently,
Crouzel.” As a result of these enquiries the hitherto neg-
lected works of Origen are seen in an entirely new light.
It is against the background of this newly awakened
interest in the mystical writings of Origen that we here
offer a first English translation of his great Commentary
and his two Homilies on the Canticle of Canticles.

Unfortunately, neither the Commentary nor the Homilies

survive in the original text. Of the former only a few
3



4 INTRODUCTION

Greek fragments have come to light, and of the latter not
one Greek line is known. The present translation is based
on the Latin version of the Commentary made by Rufinus,
and of the Homilies made by St. Jerome. The reader will
further bear in mind that in the case of the Commentary the
Latin version reproduces only a large fragment of the
original work: whereas Rufinus translated three books
(according to best manuscript tradition—see below), we
know that the original Greek text comprised ten books.®

THE COMMENTARY ON THE CANTICLE OF CANTICLES

According to Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 6.32.2), Origen com-
posed the first five books of his great Commentary in Athens
about the year 240, and wrote the other five somewhat
later at Caesarea in Palestine. Most of the Greek fragments
that remain are found in the catena-commentary on the
Canticle of Canticles ascribed to Procopius of Gaza.® This
catena and the Origen fragments it contains receive
special attention in a monograph by the late Cardinal
Faulhaber.® These fragments and the two or three small
pieces discovered in other catenas may be found below the
Latin text in the edition by Baehrens, and in the present
volume appear in English translation, in smaller print and
at the foot of the page, in the respective places of concur-
rence with the translated Rufinian version.

The Latin translation by Rufinus offers the long pro-
logue to the Commentary and the first three books of the
same. In the earlier editions of the Commentary the division
between Book Three and (a part of) Book Four is war-
ranted only by a minority of the manuscripts, and a state-
ment by Cassiodorus contradicts it.!* The translation was
made in Sicily about the year 410 while Alaric was
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expanding his conquest of Italy into Calabria. Origen’s
exegesis in Book One covers only the first four verses of
the Canticle; in Book Two he treats 1.5-14; in Book
Three, 1.15-2.15.

If we compare the recovered Greek fragments of the
Commentary with the translation of Rufinus, it is quite
obvious that, here as elsewhere, his version is extremely
free; and this so much so that throughout the great areas
for which we have no Greek remains, we can never be
quite certain whether or not he is offering a mere para-
phrase of the original, or to what extent he may have
expanded or abridged or even changed or ‘corrected’
what Origen had set down. This free treatment of the
original text becomes particularly apparent in passages in
which Rufinus deals with Scriptural difficulties arising
from a Latin version or reading, or in which he adverts to
etymologies or other matters affecting the Latin reader
only. It is however hardly necessary now to say that
Rufinus ought not to be blamed for this, as he has been
often in the past. He is not trying to interpolate or falsify
his author, and there is in him no dishonesty. On the
contrary, as a translator of the sth—and not the 20th—
century he candidly pursued certain quite legitimate and
laudable aims, and followed carefully an adopted method-
ology which it is unreasonable and unfair to adjudge by
modern norms or canons of translation.*?

Certainly the work that remains to be done toward a
true estimate of Rufinus as a translator of Origen is very
formidable. A great deal of research at its best is still re-
quired to enable us to establish, on the basis of a compara-
tive study of the Latin translations of Origen’s exegetical
commentaries and homilies with all that remains in Greek
of his Scriptural output, to what extent, or with what
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exclusions, the Rufinian versions reproduce what Origen
really said or wrote. We should likewise note here that the
Greek fragments themselves—and here we speak especially
from our experience with the fragments reproduced in
translation in their places in the present volume—present
the problem of trustworthiness. The problem is especially
acute with regard to fragments derived, as in the case of
the present Commentary, from catenas:: are these fragments
true and unchanged quotations from the original—are they
not sometimes drastic condensations of the original?13 At
all events, the student of Origen who reads the three books
that Rufinus rescued of his monumental Commentary, will
agree that the opinion which F. Barth gave concerning the
two Homilies on the Canticle, holds also for the former:
‘But all in all it is the genuine Origen we have before us,
and that, too, in the full marturity of his theological
thinking.”** And, whatever liberties Rufinus may have
taken with the Greek text, in his version we still have a
work the reading of which confirms Jerome’s judgement
on the original, that while in his other works Origen far
surpassed all other authors, in his Commentary on the Song
of Songs he surpassed himself, 15

Origen was not the first Christian writer to compose a
commentary on the Canticle of Canticles. Before him
Hippolytus of Rome had undertaken the task. Much less
was Origen the last ancient Christian writer to essay an
explication of the Song: he was followed by Athanasius,
Gregory of Nyssa, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret of
Cyrus, Maximus Confessor. But, though almost all
borrowed from him, none equalled him in richness of
thought and depth of mystical conception. His Commentary
is indeed the first great work of Christian mysticism. It is
a work that, notwithstanding what it has lost in the transla-



INTRODUCTION 7

tion by Rufinus, stirs the soul even to-day and through its
concept of the Church becomes a profoundly inspirational
experience to the reader. The exquisite picture that the
great Alexandrian portrays of his beloved Church is so
vivid and so rich in colour that we moderns begin to see
how a one-sided over-emphasis on the legal and hieratic
character of the Church has tended in our own times to
take from her fair countenance the blood and life that
ought to give it hue and colour. Small wonder that for too
many to-day she stands only for an organization, rather
than for what she was familiarly in Origen’s thought of
her—Our Lord and Saviour’s mystical Bride!

If we reflect upon the full import of Origen’s exegesis of
the Canticle of Canticles, we cannot but be very certain
that for the Fathers there was no treatise De Ecclesia. In the
Old Testament there was no book so inviting, so rich in
materials for delineating the Church foreshown for so long,
as this love-song inspired by the Holy Spirit. Already the
Synagogue had identified the bride of this Song with
Yahweh’s chosen people Israel; and so the thought quite
readily suggested itself to the Fathers that the bride should
be sought in God’s new people, in the mystery of its
nuptial union with Christ, as is set forth by the Apostle in
his Letter to the Ephesians (5.32). As a matter of fact, all
the Greek exegetes of the Canticle have been very partial
to the ecclesiological interpretation, or have at least
tolerated it.18 This also holds of those writers who, in the
few remains that we have of their commentaries, appear
to be guided primarily by ascetic interests and so would
have the bride to be the Christian soul. The sole exception
is the jejune rationalist Theodore of Mopsuestia: he re-
gards the Song as Solomon’s reply to the opponents of his
marriage with the Egyptian princess, and refuses to grant
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it any allegorical significance. When the first interpreter of
the Canticle of Canticles in the West, St. Hippolytus, saw
in the bride the Church and extolled the saving fecundity
of her mystical union with Christ, he with Origen of
the East blazoned a way that was to be followed by the
Fathers of the Church for centuries to come.

Origen was the first Christian scholar to systematize
allegorical interpretation of Scripture. This becomes
especially apparent in his Commentary on the Song of Songs.
He is convinced that the Holy Spirit has veiled the form
and shape of the mysteries in Holy Writ, and that He did
not wish these to be accessible to the grasp of all (Bk. 1,
p- 74). Indeed, in Book Three (pp. 218-28) there is a
regular excursus on the pneumatic interpretation of
Scripture. Taking as his authonty Wisdom 7.17-21, he
teaches the reader that not all that is found in Scripture is
to be understood wholly in the literal sense : there is much
that becomes clear only if it is given a transferred or a
figurative meaning. The examples which he adduces
further to illustrate this are entirely apposite: thus, for
instance, 1 Corinthians 4.15, where St. Paul states that he
begot his converts through the Gospel; or when there is
frequent talk of the ‘snares of the devil.” Here Origen
opposes the exegetical method which, taking support from
a misguided respect for the Word of God, would interpret
it with absolute word-for-word literalness. In the first
words of this excursus Origen has us invoke God the
Father ‘to the intent that we may utter not the things
that the ear of the flesh percelves, but those that are con-
tained within the Spirit’s will” (p. 218). Referring to the
occulta et manifesta of Wisd. 7.21, he states that ‘each of the
manifest things is to be related to one of those that are
hidden; that is to say, all things visible have some invisible
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likeness and pattern’ (p. 220). Origen practically gives us
the cosmological-theological key to his exegesis when he
says: ‘So .. .all the things in the visible category can be
related to the invisible, the corporeal to the incorporeal,
and the manifest to those that are hidden; so that the
creation of the world itself, fashioned in this wise as it is,
can be understood through the divine wisdom, which
from actual things and copies teaches us things unseen by
means of those that are seen, and carries us over from
earthly things- to heavenly. But this relationship does
not obtain only with creatures; the Divine Scripture
itself is written with wisdom of a rather similar sort’
(p- 223).

Origen then draws the conclusion: If there are hidden
relations between the seen and the unseen, between earth
. and heaven, flesh and soul, body and spirit, and if the
world takes its origin from their uniting into one, then
Sacred Scripture too has a visible and an invisible element.
In the letter, visible to all, it has a body; in the hidden
meaning inherent in it, it has a soul; and it has a spirit in
the element of heaven of which it offers an image. Here
we have the Platonic tripartite man—body-soul-spirit—
applied to the Word of God, in which Origen sees an
incarnation of the Holy Spirit. The letter of Scripture is
a symbol of what is directly intelligible—hence it is, as it
were, body of the Divine Spirit; but if we approach the
matter more profoundly, it is likewise a symbol of what is
intelligible indirectly, of the Spirit, therefore, in His own
invisible, heavenly spirituality. If the Logos in His In-
carnation is God-Man, so, t0o, in the mind of Origen the
incarnation of the Pneuma in Holy Scripture is divine-
human. The invisible, inscrutable mystery that it contains
is divine, while its body, the fact that in its garb of the
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written word it is a subject of sense-perception, makes it
human.

Applied to the Canticle of Canticles, this yields, first, the
carnal or direct sense, which sees in it only a minnesong or
lofty lyric; second, the indirect sense, of which the pneu-
matic component hymns the mystical nuptials of Christ
and the Church, while its psychic counterpart has for its
theme the bridal union of the Logos and the human soul.?

THE CHURCH AS THE BRIDE OF CHRIST

When Origen applies the bride-bridegroom relationship
to the union obtaining between God and Israel or between
Christ and His Church, his exegesis moves entirely within
the pale of Old and New Testament thought. It is to be
noted, however, that in his Commentary the psychic inter-
pretation more and more displaces the pneumatic, the
parent Christ-Church concept; for, having its ground in
the latter, the bridal Logos-Soul relationship is always its
individual fruition and realization. Just as Christ makes
manifest the human visibleness of the Word, so the
Church is the visible society of the individually sanctified.
“The Church, you must observe, is the whole assembly of
the saints. So it must be the Church as a corporate per-
sonality who speaks and says: “I am sated with the gifts
that I received as betrothal presents...”” (Bk. 1, p. 59).
Now if Christ is the Bridegroom of the Church in the
visible sphere, so, too, the Word hidden in the figure
Christ is the Bridegroom of the individual souls hidden in
the common figure of the Church.

But the relationship of God with Israel is not seen as a
union between Yahweh and the Chosen People. Rather,
we see the Synagogue—an immature, undeveloped bride,
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a child-bride, indeed, a bride with a history of sin—looking
with great longing for her Bridegroom Jesus Christ, who
is hastening to her over hill and mountain to grant her
ardent desire—Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth
(1.2). But this yearning was not to be satisfied at once. For
some time to come, the young bride must be content with
the company of the friends of the Bridegroom—the angels
and the patriarchs and the prophets—and receive through
them His kisses, the kisses of the teachings and exhortations
of the Old Testament (Hom. 1.2, p. 269). While this is
transpiring, the Bridegroom rests on His couch (1.7), that
is to say, the time for His coming has not yet arrived
(though for Origen He and His Church are present from
the beginning). Their becoming in Revelation, their birth
in the Crib and on the Cross, their onward course together
through the space of time to ultimate perfection—these are
for him but the entry into and the exit out of the world
of space and time, in other words, they are but their
history.

The ointments with which the young bride is familiar
are the words of the Law and the Prophets. As she awaits
the arrival of the Bridegroom, she is instructed, though
incompletely, in the right service of God. From the first
beginning of time till its fulfilment in Christ, she is per-
mitted to listen to the voice of her Lover only as it speaks
to her in the words of the Prophets; it is not given to her
to see Him. It is but natural that we should hear her
lament—in touching words she pleads with the Father of
her Bridegroom, that He send Him to her at last, be-
seeching Him :
to have compassion at last upon my love, and to send Him, that He

may now no longer speak to me only by His servants the angels and
the prophets, but may come Himself, directly, and kiss me with the
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kisses of His mouth; that is to say, may pour the words of His mouth
into mine, that I may hear Him speak Himself, and see Him teaching
(Bk. 1, p. 60).

Thus speaks the Bride chosen from all eternity, the
Bride of the God-Man Jesus Christ; and even as her plaint
is heard, the Bridegroom suddenly stands before her,
breathing the sweet odours of His divine gifts. Each odour
reveals a virtue that adorns Him. She receives the blissful
kiss of Christ’s endowment with grace, and, with her hand
in His, steps forth now to the glorious springtime of
redeemed humankind.

But it is not the Ecclesia ex circumcisione alone that Origen
sees represented in the Canticle of Canticles: the Ecclesia
ex gentibus is found there too. The Marriage of Solomon
the prince of peace remained the unparalleled model of the
Israelite ceremonial of marriage that saw the bride received
by the bridegroom seated on the nuptial dais. At the same
time the Queen of Sheba, who came from afar to feast her
eyes on the magnificent splendour of Solomon and to
receive from the largess of his wisdom, is regarded by
Origen as a clear presage of the Church that comes to
Christ from pagan lands to drink from the fountain of His
Wisdom. The extraordinary confidence and hope that this
Church places in the Saviour, which hope gave her the
determination and strength to ignore all the hardships of the
journey, stand in marked contrast to the stubborn in-
credulity of the Jews, and on the Day of Judgement her
strong faith will bring shame and condemnation upon that
people. She portrays the Ecclesia ex gentibus, the Church
that has expended her youth in ‘dark’ paganism and is
now cleansing herself in the waters of the fountain of

life, the Church of the Gentiles—eager to believe, ready
for sacrifice.
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And as Solomon generously shared his wisdom with the
Queen, so also does the Church of the Gentiles receive
wisdom from the new Solomon: in Christ’s Revelation
she is enlightened on numerous questions and problems
which pagan philosophy had never been able to solve for
her—e.g. concerning God and creation, concerning the
immortal soul and judgement. Only when these questions
have been answered, does human life take on its full and
real meaning. Again, the Queen of Sheba came laden with
rich gifts: in like manner the Church ex gentibus does not
come empty-handed—she brings with her many a noble
gift of her ancient culture. Full of sorrow and repentance,
she opens up her heart to the Saviour, just like the Queen
when she told Solomon all that was on her mind; and she
hears Him speak to her, forgiving her and teaching her.
She marvels at the palace which Divine Wisdom has built
in the mystery of the Incarnation. She tastes of the food
of the Obedient One, who said : My meat is to do the will of
Him that sent me (John 4.34—see p. 98 ff.). She gazes in
wonder at the garment of those of whom it is said: As
many of you as have been. baptized in Christ, have put on
Christ (Gal. 3.27—ibid.), she gazes at the cupbearers who
pour out the wine of Christ’s doctrine for the guests at His
table, and awe-filled she witnesses the Sacrifice of devout
prayer (ibid.). All this amazes and fascinates the Church of
the Gentiles. Attracted by the true word of Christ’s
Revelation, her journey to the Prince of Peace has not been
in vain: she finds that all her expectations are surpassed.

Such, in brief, is the outward appearance of the Church
that comes up from the steppe of paganism to receive from
her Bridegroom the living water that is to turn her arid
lands into the fruitful paradise of the Second Adam and
the second Eve; and to her is given in turn the mission of



14 INTRODUCTION

becoming the Mother of God’s people resurrected to new
life through Baptism.1®

From what has been said we already gather one of the
central ideas of Origen’s ecclesiology, and this aligns him
with a tradition also followed by his master Clement of
Alexandria: the concept of a pre-existent church, the
Church that was present from all time, even before man
was created. It is a concept which occupies his thoughts
again and again and lends them fresh inspiration. ‘For you
must please not think,” he writes in the Commentary, ‘that
she is called the Bride or the Church only from the time
when the Saviour came in flesh; she is so called from the
beginning of the human race and from the very founda-
tion of the world—indeed, if I may look for the origin of
this high mystery under Paul’s guidance, even before the
foundation of the world. For this is what he says: . ." as
He chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world, that
we should be holy and unspotted in His sight, predestinating us
in charity unto the adoption of sons™’ (Eph. 1.4 f—p. 149).
Here the commentator argues the eternity of the Church
from the mystery of predestination. Origen is aware, of
course, that the consummation of the bridal union of the
Logos and the Church takes place only in the Incarnation.
But the Church is Sponsa Christi from the creation of man-
kind, she has been such even before the creation of the
world. In the last analysis, this thought gives us the key to
the Commentary of the great Alexandrian.

THE SouL As THE BRIDE OF CHRIST

In the Commentary Origen’s spiritual interpretation of
the Canticle is everywhere conjoined with the psychic
interpretation—in fact, this latter becomes increasingly
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INTRODUCTION I3

prominent as the discussion moves on. It must not be
separated, however, from the former: rather, we should
speak of the parallelism of the relationship between the
Divine Word and the Church and between the Word and
the Soul. But more than a parallel is involved : at the base
of it is the intimate relationship of being between the
Church and the individual soul. As has already been sug-
gested, the Church is identical with the coetus omnium
sanctorum. Origen states clearly, simply, ‘We are the
Church’—Ecclesia . . . nos sumus (Hom. 2.3—p. 287).%° He
shows throughout how he is saturated with the idea of the
compenetration of the life of the Church and the life of
the soul, of the mystery of the Church and our life under
grace: in the final analysis, the two—inseparable—stand for
true participationin the Divine-Human nature of the Logos.

From the beginning Christ has been to the Church her
life and soul, and through the Church He is the same to
each individual. And what has been fulfilled in the Church
as a result of her bridal union with Christ, the same is
effected in every soul entering into bridal relations with
Christ. In her Old Testament pre-existence He has pre-
pared the Church, step by step, and brought her to per-
fection : thus, too, He unfolds the divine life of grace in her
every member, the individual soul. Day by day, in His
mystical communion with her, He enlightens her until she
achieves perfection in holy nuptals with the Logos.
Through His grace He leads her on and on, from a know-
ledge of self to the struggle against sin, to practices of
asceticism, to the mystical ascent, until at last she is ad-
mitted to the spiritalis amplexus of mystical union with the
Logos:

The soul is moved by heavenly love and longing when, having clearly
beheld the beauty and the fairness of the Word of God, it falls deeply in
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love with His loveliness and receives from the Word Himseclf a certain
dart and wound of love. . . . If, then, a man can so extend his thinking
as to ponder and consider the beauty and the grace of all the things that
have iecn created in the Word, the very charm of them will so smite
him, the grandeur of their brightness wﬁ so pierce him as with a chosen
dart—as says the prophet (Isa. 49.2)—that he will suffer from the dart
Himself a saving wound, and will be kindled with the blessed fire of
His love (Prol.—p. 29 £.).

These are Platonic reminiscences in which Christ and
the Church appear as Eros and Psyche.?? At the same time
it becomes quite obvious how much is owed to Origen’s
Commentary by the later mystics through the Middle Ages,
with whom concepts such as the scintilla animae and the
spiritual marriage play a prominent r6le.2

Tae Two HoMiLies ON THE CANTICLE OF CANTICLES

The church historian Socrates reports that Origen as a
rule preached on Wednesday and Friday. 22 His homilies on
the Gospel of St. Luke are reported to have been given on
Sundays,® and his apologist Pamphilus writes that he
preached almost daily.* His renown as an instructor and
preacher equalled his reputation as a writer. Already in the
year 216 when he had come to Palestine, though he was
only about thirty and still a layman, the bishops of Cae-
sarea, Jerusalem, and other cities requested him to preach
to their congregations. At his death he left homilies on
almost all the books of Scripture. Unfortunately, the
homilies fared particularly badly and for the most part
they have perished. Of 574 known homilies only 21 have
survived in Greek, and 388 no longer exist even in Latin
translation.

The two Homilies on the Canticle of Canticles are of the
number that survive in Latin version. As has already been
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stated, they were translated by St. Jerome, who also pre-
fixed them with a prologue addressed to Pope Damasus.
If the reader applies himself seriously to the contents of
these Homilies, he will soon discover how important they
are for a deeper insight into the religious thinking of
Origen. The fact that his homilies were quite generally
ignored inevitably had disastrous results in the history of
the study of Origen. Scholars who more or less confined
their research to the more theoretical of his theological
works, such as the De Principiis and the Contra Celsum,
have, as has been amply shown by Volker,® drawn a
completely distorted ‘picture of this Man of Steel who
ranks first among the Church’s first great teachers. For a
comprehensive appraisal of his theology, and especially
his doctrine on grace, his homilies are indispensable. With
a view, therefore, of making a small contribution to a more
equitable judgement on the theology of Origen, we here
add a first English translation of both Homilies to the
version of the Commentary on the Canticle of Canticles.

The Homilies, very likely written down by Origen him-
self, seem to have been given only a few years after the
composition of the Commentary—probably before 244.%
Obviously, in content they show very considerable
affinity with the Commentary. That the Commentary had
gone before and served him well as he explained the
Song of Songs to the faithful will be readily seen, for
instance, in his exegesis of the &méBeopos Tiis oToucriis of
Cant. 1.13 in Homily 2.3 as compared with that in Book
Two (p. 163) of the Commentary. But there is this marked
difference that in the Homilies the identification of the
Bride in the Canticle of Canticles with the universal
Church is entirely predominant. In the introduction to
the First Homily (§ 1) he states very clearly: ‘Christum
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sponsum intellige, Ecclesiam sponsam sine macula et ruga’
(Eph. 5.27); whereas at the beginning of Bk. 1 of the Com-
mentary he writes: ‘Spiritalis vero intelligentia . . . vel de
Ecclesia ad Christum sub sponsae vel sponsi titulo vel de
animae cum Verbo Dei coniunctione dirigitur.” True, the
occasional application to the individual soul is not entirely
wanting in the Homilies; but the application is quite
secondary, while in the Commentary it assumes increasing
prominence. The theme of the holy marriage between
Christ and the soul is little more than alluded to in the
Homilies, but in the Commentary it is always present with
the representation of the nuptials of Christ and the Church
—in fact, it appears as its inseparable counterpart.
Possibly this is why Jerome chose to begin with a
translation of the Homilies, while intending to give a
version of the Commentary later, an intention which is
actually asserted for Jerome by Rufinus in the preface to
his translation of the Peri archon.? The Homilies were to
serve as an introduction, so to speak, to the reading of
the Commentary when it too appeared in Latin version.
He was thus giving the reader a foretaste of this nuptial
mysticism as fully developed in the greater work. Jerome
may well be reflecting this as his original purpose when
in the preface addressed to Pope Damasus he writes that
since he was not taking it upon himself to translate the
difficult Commentary, he is offering in the Homilies not
the “meat’ (cibum) of the larger work, but only a ‘taste’
(gustum) of it. This is in excellent agreement with his
turther statement, also cast in the figure of St. Paul (1 Cor.
3.1f.), that Origen wrote these Homilies for ‘little ones’
still in the ‘nursing’ stage of their faith. And here there is
also an unmistakable allusion to the Prologue of the
Commentary. There Origen states clearly that he has
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written the same, not for such as are still children in the
faith and fed with the ‘milk’ of Christ’s teaching—qui
lacte in Christo aluntur, non cibo forti, but for such as take
‘strong meat’: In verbis enim Cantici Canticorum ille cibus
est, de quo dicit Apostolus, * perfectorum autem est solidus cibus’
(Heb. 15.12, 14—Prol., p. 22).

St. Jerome composed his translation of the Homilies
while he was at Rome in or about the year 383. As for the
character of his translation, he himself states in the Pro-
logue to Pope Damasus that he rendered them fideliter
magis quam ornate. Certainly he is a very much more
accurate and faithful translator than Rufinus.

7 7 b4

The present English translation of Origen’s Commentary
and Homilies was made from the critical edition published
by W. Bachrens in Vol. 8 of Origen’s Works—with the
series number 33—in the Berlin collection : Die griechischen
christlichen Schrifisteller der ersten drei Jahrhunderte (=GCS),
in Leipzig in 1925. The history of the manuscript tradition
of the Latin versions by Rufinus and Jerome and special
problems are discussed by the editor in his foreword.
Attention may be called to what Bachrens has to say about
the Greek fragments (XXVIIf): these in some instances
caused considerable difficulty to the translator, and some of
them obviously are not in good state; as Baehrens indicates,
he was prevented from editing these, particularly the Pro-
copius fragments, defmnitively. I have not adopted for
translation the catena-fragment published by Ghislerius for
the reason that, as Bachrens himself (who prints it among
the ‘Nachtrige,’ p. LIV) remarks (XXVIII), its place in the
Commentary is very doubtful.

An excellent French translation of the Homilies, with a
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reprint of the Latin text by Bachrens, appeared recently as
Vol. 37 of the series Sources Chrétiennes: Dom O. Rous-
seau, Origéne, Homélies sur le Cantique des Cantiques (Paris
1954). To my knowledge, the Commentary itself has not
been translated into a modern language before; though
selections taken from here and there have been offered in
English by Tollinton,?® in French by Bardy,? in German
by von Balthasar. 30
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For this reason, therefore, I advise and counsel everyone
who is not yet rid of the vexations of flesh and blood and
has not ceased to feel the passion of his bodily nature, to
refrain completely from reading this little book and the
things that will be said about it. For they say that with the
Hebrews also care is taken to allow no one even to hold
this book in his hands, who has not reached a full and ripe
age. And there is another practice too that we have
received from them—namely, that all the Scriptures should
be delivered to boys by teachers and wise men, while at
the same time the four that they call deuterdseis™—that is to
say, the beginning of Genesis, in which the creation of the
world is described ; the first chapters of Ezechiel, which tell
about the cherubim; the end of that same, which contains
the building of the Temple; and this book of the Song of
Songs—should be reserved for study till the last.

2. The Theme of the Song of Songs

Before we come to consider the things that are written
in this book, therefore, it seems to me necessary to say a
few things first about love itself, which is the main theme
of this Scripture; then about the order of the books of
Solomon, among which we find that this one is put third;
then about the name of the book itself, why it is entitled
The Song of Songs; and, lastly, for what apparent reason
it is written in dramatic form and, like a story that is acted
on the stage, with dialogue between the characters.

Among the Greeks, indeed, many of the sages,® desiring
to pursue the search for truth in regard to the nature of
love, produced a great variety of writings in this dialogue
form, the object of which was to show that the power of .
love is none other than that which leads the soul from
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earth to the lofty heights of heaven, and that the highest

beatitude can only be attained under the stimulus of love’s
desire. Moreover, the disputations on this subject are re-
presented as taking place at meals, between persons whose
banquet, I think, consists of words and not of meats. And
others also have left us written accounts of certain arts, by
which this love might be generated and augmented in the
soul. But carnal men have perverted these arts to foster
vicious longings and the secrets of sinful love.

You must not be surprised, therefore, if we call the
discussion of the nature of love difficult and likely to be
dangerous also for ourselves, among whom there are as
many inexperienced folk as there are people of the simpler
sort; seeing that even among the Greeks, who seem so
wise and learned, there have none the less been some who
did not understand what was said about love in the sense in
which it was written, but took occasion from it to rush
into carnal sins and down the steep places of immodesty,
either by taking some suggestions and recommendations
out of what had been written, as we said above, or else by
using what the ancients wrote as a cloak for their own lack
of self-control.

Lest, therefore, the like should happen to us, and we too
should interpret in a vicious and carnal sense the things the
ancients wrote with good and spiritual intent, let us stretch
out our hands, alike of body and soul, to God; that the
Lord, who gave the word to them that preach good tidings
with great power,® may by His power bestow the word
also on us; so that we, out of these things that have been
written, may be able to make clear 2 wholesome meaning
in regard to the name and the nature of love, and one
that is apt for the building up of chastity.

In the beginning of the words of Moses, where the



PART ONE

THE COMMENTARY

FROM THE LATIN TRANSLATION BY RUFINUS

PROLOGUE
1. The Song of Songs a Drama of Mystical Meaning

It seems to me that this little book is-an epithalamium,*
that is to say, a marriage-song, which Solomon wrote in
the form of a drama and sang under the figure of the
Bride, about to wed and burning with heavenly love
towards her Bridegroom, who is the Word? of God. And
deeply indeed did she love Him, whether we take her as
the soul made in His image, or as the Church. But this
same Scripture also teaches us what words this august and
perfect Bridegroom used in speaking to the soul, or to the
Church, who has been joined to Him.® And in this same
little book that bears the title Song of Songs, we recognize
moreover things that the Bride’s companions said, the
maidens who go with her, and also some things spoken by
the Bridegroom’s friends and fellows. For the friends of
the Bridegroom also, in their joy at His union with the
Bride, have been enabled to say some things—at any rate
those that they had heard from the Bridegroom Himself.
In the same way we find the Bride speaking not to the
Bridegroom only, but also to the maidens; likewise the
Bridegroom’s words are addressed not to the Bride alone,
but also to His friends. And that is what we meant just

21
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now, when we said that the marriage-song was written in
dramatic form. For we call a thing a drama, such as the
enaction of a story on the stage, when different characters
are introduced and the whole structure of the narrative
consists in their comings and goings among themselves.
And this work contains these things one by one in their
own order, and also the whole body of it consists of
mystical utterances.

But it behoves us primarily to understand that, just as
in childhood we are not affected by the passion of love, so
also to those who are at the stage of infancy and childhood
in their interior life—to those, that is to say, who are being
nourished with milk in Christ, not with strong meat, and
are only beginning to desire the rational milk without guile*—
it is not given to grasp the meaning of these sayings. For
in the words of the Song of Songs there is that food, of
which the Apostle says that strong meat is for the perfect; and
that food calls for hearers who by ability have their senses
exercised to the discerning of good and evil.5 And indeed, if
those whom we have called children were to come on
these passages, it may be that they would derive neither
profit nor much harm, either from reading the text itself,
or from going through the necessary explanations. But if
any man who lives only after the flesh should approach it,
to such a one the reading of this Scripture will be the
occasion of no small hazard and danger. For he, not
knowing how to hear love’s language in purity and with
chaste ears, will twist the whole manner of his hearing of
it away from the inner spiritual man and on to the outward
and carnal; and he will be turned away from the spirit to
the flesh, and will foster carnal desires in himself, and it will
seem to be the Divine Scriptures that are thus urging and
egging him on to fleshly lust!®
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creation of the world is described, we find reference to the
making of two men, the first it the image and likeness of God,
and the second formed of the slime of the earth.1® Paul the
Apostle knew this well; and, being possessed of a very
clear understanding of the matter, he wrote in his letters
more plinly and with greater lucidity that there are in
fact two men in every single man. He says, for instance :
For if our outward man is corrupted, yet the inward man is
renewed day by day; and again: For I am delighted with the
law of God according to the inward man;'* and he makes some
other statements of a similar kind. I think, therefore, that
no one ought any longer to doubt what Moses wrote in
the beginning of Genesis about the making and fashioning
of two men, since he sees Paul, who understood what
Moses wrote much better than we do, saying that there
are two men in every one of us. Of these two men he tells
us that the one, namely, the inner man, is renewed from
day to day; but the other, that is, the outer, he declares to
be corrupted and weakened in all the saints and in such as
he was himself. If anything in regard to this matter still
seems doubtful to anyone, it will be better explained in
the appropriate places. But let us now follow up what we
mentioned before about the inner and the outer man.
The* thing we want to demonstrate about these things

*]. A. Cramer, Catenae Graecorum Patrum in Novum Testamentum 8
(Oxford 1844) 115 f.:12 There are certain instances in which the
same name is given to things happening to the outer man and to the
inner, instances which have analogy with each other. For example,
with regard to age, the word ‘child” is applied to the outer man, and
the child gaining increase of stature grows into the ‘youth,’ until,
being called a man, he becomes a ‘father.” Now I use these names on
account of what is written by John in the Catholic Epistle, having
arranged these three names accordingly. But in a manner synonymous
and analogous to the use of these three names as applied to the outer
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is that the Divine Scriptures make use of homonyms; that
is to say, they use identical terms for describing different
things. And they even go so far as to call the members of
the outer man by the same names as the parts and dis-
positions of the inner man; and not only are the same
terms employed, but the things themselves are compared
with one another. For instance, a person is a child in age
according to the inner man, who has in him the power to
grow and to be led onward to the age of youth, and thence
by successive stages of development to come to the perfect
man!3and to be made a father. Our own intention, there-
fore, has been to use such terms as would be in harmony
with the language of Sacred Scripture, and in particular
with that which was written by John; for he says: I have
written to you, children, because you have known the Father;
I have written to you, fathers, because you have known Him who
was from the beginning; I have written unto you, young men,
because you are strong, and the word of God abideth in you, and
you have overcome the wicked one.2 It is perfectly clear; and
I think nobody should doubt that John calls these people
children or lads or young men or even fathers according to
the soul’s age, not the body’s. Paul too says somewhere:

man, I would say that a person can similarly be a “child’ in his inner
man, however old he might be; the use of the word ‘child’ as to the
outer man is parallel. Even so someone can be a ‘youth’ according to
the hidden man of the heart (1 Peter 3.47), and in the same way one can be
a ‘man’ and a *father’ inwardly. John indeed speaks thus; I write unto
you, little children, because you know the Father; I have written unto you,
fathers, because you know Him who is from the beginning; I write unto you,
young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abideth in you, and
you have overcome the wicked one (1 John 2.12-14). It is clear, I think,
and consistent with the actual fact, that he means that he is writing
these things to those who are spiritually ‘children’ and ‘young men’
and ‘fathers.” And Paul says somewhere: I could not speak to you as unto
spiritual, but as unto carnal; as unto little ones in Christ. I gave you milk to
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I could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal,
as unto little ones in Christ. I gave you milk to drink, not meat.®
A little one in Christ is undoubtedly so called after the age
of his soul, not after that of his flesh. And finally the same
Paul says further: When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I
understood as a child, I thought as a child; but, when I became a
man, I destroyed childish things.*® And again on another
occasion he says: Until we all meet . . . unto a perfect man,
unto the measure of the age of the fullness of Christ:'" he knows
that those who believe will all meet unto a perfect man and
unto the measure of the age of the fullness of Christ.

So, then, just as these different ages that we have men-~
tioned are denoted by the same words both for the outer
man and for the inner, so also will you find the names of
the members of the body transferred to those of the soul;
or rather the faculties and powers of the soul are to be
called its members. We read in Ecclesiastes, therefore: The
eyes of a wise man are in his head;™® and again in the Gospel:
He that hath ears to hear, let him hear;'® and in the prophets
likewise: The word of the Lord that was made in the hand of
Jeremias the prophet,®® or whoever it happens to be. The
passage that says: Let not thy foot stumble," is another in-
stance of the same; so also is: But my feet were moved a little

drink, not meat (1 Cor. 3.1 £). Now the same name is used here for one
who in his soul is a little one in Christ, as when the same Paul in
another place says: When Iwas a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a
child, I thought as a child. Then, since he did not remain in childhood, he
says: But when I became a man, I put away the things of a child (1 Cor.
13.11). Similarly I hear him say : until we all meet . . . unto a perfect man,
unto the measure of the age of the fullness of Christ, for he knew that
believers all meet unto a perfect man and to measures of mental age (Eph.
4.13). Now just as there are these synonymous and analogous ex-
pressions, applicable both to the inner man and the outer man, so you
may find the names of the limbs of the body used metaphorically with
reference to the soul.
2—A.C.W. 26
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less.22 The womb of the soul also is plainly designated

where we read : Lord, from fear of Thee we have conceived in
our womb.? So likewise who is puzzled when it is said that
their throat is an open sepulchre, and again: Cast down, O
Lord, and divide their tongues, and also when it is written:
Thou hast broken the teeth of sinners, and again : Break Thou -
the arm of the sinner and of the malignant? %

But what need is there for me to collect more examples
of these things, when the Divine Scriptures are full of any
number of evidences? It is perfectly clear that in these
passages the names of the members can in no way be
applied to the visible body, but must be referred to the
parts and powers of the invisible soul. The members have
the same names, yes; but the names plainly and without
any ambiguity carry meanings proper to the inner, not the
outer man. Moreover, this material man, who also is called
the outer, has food and drink of like sort with himself—
that is to say, corporeal and earthly; but in the same way
the spiritual man, who also is called the inner, has for his
proper food that living Bread which came down from heaven,
and drinks of the water that Jesus promises, saying : Who-
soever shall drink of this water, which I will give to him, shall
not thirst for ever.2

The same terms, then, are used throughout for either
man; but the essential character of the things is kept
distinct, and corruptible things are offered to that which is
corruptible, while incorruptible things are set before that
which cannot be corrupted. It happens in consequence that
certain people of the simpler sort, not knowing how to
distinguish and differentiate between the things ascribed in
the Divine Scriptures to the inner and outer man respec-
tively, and being deceived by this identity of nomencla-
ture, have applied themselves to certain absurd fables and
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silly tales. Thus they even believe that after the resurrection
bodily food and drink will be used and taken—food, that
is, not only from that True Vine who lives for ever,?® but
also from the vines and fruits of the trees about us.?” But
concerning these we shall see elsewhere.

Now then, as the foregoing remarks have shown, one
person is childless and barren according to the inner man,
while another has plenty of offspring. And we notice that
the saying: The barren hath borne seven, and she that hath
many children is weakened,® is in accord with this; as also is
that which is said in the blessings: There shall not be one
among you that is childless or barren.® This being so, it follows
that, just as there is one love, known as carnal and also
known as Cupid by the poets,®® according to which the
lover sows in the flesh; so also is there another, a spiritual
love, by which the inner man who loves sows in the
spirit.3! And, to speak more plainly, if anyone still bears
the image of the earthy according to the outer man, then
he is moved by earthly desire and love; but the desire and
love of him who bears the image of the heavenly according
to the inner man are heavenly.® And the soul is moved by
heavenly love and longing when, having clearly beheld
the beauty and the fairness of the Word of God, it falls
deeply in love with His loveliness and receives from the
Word Himself a certain dart and wound of love. For this
Word is the image and splendour of the invisible God, the
Firsthorn of all creation, in whom were all things created that
are in heaven and on earth, seen and unseen alike.®® If, then, a
man can so extend his thinking as to ponder and consider
the beauty and the grace of all the things that have been
created in the Word, the very charm of them will so smite
him, the grandeur of their brightness will so pierce him as
with a chosen dart—as says the prophet3—that he will
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suffer from the dart Himself a saving wound, and will be
kindled with the blessed fire of His love.

We must realize also that, just as an illicit and unlawful
love may happen to the outer man—as that, for instance,
he should love a harlot or adulteress instead of his bride or
his wife; so also may the inner man, that is to say, the soul,
come to attach its love not to its lawful Bridegroom, who
is the Word of God, but to some seducer or adulterer.
The prophet Ezechiel plainly states this fact under the
same figure, when he brings in Oolla and Ooliba to re-
present Samaria and Jerusalem corrupted by adulterous
love; the actual passage in the prophetic scripture declares
this plainly to those who desire a deeper understanding of
it.3 And this spiritual love of the soul does flame out, as
we have taught, sometimes towards certain spirits of evil,
and sometimes towards the Holy Spirit and the Word of
God, who is called the faithful Spouse and Husband of the
instructed soul, and from whom indeed the Bride derives
her title, particularly in this piece of Scripture with which
we are now dealing; this, with the Lord’s help, we shall
explain more fully when we come to expound the actual
words of the book.

It seems to me, however, that the Divine Scripture is
anxious to avoid the danger of the mention of love
becoming an occasion of falling for its readers; and, to
that end and for the sake of the weaker ones, it uses a more
respectable word for that which the wise men of the world
called desire or passion—namely, charity or affection.36
For instance, it says of Isaac: and he took Rebecca and she
became his wife, and he loved (dilexit) her; and again the
Scripture speaks in the same way about Jacob and Rachel :
But Rachel had beautiful eyes and was fair of face, and Jacob

loved (dilexit) Rachel and said, *I will serve thee seven years
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for Rachel thy younger daughter’® And the unchanged

force of this word appears even more plainly in connection
with Amnon, who had a passion for (adamavit) his sister
Thamar; for it is written: And it came to pass after this that
Absalom the son of David had a sister who was very fair of face,
and her name was Thamar, and Amnon the son of David loved
(dilexit) her. The writer has put ‘loved’ here in place of
‘had a passion for.” And Amnon, he says, was so troubled that
he fell sick because of Thamar his sister, for she was a virgin,
and Amnon thought it a serious thing to do anything to her. And
a little later, with reference to the outrage that Amnon did
to Thamar his sister, the Scripture says thus: And Amnon
would not listen to what she said, but overpowered her and
humbled her and slept with her. And Amnon hated her with an
exceeding great hatred, for the hatred with which he hated her
was greater than the love (dilectio) with which he had loved
(dilexerat) her.3®

In these places, therefore, and in many others you will
find that Divine Scripture avoided the word ‘passion’ and
put ‘ charity’ or ‘affection’ instead. Occasionally, however,
though rarely, it calls the passion of love by its own name,
and invites and urges souls to it; as when it says in Pro-
verbs about Wisdom: Desire her greatly (adama) and she
shall preserve thee; encompass her, and she shall exalt thee;
honour her, that she may embrace thee.®® And in the book
that is called the Wisdom of Solomon it is written of
Wisdom herself: I became a passionate lover (amator) of her
beauty.4® I think that the word for passionate love was
used only where there seemed to be no occasion of falling.
For who could see anything sensuous or unseemly in the
passion for Wisdom, or in a man’s professing himself her
passionate lover? Whereas had Isaac been spoken of as
having a passion for Rebecca or Jacob for Rachel, some
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unseemly passion on the part of the saints of God might
have been inferred from the words, especially by those
who do not know how to rise up from the letter to the
spirit. Most clearly, however, even in this our little book
of which we are now treating, the appellation of * passion-
ate love’ has been changed into the word ‘charity’ in the
place where it says: I have adjured you, O daughters of Jeru-
salem, if you find my Nephew, to tell Him that I have been
wounded by charity.*! For that is as much as to say: ‘I have
been smitten through with the dart of His “passionate
love.”’

It makes no difference, therefore, whether the Sacred
Scriptures speak of love, or of charity, or of affection;
except that the word ‘charity” is so highly exalted that even
God Himself is called Charity, as John says : Dearly beloved,
let us love one another, for charity is of God; and everyone that
loveth is born of God and knoweth God; but he that loveth not
knoweth not God, for God is Charity.*? And although some
other time might be more suitable in which to say some-
thing about these words that, by way of example, we have
cited from John’s Epistle, it seems not unreasonable to
touch briefly on the matter in this context too. Let us love
one another, he says, for charity is of God; and a little later:
God is Charity. In saying this, he shows both that God Him-
self is Charity, and that He who is of God also is Charity.
For who is of God, save He who says: I came forth from
God and am come into this world?® If God the Father is
Charity, and the Son is Charity, the Charity, that Each
One is, is one; it follows, therefore, that the Father and
the Son are one and the same in every respect. Fittingly,
then, is Christ called Charity, just as He is called Wisdom
and Power and Justice and Word and Truth.* And that is
why the Scripture says that if charity abideth in you, God
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abideth in you*—God, that is to say, the Father and the Son,
who also come to him who has been perfected in charity,
according to the saying of Our Lord and Saviour: I and
my Father will come to him and will make our abode with him.48

We must understand, therefore, that this Charity, which
God is, in whomsoever it exists loves nothing earthly,
nothing material, nothing corruptible; for it is against its
nature to love anything corruptible, seeing that it is itself
the fount of incorruption. For, because God, who only hath
immortality and inhabiteth light inaccessible,*” is Charity, it is
charity alone that possesses immortality. And what is im-
mortality, except the life eternal which God promises to
give to those who believe in Him, the only true God, and
in Jesus Christ, whom He has sent?% And for that reason
we are told that the thing which in the first place and
before all else is acceptable and pleasing to God, is that a
man should love the Lord his God with all his heart and
with all his soul and with all his powers.4? And because
God is Charity, and the Son likewise, who is of God, is
Charity, He requires in us something like Himself; so that
through this charity which is in Christ Jesus, we may be
allied to God who is Charity, as it were in a sort of blood
relationship through this name of charity; even as he, who
was already united to Him, said : Who shall separate us from
the charity of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord ? 50

This charity, however, reckons all men as neighbours.
For on that account the Saviour rebuked someone, who
thought that the obligation to behave neighbourly did not
apply to a righteous soul in regard to one who was sunk
in wickedness; and for that same reason He made up the
parable that tells how a certain man fell among robbers, as
he was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and blames
the priest and the Levite, who passed by when they saw
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the man half-dead, but approves the Samaritan who
showed mercy. And, by means of the reply of him who
raised the question, He affirmed that the Samaritan was
the neighbour of the man, and said: Go, and do thou in like
manner.5! By nature, indeed, we are all of us neighbours
one of another; but by the works of charity a man who
has it in his power to do service to another who has not
that power, becomes his neighbour. Wherefore also our
Saviour became neighbour to us, and when we were lying
half-dead from the wounds the robbers had inflicted on us,
He did not pass us by.

We must recognize, therefore, that the charity of God
is always directed towards God, from whom also it takes
its origin, and looks back towards the neighbour, with
whom it is in kinship as being similarly created in incor-
ruption. So you must take whatever Scripture says about
charity as if it had been said with reference to passionate
love, taking no notice of the difference of terms; for the
same meaning is conveyed by both. But if anyone should
remark that we speak of ‘loving’ money and harlots and
such-like evils, using the same word as that which has
obvious reference to charity, you must understand that in
such contexts we speak of charity by an improper use,®
and not according to its basic sense. To take another
example, the word ‘God’ is used primarily of Him of
whom are all things, and by whom are all things, and in whom
are all things;® so that it declares plainly the virtue and
nature of the Trinity. But by a secondary and so to speak
improper usage Scripture describes as gods those to whom
the word of God came, as the Saviour affirms in the
Gospels.5* And the heavenly powers also seem to be called
by this name when it is said : God hath stood in the congrega-
tion of gods; and, being in the midst of them, He judgeth gods.
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And by a third usage, false rather than improper, the
daemonic gods of the Gentiles are so styled when Scripture
says: All the gods of the Gentiles are devils.5

Thus, then, the name of charity belongs first to God ; and
for that reason we are bidden to love God with all our
heart and all our soul and all our strength—Him, that is,
from whom we have the very power of loving. And this
command undoubtedly implies that we should also love
wisdom and right-doing and piety and truth and all the
other virtues; for to love God and to love good things is
one and the same thing. In the second place, we are bidden
also to love our neighbour as ourselves by a use of the
word that is, as it were, derived and secondary. And the
third usage is that by which ‘loving’ money, or pleasure,
or anything that is connected with corruption and error,
is called charity by a misnomer. So it makes no difference
whether we speak of having a passion for God, or of
loving Him; and I do not think one could be blamed if
one called God Passionate Love (Amorem), just as John
calls Him Charity (Caritatem). Indeed I remember that
one of the saints, by name Ignatius, said of Christ: ‘My
Love (Amor) is crucified,’ and I do not consider him
worthy of censure on this account. All the same, you
must understand that everyone who loves money or any
of the things of corruptible substance that the world
contains, is debasing the power of charity, which is of
God, to earthly and perishable objects, and is misusing the
things of God by making them serve purposes that are
not His; for God gave the things to men to be used, not
to be loved.

We have discussed these matters at some length because
we wanted to distinguish more clearly and carefully
between the nature of passionate love and that of charity;
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lest perhaps, because Scripture says that God is Charity,
the charity and love that is of God should be esteemed to
be in our every attachment, even to corruptible things.
And we have seen that though charity is truly the posses-
sion and the gift of God, His work is not always appro-
priated by men for the things of God and for what God
wills.

At the same time we ought to understand also that it is
impossible for human nature not to be always feeling the
passion of love for something. Everyone who has reached
the age that they call puberty loves something, either less
rightly when he loves what he should not, or rightly and
with profit when he loves what he should love. But some
people pervert this faculty of passionate love, which is
implanted in the human soul by the Creator’s kindness.
Either it becomes with them a passion for money and the
pursuit of avaricious ends; or they go after glory and
become desirous of vainglory; or they chase after harlots
and are found the prisoners of wantonness and lewdness;
or else they squander the strength of this great good on
other things like these. Moreover, when this passion of
love is directed on to diverse skills, whether manual crafts
or occupations needful only for this present life—the art
of wrestling, for example, and track running—or even
when it is expended on the study of geometry or music
or arithmetic or similar branches of learning, neither in
that case does it seem to me to be used laudably. For if
that which is good is also laudable—and by that which is
good we understand not anything corporeal, but only
that which is found first in God and in the powers of the
soul—it follows that the only laudable love is that which is
directed to God and to the powers of the soul.

And that this is the case is shown by Our Saviour’s own
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statement when, having been asked by a certain person
what was the greatest commandment of all and the first
in the Law, He replied: Thou shalt love the Lord thy God
with thy whole heart and with thy whole soul and with all thy
powers; . . . and the second is like unto it: Thou shalt love thy
neighbour as thyself; and He added: On these two command-
ments dependeth the whole Law and the Prophets, showing
thereby that true and perfect love consists in keeping these
two, and that the entire Law and Prophets hang on them.
And the other injunction: Thou shalt not commit adultery,
thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not bear false
witness, and whatever other commandment there may be
is summed up in the words: Thou shalt love thy neighbour as
thyself.

This will be better explained as follows. Suppose, for
instance, that there is 2 woman with an ardent passion of
love for a certain man who longs to be admitted to wedlock
with him. Will she not act in all respects and regulate her
every movement in a manner designed to please the man
she loves, lest maybe, if she acts against his will in some-
thing, that excellent man may refuse and scorn her society ?
Will this woman, whose whole heart and soul and strength
are on fire with passionate love for that man, be able to
commit adultery, when she well knows that he loves
purity ? Or murder, when she knows him to be gentle, or
theft, seeing she knows him to be pleased with generosity?
Or will she covet other people’s goods, when all her
own desires are absorbed in passionate devotion for that
man?

That is the sense in which every commandment is said
to be comprised in the perfection of charity, and the
strength of the Law and the Prophets to depend on it.
Because of this good gift of charity or love, the saints are
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neither straitened in tribulation, nor utterly perplexed in
doubt, nor do they perish when they are cast down; but
that which is at present momentary and light of their tribulation
worketh for them above measure an eternal weight of glory.®®
This present tribulation is not described as momentary and
light for everyone, but only for Paul and those who
resemble him in having the perfect charity of God in Christ
Jesus poured out in their hearts by the Holy Spirit. 0

In the same way also it was the love of Rachel that kept
the patriarch Jacob from feeling the searing of either heat
by day or cold by night through seven long years of toil. 62
So too do I hear Paul himself, enkindled by the power of
this love, declare: Charity beareth all things, believeth all
things, hopeth all things, endureth all things; charity never
falls.®% There is, therefore, nothing that he who loves
perfectly would not endure; but there are many things that
we do not endure, simply because we have not got the
charity that endureth all things. And, if we are impatient
under certain burdens, it is because we lack the charity
that beareth all things. In the struggle that we have to wage
with the devil, too, we often fall; undoubtedly because the
charity that never falls is not in us.

The Scripture before us, therefore, speaks of this love
with which the blessed soul is kindled and inflamed to-
wards the Word of God; it sings by the Spirit the song of
the marriage whereby the Church is joined and allied to
Christ the heavenly Bridegroom, desiring to be united to
Him through the Word, so that she may conceive by
Him and be saved through this chaste begetting of children,
when they—conceived as they are indeed of the seed of the
Word of God, and born and brought forth by the spotless
Church, or by the soul that secks nothing bodily, nothing

material, but is aflame with the single love of the Word of
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God—shall have persevered in faith and holiness with
sobriety. %

These are the considerations that have occurred to us
thus far regarding the love or charity that is set forth in
this marriage-hymn that is the Song of Songs. But we
must realize how many things there are that ought to be
said about this charity, what great things also about God,
since He is Charity Himself. For, as no one knoweth the
Father but the Son, and he to whom it shall please the Son to
reveal Him, so also no one knows Charity except the Son.
In the same way also, no one knoweth the Son, since He
Himself likewise is Charity, except the Father. Further and
in like manner, because He is called Charity, it is the Holy
Spirit, who proceeds from the Father, who alone knows
what is in God; just as the spirit of man knows what is in
man. Wherefore this Paraclete, the Spirit of Truth who
proceedeth from the Father, goes about trying to find souls
worthy and able to receive the greatness of this charity,
that is of God, that He desires to reveal to them. %

3. The Place of the Song of Songs among the Works
of Solomon

Now, therefore, calling upon God the Father, who is
Charity, through that same charity that is of Him, let us
pass on to discuss the other matters. And let us first inves-
tigate the reason why, when the churches of God have
adopted three books from Solomon’s pen, the Book of
Proverbs has been put first, that which is called Ecclesiastes
second, while the Song of Songs is found in the third
place.® The following are the suggestions that occur to
us here.

The branches of learning by means of which men



40 ORIGEN, THE SONG OF SONGS

generally attain to knowledge of things are the three which
the Greeks called Ethics, Physics and Enoptics; these we
may call respectively moral, natural, and inspective. Some
among the Greeks, of course, add a fourth branch, Logic,
which we may describe as rational.®® Others have said
that Logic does not stand by itself, but is connected and
intertwined throughout with the three studies that we
mentioned first. For this Logic is, as we say, rational, in
that it deals with the meanings and proper significances
and their opposites, the classes and kinds of words and
expressions, and gives information as to the form of each
and every saying; and this branch of learning certainly
requires not so much to be separated from the others as to
be mingled and inwoven with them. That study is called
moral, on the other hand, which inculcates a seemly
manner of life and gives a grounding in habits that incline
to virtue. The study called natural is that in which the
nature of each single thing is considered; so that nothing
in life may be done which is contrary to nature, but
everything is assigned to the uses for which the Creator
brought it into being. The study called inspective is that by
which we go beyond things seen and contemplate some-
what of things divine and heavenly, beholding them with
the mind alone, for they are beyond the range of bodily
sight.

gIt seems to me, then, that all the sages of the Greeks
borrowed these ideas from Solomon, who had learnt them
by the Spirit of God at an age and time long before their
own; and that they then put them forward as their own
inventions and, by including them in the books of their
teachings, left them to be handed down also to those that
came after.%” But, as we said, Solomon discovered and

taught these things by the wisdom that he received from



COMMENTARY: PROLOGUE 41

God, before anyone; as it is written: And God gave under-
standing to Solomon and wisdom exceeding much, and largeness
of heart as the sand that is on the seashore. And wisdom was
multiplied in him above all the sons of men that were of old, and
above all the sages of Egypt.® Wishing, therefore, to dis-
tinguish one from another those three branches of learning,
which we called general just now—that is, the moral, the
natural, and the inspective, and to differentiate between
them, Solomon issued them in three books, arranged in
their proper order. First, in Proverbs he taught the moral
science, putting rules for living into the form of short and
pithy maxims, as was fitting. Secondly, he covered the
science known as natural in Ecclesiastes; in this, by discuss-
ing at length the things of nature, and by distinguishing
the useless and vain from the profitable and essential, he
counsels us to forsake vanity and cultivate things useful
and upright. The inspective science likewise he has pro-
pounded in this little book that we have now in hand—
that is, the Song of Songs. In this he instils into the soul
the love of things divine and heavenly, using for his
purpose the figure of the Bride and Bridegroom, and
teaches us that communion with God must be attained by
the paths of charity and love. But that in laying down
these basic principles of true philosophy and establishing the
order of the subjects to be learnt and taught, he was
neither ignorant of the rational science nor refused to deal
with it, he shows plainly right at the beginning of his
Proverbs, primarily by the fact that he made Proverbs the
title of his book; for the word pro-verb denotes that one
thing is openly said, and another is inwardly meant.®® The
ordinary use of proverbs shows us this, and John in his
Gospel writes of the Saviour saying: These things have I
spoken to you in proverbs; the hour cometh when I will no more
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speak to you in proverbs, but will show you plainly of the
Father.”

So much in passing for the actual title. But Solomon
goes on forthwith to discriminate between the meanings of
words:™ he distinguishes knowledge from wisdom, and
instruction from knowledge, and represents the under-
standing of words as something different again, and says
that prudence consists in a person’s ability to grasp the
shades of meaning in words. He differentiates, moreover,
between true justice and right judgement; but he mentions
a certain perspicacity as being necessary for those whom he
instructs—meaning, I believe, the astuteness of perception
by which crooked and fallacious lines of thought may be
seen for what they are, and shunned accordingly. And he
says, therefore, that subtlety is given by wisdom to the
innocent, doubtless lest they should be deceived in the
Word of God by sophistic fraud. And in this also it seems
to me that he has in mind the rational science, whereby the
content of words and the meanings of expressions are
discerned, and the proper significance of every utterance
is reasonably defined. Children in particular are to be
instructed in this science; he enjoins this when he says:
to give perception and the faculty of thought to the younger child.
And because he who is instructed in these matters in-
evitably rules himself reasonably, because of what he has
learned, and preserves a better balance in his life, Solomon
says further : He who understandeth shall acquire government.

But after all this, knowing that there are different modes
of expression and sundry forms of speech in the divine
words, whereby the order of living has been transmitted
by the prophets to the human race, and realizing that
among these there is one figure called a parable, another
that is known as dark speech, others that have the name of
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riddles, and others again that are called the sayings of the
wise, he writes: Thou shalt also understand the parable, and
dark speech, and the sayings of the wise, and riddles. Thus, by
these several means, he expounds the rational science
clearly and plainly; and, following the custom of the
ancients, he unfolds immense and perfect truths in short
and pithy phrases. And, if there is anyone who meditates
day and night on the law of the Lord, if there is anyone
who is as the mouth of the just that meditates wisdom,
he will be able to investigate and discover these things
more carefully; always provided that he have first sought
and knocked at Wisdom’s door, beseeching God to open
to him and to make him worthy to receive the word of
wisdom and the word of knowledge through the Holy
Spirit, and to make him a partaker of that Wisdom who
said : I stretched out my words and ye did not hear.™

And rightly does he speak of ‘stretching out his words’
in the heart of him to whom God had given largeness of
heart, as we said above. For the heart of a man is enlarged,
when he is able, by taking statements from the Divine
Books, to expand by fuller teaching the things that are
said briefly and in enigmatic ways. According to this same
doctrine of the most wise Solomon, therefore, it behoves
him who desires to know wisdom to begin with moral
instruction, and to understand the meaning of the text:
Thou hast desired Wisdom: then keep the commandments, and
God will give her to thee.™ This, then, was the reason why
this master, who was the first to teach men divine philo-
sophy, put at the beginning of his work the Book of
Proverbs, in which, as we said, the moral science is pro-
pounded—so that when a person has progressed in
discernment and behaviour he may pass on thence to train
his natural intelligence and, by distinguishing the causes
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and natures of things, may recognize the vanity of
vanities™ that he must forsake, and the lasting and eternal
things that he ought to pursue. And so from Proverbs he
goes on to Ecclesiastes, who teaches, as we said, that all
visible and corporeal things are fleeting and brittle; and
surely once the seeker after wisdom has grasped that these
things are so, he is bound to spurn and despise them;
renouncing the world bag and baggage, if I may put it in
that way, he will surely reach out for the things unseen
and eternal which, with spiritual meaning verily but under
certain secret metaphors of love, are taught in the Song of
Songs.

This book comes last that a man may come to it when his
manner of life has been purified, and he has learnt to know
the difference between things corruptible and things in-
corruptible; so that nothing in the metaphors used to
describe and represent the love of the Bride for her
celestial Bridegroom—that is, of the perfect soul for the
Word of God—may cause him to stumble. For, when the
soul has completed these studies, by means of which it is
cleansed in all its actions and habits and is led to discrimi-
nate between natural things, it is competent to proceed to
dogmatic and mystical matters, and in this way advances
to the contemplation of the Godhead with pure and
spiritual love.

I think, moreover, that this threefold structure of divine
philosophy was prefigured in those holy and blessed men
on account of whose most holy way of life the Most High
God willed to be called the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”® For Abraham sets forth moral
philosophy through obedience; his obedience was indeed
so great, his adherence to orders so strict that when he
heard the command: Go forth out of thy country, and from
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thy kindred, and out of thy father's house, he did not delay,
but did as he was told forthwith. And he did more even
than that: even on hearing that he was to sacrifice his son,
he does not hesitate, but complies with the command and,
to give an example to those who should come after of the
obedience in which moral philosophy consists, he spared
not his only son.” Isaac also is an exponent of natural
philosophy, when he digs wells and searches out the roots
of things.”™ And Jacob practises the inspective science, in
that he earned his name of Israel from his contemplation of
the things of God, and saw the camps of heaven, and beheld
the House of God and the angels’ paths—the ladders
reaching up from earth to heaven.”

We find, moreover, that for this reason those three
blessed men made altars to God,8 as it was fitting that
they should—that is to say, they hallowed the results of
their philosophy, no doubt that they might teach us that
these fruits must be ascribed, not to our human skills, but
to the grace of God. Further, they lived in tents®! to show
thereby that he who applies himself to divine philosophy
must have nothing of his own on earth and must be always
moving on, not so much from place to place as from
knowledge of inferior matters to that of perfect ones.3?
And you will find that this order, which we have pointed
out in regard to the books of Solomon, appears in just the
same pattern in many other things in the Divine Scriptures
too; but it would take too long for us to follow these up,
with another matter on hand.

If, then, a man has completed his course in the first
subject, as taught in Proverbs, by amending his behaviour
and keeping the commandments, and thereafter, having
seen how empty is the world and realized the brittleness
of transitory things, has come to renounce the world and
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all that is therein, he will follow on from that point to
contemplate and to desire the things that are not seen, and
that are eternal.®® To attain to these, however, we need
God’s mercy; so that, having beheld the beauty of the
Word of God, we may be kindled with a saving love for
Him, and He Himself may deign to love the soul, whose
longing for Himself He has perceived.

4. The Title * Song of Songs’

We must now pass on to our next point, and discuss the
actual title of ‘“The Song of Songs.” You find a similar
phrase in what were called the holies of holies in the Tent of
the Testimony, and again in the works of works mentioned
in the Book of Numbers, and in what Paul calls the ages of
ages.* In other treatises we have, as far as we were able,
considered the difference between holies and holies of holies
in Exodus, and between works and works of works in the
Book of Numbers;® neither did we pass over the expres-
sion ages of ages in the passages where it occurs.8¢ Rather
than repeat ourselves, therefore, we will let those com-
ments suffice.

But we must now enquire for the first time what are the
songs in relation to which this song is called ‘The Song of
Songs.” I think they are the songs that were sung of old
by prophets or by angels. For the Law is said to have been
ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator.87 All those, then,
that were uttered by them, were the introductory songs
sung by the Bridegroom’s friends; but this unique song
is that which the Bridegroom Himself was to sing as His
marriage-hymn, when about to take His Bride; in which
same song the Bride no longer wants the Bridegroom’s
friends to sing to her, but longs to hear her Spouse who
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now is with her, speak with His own lips; wherefore she
says: Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth.58

Rightly, then, is this song preferred before all songs.
The other songs that the Law and the prophets sang, were
sung to the Bride while she was still a little child and had
not yet attained maturity. But this song is sung to her, now
that she is grown up, and very strong, and ready for a
husband’s power and the perfect mystery. It is said of her
for this reason : My perfect dove is but one.®®

As the perfect Bride of the perfect Husband, then, she
has received the words of perfect doctrine. Moses and the
children of Israel sang the first song to God, when they
saw the Egyptians dead on the seashore, and when they saw
the strong hand and the high arm of the Lord, and believed in
God and Moses His servant. Then they sang, therefore,
saying : Let us sing to the Lord, for He is gloriously magnified.®®
And I think myself that nobody can attain to that perfect
and mystical song and to the perfection of the Bride which
this Scripture contains, unless he first marches through the
midst of the sea upon dry land and, with the water becoming to
him as a wall on the right hand and on the left, so makes his
escape from the hands of the Egyptians that he beholds them
dead on the seashore and, seeing the strong hand with which
the Lord has acted against the Egyptians, believes in the
Lord and in His servant Moses.®* In Moses, I say—in the
Law, and in the Gospels, and in all the Divine Scriptures;
for then he will have good cause to sing and say : Let us sing
unto the Lord, for He is gloriously magnified. -

A man will sing this song, however, only when he has
first been freed from bondage to the Egyptians; but after
that, when he has traversed all those things that are written
in Bxodus and in Leviticus, and has come to be admitted
to the divine Numbers, then he will sing another, a second
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song, when he has emerged from the valley of Zared,
which means Strange Descent, and has come to the well
of which it is written: And the Lord said to Moses: ‘ Gather
the people together, and I will give them water to drink from the
well.” For there he will sing and say : Consecrate the well to
Him. The princes dug it, the kings of the Gentiles hewed it out
in their kingdom, when they had the rule over them.® But we
have already treated more fully of these matters, as far as
the Lord gave us, in treating of the Book of Numbers.#
We must proceed, then, to the well which has been dug
by princes and hewn out by kings, on which no common
person labours, but all are princes, all are kings—royal and
princely souls, that is to say, who search to its depths the
well that holds the living water.%

After this song we come to that in Deuteronomy, of
which the Lord says: And now write you the words of this
song and teach it to the children of Israel, and get them to know
it by heart; that this song may be unto me for a testimony among
the children of Israel. And see how great a song and of what
sort it is, for which it is not enough that it be sung on
earth alone, but heaven too is called upon to listen to it!
For it says: Hear, O heaven, and I will speak: and let the
earth give ear to the words of my mouth! Observe what great
and what momentous things are said. Let my speech, it says,
be looked for as the rain, and let it come down as the dew upon
the grass and as falling snow on the hay; because I have invoked
the Name of the Lord, and so forth.%

The fourth song is in the Book of Judges. Of it Scripture
says that Debbora and Barac son of Abinoem sang it in that
day, saying: * Bless ye the Lord for that which the princes under-
took, and that which the people purposed. Hear, O ye kings,
give ear, ye governors,” and so forth.®® But he who sings
these words must be himself a bee, whose work is such
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that kings and commoners alike make use of it for pur-
poses of health. For Debbora means bee, and it is she who
sings this song; but Barac sings it with her, and his name
means a flash.®” And this song is sung after a victory,
because no one can sing of perfect things until he has
conquered his foes. That is why we sing in this same song :
Arise, arise, O Debbora, rouse up the people in their thousands.
Arise, arise, sing a song; arise, O Barac.®® But you will find
further discussion of these questions too in the little
addresses that we published on the Book of Judges.*®

Following these, the fifth song is in the Second Book of
Kings, when David spoke to the Lord the words of this song,
in the day that the Lord delivered him out of the hand of all his
enemies, and out of the hand of Saul, and he said: * The Lord
is to me as a rock and a defence and my deliverer; my God will
be my keeper.’1°°If, then, you also have been able to reflect
as to who are these enemies whom David vanquishes and
overthrows in the First and Second Books of Kings, and
how he became worthy to receive the help of the Lord
and to be delivered from enemies like that, then you
yourself also will be able to sing this fifth song.

The sixth song is in the First Book of Paralipomenon,
when David has just appointed Asaph and his brethren to
sing the praises of the Lord; and the song begins like this:
Praise ye the Lord and confess Him, and call upon Him by His
name; make known His will among the peoples. Sing ye to Him
and chant a hymn, relate all His wondrous doings that the Lord
hath done, etc.1®* You must know, however, that the song
in the Second Book of Kings is very much like the seven-
teenth Psalm; and the first part of the song in the First
Book of Paralipomenon, as far as the place where it says:
And do no evil to my prophets, resembles Psalm 104, while
the latter part of it, after this passage, shows a likeness to
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the opening verses of Psalm 95, where we read : Sing fo the
Lord, all the earth, down to the place where the psalmist
says, because He cometh to judge the earth.

If, therefore, we are to finish our enumeration of the
songs, it will be obvious that the book of the Song of Songs
must be put in the seventh place. But, if anyone thinks
that the song of Isaias 1 should be numbered with the
others—though it does not seem very suitable that the
song of Isaias should be put before the Song of Songs,
seeing that Isaias wrote much later—if, notwithstanding,
anyone is of opinion that the prophetic utterances are to
be adjudged according to their content rather than their
date, he will then add that song as well, and say that ¢his
song that Solomon sang is the Song of Songs not only in
relation to those that were sung before it, but also in
respect of those that followed it in time. Whereas if any-
one opines further that we ought to add from the Book of
Psalms whatever is there called a song, or a song of a
psalm, % he will gather together a multitude of psalms that
are older in time. For he will add to the others the fifteen
Gradual Songs ™ and, by assessing the virtue of each song
separately and collecting from them the grades of the soul’s
advance, and putting together the order and sequence of
things with spiritual understanding, he will be able to
show with what stately steps the Bride, as she makes her
entrance, attains by way of all these to the nuptial chamber
of the Bridegroom, passing into the place of the wonderful
tabernacle, even to the House of God with the voice of joy and
praise, the noise of one feasting.2%® So she comes, as we said,
even to the Bridegroom’s chamber, that she may hear and
speak all these things that are contained in the Song of
Songs.

Before we come to the actual te