

[image: Cover]




With the exception of the text of the Song of Solomon that is printed here in its entirety, all quotes throughout the book are the author’s translations from the original Hebrew.


Copyright © 2004 by Renita J. Weems
All rights reserved.


Warner Books
Hachette Book Group, USA
237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017


Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroupUSA.com.


First eBook Edition: April 2004


ISBN: 978-0-446-53401-7






To my paternal great aunts who knew what
 was important and for as long as they had strength
 of body and presence of mind to do so, 
they ran the family accordingly.
To paraphrase a poem by Alice Walker:


They were women then, my great aunts’ generation


Annie Mag Weems (1901-1992) 
and Georgian Melinda Weems Jacobs (1911- )





Song of Solomon


I


	  1	The song of songs, which is Solomon’s.


	  2	    Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine.


	  3 	    Because of the savour of thy good ointments thy name is as ointment poured forth, therefore do the virgins love thee.


	  4 	    Draw me, we will run after thee: the king hath brought me into his chambers: we will be glad and rejoice in thee, we will remember thy love more than wine: the upright love thee.


	  5 	    I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jeru- salem, as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon.


	  6 	    Look not upon me, because I am black, because the sun hath looked upon me: my mother’s children were angry with me; they made me the keeper of the vineyards; but mine own vineyard have I not kept.


	  7	    Tell me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where thou feedest, where thou makest thy flock to rest at noon: for why should I be as one that turneth aside by the flocks of thy companions?


	  8	    If thou know not, O thou fairest among women, go thy way forth by the footsteps of the flock, and feed thy kids beside the shepherds’ tents.


	  9	    I have compared thee, O my love, to a company of horses in Pharaoh’s chariots.


	10 	    Thy cheeks are comely with rows of jewels, thy neck with chains of gold.


	11 	    We will make thee borders of gold with studs of silver.


	12 	    While the king sitteth at his table, my spikenard sendeth forth the smell thereof.


	13 	    A bundle of myrrh is my well-beloved unto me; he shall lie all night betwixt my breasts.


	14 	    My beloved is unto me as a cluster of camphire in the vineyards of Engedi.


	15	    Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes.


	16	    Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea, pleasant: also our bed is green.


	17 	    The beams of our house are cedar, and our rafters of fir.


II


	  1	    I am the rose of Sharon, and the lily of the valleys.


	  2 	    As the lily among thorns, so is my love among the daughters.


	  3	    As the apple tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among the sons. I sat down under his shadow with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste.


	  4	    He brought me to the banqueting house, and his banner over me was love.


	  5 	    Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples: for I am sick of love.


	  6		    His left hand is under my head, and his right hand doth embrace me.


	  7 	    I charge you, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, by the roes, and by the hinds of the field, that ye stir not up, nor awake my love, till he please.


	  8	    The voice of my beloved! behold, he cometh leaping upon the mountains, skipping upon the hills.


	  9 	    My beloved is like a roe or a young hart: behold, he standeth behind our wall, he looketh forth at the windows, shewing himself through the lattice.


	10	    My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away.


	11 	    For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone;


	12 	    The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land;


	13 	    The fig tree putteth forth her green figs, and the vines with the tender grape give a good smell. Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.


	14	    O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely.


	15 	    Take us the foxes, the little foxes, that spoil the vines: for our vines have tender grapes.


	16 	    My beloved is mine, and I am his: he feedeth among the lilies.


	17 	    Until the day break, and the shadows flee away, turn, my beloved, and be thou like a roe or a young hart upon the mountains of Bether.


III 


	  1	    By night on my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth: I sought him, but I found him not.


	  2 	    I will rise now, and go about the city in the streets, and in the broad ways I will seek him whom my soul loveth: I sought him, but I found him not.


	  3 	    The watchmen that go about the city found me: to whom I said, Saw ye him whom my soul loveth?


	  4 	    It was but a little that I passed from them, but I found him whom my soul loveth: I held him, and would not let him go, until I had brought him into my mother’s house, and into the chamber of her that conceived me.


	  5 	    I charge you, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, by the roes, and by the hinds of the field, that ye stir not up, nor awake my love, till he please.


	  6	    Who is this that cometh out of the wilderness like pillars of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, with all powders of the merchant?


	  7	    Behold his bed, which is Solomon’s; threescore valiant men are about it, of the valiant of Israel.


	  8 	    They all hold swords, being expert in war: every man hath his sword upon his thigh because of fear in the night.


	  9 	    King Solomon made himself a chariot of the wood of Lebanon.


	10 	    He made the pillars thereof of silver, the bottom thereof of gold, the covering of it of purple, the midst thereof being paved with love, for the daughters of Jerusalem.


	11 	    Go forth, O ye daughters of Zion, and behold king Solomon with the crown wherewith his mother crowned him in the day of his espousals, and in the day of the gladness of his heart.


IV 


	  1	    Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast doves’ eyes within thy locks: thy hair is as a flock of goats, that appear from mount Gilead.


	  2 	    Thy teeth are like a flock of sheep that are even shorn, which came up from the washing; whereof every one bear twins, and none is barren among them.


	  3 	    Thy lips are like a thread of scarlet, and thy speech is comely: thy temples are like a piece of a pomegranate within thy locks.


	  4 	    Thy neck is like the tower of David builded for an armoury, whereon there hang a thousand bucklers, all shields of mighty men.


	  5 	    Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which feed among the lilies.


	  6	    Until the day break, and the shadows flee away, I will get me to the mountain of myrrh, and to the hill of frankincense.


	  7 	    Thou art all fair, my love; there is no spot in thee.


	  8	    Come with me from Lebanon, my spouse, with me from Lebanon: look from the top of Amana, from the top of Shenir and Hermon, from the lions’ dens, from the mountains of the leopards.


	  9 	    Thou hast ravished my heart, my sister, my spouse; thou hast ravished my heart with one of thine eyes, with one chain of thy neck.


	10 	    How fair is thy love, my sister, my spouse! how much better is thy love than wine! and the smell of thine ointments than all spices!


	11 	    Thy lips, O my spouse, drop as the honeycomb: honey and milk are under thy tongue; and the smell of thy garments is like the smell of Lebanon.


	12 	    A garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed.


	13 	    Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates, with pleasant fruits; camphire, with spikenard,


	14 	    Spikenard and saffron; calamus and cinnamon, with all trees of frankincense; myrrh and aloes, with all the chief spices:


	15	    A fountain of gardens, a well of living waters, and streams from Lebanon.


	16 	    Awake, O north wind; and come, thou south; blow upon my garden, that the spices thereof may flow out. Let my beloved come into his garden, and eat his pleasant fruits.


V 


	  1        	    I am come into my garden, my sister, my spouse: I have gathered my myrrh with my spice; I have eaten my honeycomb with my honey; I have drunk my wine with my milk: eat, O friends; drink, yea, drink abundantly, O beloved.


	  2	    I sleep, but my heart waketh: it is the voice of my beloved that knocketh, saying, Open to me, my sis-ter, my love, my dove, my undefiled: for my head is filled with dew, and my locks with the drops of the night.


	  3 	    I have put off my coat; how shall I put it on? I have washed my feet; how shall I defile them?


	  4 	    My beloved put in his hand by the hole of the door, and my bowels were moved for him.


	  5     	    I rose up to open to my beloved; and my hands dropped with myrrh, and my fingers with sweet-smelling myrrh, upon the handles of the lock.


	  6 	    I opened to my beloved; but my beloved had withdrawn himself, and was gone: my soul failed when he spake: I sought him, but I could not find him; I called him, but he gave me no answer.


	  7 	    The watchmen that went about the city found me, they smote me, they wounded me; the keepers of the walls took away my veil from me.


	  8 	    I charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem, if ye find my beloved, that ye tell him, that I am sick of love.


	  9	    What is thy beloved more than another beloved, O thou fairest among women? what is thy beloved more than another beloved, that thou dost so charge us?


	10 	    My beloved is white and ruddy, the chiefest among ten thousand.


	11 	    His head is as the most fine gold, his locks are bushy, and black as a raven.


	12 	    His eyes are as the eyes of doves by the rivers of waters, washed with milk, and fitly set.


	13 	    His cheeks are as a bed of spices, as sweet flowers: his lips like lilies, dropping sweet-smelling myrrh.


	14 	    His hands are as gold rings set with the beryl: his belly is as bright ivory overlaid with sapphires.


	15 	    His legs are as pillars of marble, set upon sockets of fine gold: his countenance is as Lebanon, excellent as the cedars.


	16 	    His mouth is most sweet: yea, he is altogether lovely. This is my beloved, and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.


VI 


	  1	    Whither is thy beloved gone, O thou fairest among women? whither is thy beloved turned aside? that we may seek him with thee.


	  2 	    My beloved is gone down into his garden, to the beds of spices, to feed in the gardens, and to gather lilies.


	  3 	    I am my beloved’s, and my beloved is mine: he feedeth among the lilies.


	  4	    Thou art beautiful, O my love, as Tirzah, comely as Jerusalem, terrible as an army with banners.


	  5 	    Turn away thine eyes from me, for they have overcome me: thy hair is as a flock of goats that appear from Gilead.


	  6 	    Thy teeth are as a flock of sheep which go up from the washing, whereof every one beareth twins, and there is not one barren among them.


	  7 	    As a piece of a pomegranate are thy temples within thy locks.


	  8 	    There are threescore queens, and fourscore concubines, and virgins without number.


	  9 	    My dove, my undefiled is but one; she is the only one of her mother, she is the choice one of her that bare her. The daughters saw her, and blessed her; yea, the queens and the concubines, and they praised her.


	10 	    Who is she that looketh forth as the morning, fair as the moon, clear as the sun, and terrible as an army with banners?


	11	    I went down into the garden of nuts to see the fruits of the valley, and to see whether the vine flourished, and the pomegranates budded.


	12 	    Or ever I was aware, my soul made me like the chariots of Amminadib.


	13 	    Return, return, O Shulamite; return, return, that we may look upon thee. What will ye see in the Shulamite? As it were the company of two armies.


VII 


	  1	    How beautiful are thy feet with shoes, O prince’s daughter! the joints of thy thighs are like jewels, the work of the hands of a cunning work- man.


	  2 	    Thy navel is like a round goblet, which wanteth not liquor: thy belly is like an heap of wheat set about with lilies.


	  3 	    Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins.


	  4 	    Thy neck is as a tower of ivory; thine eyes like the fishpools in Heshbon, by the gate of Bathrab-bim: thy nose is as the tower of Lebanon which looketh toward Damascus.


	  5 	         Thine head upon thee is like Carmel, and the hair of thine head like purple; the king is held in the galleries.


	  6 	    How fair and how pleasant art thou, O love, for delights!


	  7 	    This thy stature is like to a palm tree, and thy breasts to clusters of grapes.


	  8 	    I said, I will go up to the palm tree, I will take hold of the boughs thereof: now also thy breasts shall be as clusters of the vine, and the smell of thy nose like apples;


	  9 	    And the roof of thy mouth like the best wine for my beloved, that goeth down sweetly, causing the lips of those that are asleep to speak.


	10	    I am my beloved’s, and his desire is toward me.


	11 	     Come, my beloved, let us go forth into the field; let us lodge in the villages.


	12 	    Let us get up early to the vineyards; let us see if the vine flourish, whether the tender grape appear, and the pomegranates bud forth: there will I give thee my loves.


	13 	    The mandrakes give a smell, and at our gates are all manner of pleasant fruits, new and old, which I have laid up for thee, O my beloved.


VIII 


	  1	    O that thou wert as my brother, that sucked the breasts of my mother! when I should find thee without, I would kiss thee; yea, I should not be despised.


	  2 	    I would lead thee, and bring thee into my mother’s house, who would instruct me: I would cause thee to drink of spiced wine of the juice of my pomegranate.


	  3 	    His left hand should be under my head, and his right hand should embrace me.


	  4 	    I charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem, that ye stir not up, nor awake my love, until he please.


	  5	    Who is this that cometh up from the wilderness, leaning upon her beloved? I raised thee up under the apple tree: there thy mother brought thee forth: there she brought thee forth that bare thee.


	  6 	    Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire, which hath a most vehement flame.


	  7 	    Many waters cannot quench love, neither can the floods drown it: if a man would give all the substance of his house for love, it would utterly be contemned.


	  8 	    We have a little sister, and she hath no breasts: what shall we do for our sister in the day when she shall be spoken for?


	  9 	    If she be a wall, we will build upon her a palace of silver: and if she be a door, we will inclose her with boards of cedar.


10	    	    I am a wall, and my breasts like towers: then was I in his eyes as one that found favour.


11	    	    Solomon had a vineyard at Baal-hamon; he let out the vineyard unto keepers; every one for the fruit thereof was to bring a thousand pieces of silver.


12	    	    My vineyard, which is mine, is before me: thou, O Solomon, must have a thousand, and those that keep the fruit thereof two hundred.


13	    	    Thou that dwellest in the gardens, the companions  hearken to thy voice: cause me to hear it.


14	    	    Make haste, my beloved, and be thou like to a roe or to a young hart upon the mountains of spices.


(KJV)





Introduction


What if I am the one responsible for going after the life I’ve spent my whole life praying for?” The question caught me off guard. The woman standing before me had chosen not to say very much in class over the past seven weeks, and now it was taking me a moment to get accustomed to the sound of a voice coming from her body. “After spending years of waiting to be rescued, waiting to find happiness, waiting to be loved, and praying that someone or something outside myself would see my predicament and answer my prayers, are you saying that it’s up to me?” “What if . . . is the question every woman eventually has to ask herself,” I replied, looking straight into the eyes of this fortyish-looking woman who’d kept her eyes down and glued to the pages of a worn Bible she’d kept open and atop her desk every week of class. It was difficult to know whether the pinched expression on her face this evening was because of her hairstyle or the discussion that had just taken place in class on the headstrong, passionate woman in Song of Solomon. We stood for a moment staring at each other. I feared saying more. I didn’t want to risk bruising the candlewick trying to catch afire inside her. Sometimes it’s not the right answers that we need, but the right questions to catch hold and stir us. “What if I am the one I’ve been waiting for all these years?” 


We walked out of the classroom together, parted in the parking lot without another word spoken between us, and drove off in different directions. The woman with the pinched face didn’t show up the next week for the last class. But then she didn’t have to. She’d passed the class by coming up with the right question. 


You can learn a lot from a woman who follows her own instincts and desires. Examine her life closely, and you’re apt to discover that one reason she follows her own compass is a lingering suspicion on her part that she alone is responsible for securing her future and for making herself happy. You might not expect to find in the Bible a tale about a woman who takes responsibility for her own happiness. But her commitment to life, love, and learning makes the unnamed woman in Song of Solomon a ripe example of what a woman bent upon forging a life for herself might look like. She is headstrong, passionate, gutsy, and willing to risk the disapproval of those around her in order to pursue her own happiness. The feisty, unnamed woman in Song of Solomon is every woman who prays to God for a soul-satisfying life, only to turn around and find God forcing her into situations where she must come to grips with her role in making her prayers a reality.


It’s a shame that we don’t have a proper name for this woman who appears as one of the most stubbornly self-possessed women in Scripture. Like so many women in the Bible, she steps onto its pages anonymous and nameless. Anyone, however, who leaves cautionary lessons from her own story behind for those coming after her deserves to be properly memorialized. But like lots of women in the Bible, a full biographical portrait of the woman behind the poetry in Song of Solomon is off-limits to us. Twice in 6:13 she is referred to “the Shulammite,” which probably tells us more about the village in which she was born—a village scholars speculate was called Shulem—than it does about the woman she was. In this regard, she was like Mary from the village of Magdala, dubbed “the Magdalene,” although we know next to nothing about either woman’s background or origin. But in the eight chapters and 117 verses that contain her life’s dreams known as Song of Solomon, she rises from the pages as a force to be reckoned with. By whispering her secrets and sharing her fantasies as a woman, she upstages the men in the Bible, who frequently get top billing. Her poems to her unnamed lover have a way of sneaking into the bloodstream and making you think out loud about your own complicated, unexamined desires. By fantasizing openly about intimacy with her shepherd lover and about stealing away for some erotic rendezvous with him, she forces us to confront head-on our deepest convictions, our unspoken preconceptions, and our own complicated wishes. Being sexual is part of being human, her poems remind us. 


This puzzling little book, known as Song of Solomon, or as Song of Songs or as Canticles, is composed of love poetry that is quite frankly erotic. The woman’s open, candid talk about love, passion, desire, and longing reminds us that we are not just spiritual and rational creatures. We are indisputably physical and sexual beings, despite all of our Sunday morning, high and holy pretentions. Her poetry, which continues to baffle scholars, commentators, Christian and Jewish interpreters, and ordinary readers alike, refuses to conform itself to our notions of religious respectability. It refuses to let its steamy tale of desire and lust be explained away, however exaltedly, as metaphor for our religious longings. Sexuality is as old as creation itself, it insists. In fact, the sexual part of our humanity is as strong as death and as unquenchable as fire. That is because sex is frequently the drama around which we attempt desperately to capture our deepest desires, our most feverish longings, our recurring dreams, and our most aching loneliness. 


By following our heroine’s fantasies and courtship with a certain unnamed shepherd-lover, observing the obstacles she encounters in her culture and those she must face from within, we witness her growing and developing as she faces one hurdle after another and keeps moving forward. Reared in a culture that barred women from the public world of work and politics, a world that considered family, home, and romance as the proper spheres for women’s dreams and passions, the Shulammite shows us the lessons a woman learns and unlearns a hundred times when she sets out to discover what passion truly entails. Passion is not something you find; it’s a part of who you are already. It’s not just for sex and romance; passion is what you pour into creating a life for yourself that has meaning and purpose. 


The Shulammite’s story is one we know by heart as women. She falls in love and invests all her hopes, dreams, and passions in a relationship that never pans out to be what she imagined. It’s a romance, quite frankly, that eludes both her and her readers from beginning to end. Her affair with the skittish shepherd-lover can never be pinned down exactly. From the book’s opening to its close, her beloved refuses to stay put, refuses to reveal himself, refuses to step out from behind the bushes to be seen. It’s the story of the forever absent lover. The furtive lover. The secret love affair. The doomed date. The exasperating courtship. The shepherd is the sweetheart you cling to but never quite possess. The courtship that looks better on paper than in reality. The fantasy that was sweeter than the actual rendezvous. Song of Solomon is a book about fantasies, a woman’s fantasies, the ones that lead us to unexpected discoveries about ourselves. Also the ones that don’t quite turn out as we expected, and thank God they didn’t. We might have given ourselves completely away. 


You start out believing in the promises of romance, investing lots of your energy and passions into finding love and/or keeping some semblance of it in your life, hoping that love and sexual desire will rescue you and deliver you from the tedium of existence. But they don’t. Eventually, you have to face the reality that while love and romance can (and often do) enrich life, they don’t save you from having to grow up and face a self who has her own purpose for being. Our heroine teaches us the real lessons of living passionately, of not fearing our passions and not allowing them to be exploited, tapping into them to find our strengths and a new realm of spiritual intimacy with God, trusting them to open up new experiences for us and to point us to the people, places, and things that really matter. By peeling back the layers of the Shulammite’s poetic journey, we come face to face with a woman rooted in wholehearted involvements, a woman in Scripture bent on living a meaningful life, however unconventional it may have seemed to others. 


It takes a bold, gutsy, free-spirited woman to strike out on her own journey to discover what’s important to her and to claim what’s important for herself. Hence, the title of the book, What Matters Most, reminds us of the juicy, outrageous Shulammite in all of us who is prepared to make choices and take risks to live a life ignited by our own inner flame. Our heroine beckons us back to our first love, our desire to live a full and fulfilling life based on those things dear to us. It is fitting that her story is mediated through the lush, evocative, playful guise of lyrical poetry. Lyrical poems cast as passionate dialogues, erotic soliloquies, and private dreams function in Song of Solomon as the discourse of interior life and the rhetoric of heartfelt emotions. Hardly anything written in classical secular romance literature can match the exquisitely provocative exchanges between the anonymous female protagonist and her shepherd suitor in Song of Solomon.


Love poetry was prominent throughout the ancient Near East, and although most written accounts that still exist today can be traced back to the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations, Song of Solomon stands out in contrast to other love poems, which are typically monologues, in its use of love poetry as a form of dialogue between the two lovers, dialogue between the Shulammite and her Jerusalem girlfriends, dialogue between the Shulammite and her own self. As for its contrast with the rest of the Bible, Song of Solomon stands out in two important ways. First, nowhere in its eight chapters is God mentioned, which gives the book a decidedly secular tone. (Esther is the only other book in the Bible that shares this distinction.) The Shulammite’s failure to mention God wasn’t due to any irreverence on her part, but was more likely the consequence of her effort not to appeal to God to rationalize her fears or to justify the side of her that longed for someone to come along and rescue her from herself. 


The Shulammite’s passionate, sometimes racy lyrics in Song of Solomon allow us into her conversations with herself, her beloved, her culture, her brothers, her friends the “daughters of Jerusalem,” and even God about why giving yourself away to make others’ dreams come true is not enough. Her poems attest to the battle she waged not so much with God, but with herself and those around her to reclaim herself. The motive behind penning love poetry such as this remains uncertain. But most commentators believe that ancient love poems were written strictly for entertainment purposes. Some believe that they were sung at festivities and banquets. Although God is sometimes referred to in many poems as an embodiment of intense or “divine” emotion between lovers, religion played an important role in these poems because it is often on religious occasions that lovers in these poems first meet.


The second way in which Song of Solomon stands out is that it is the only book in the Bible in which a woman’s voice predominates from beginning to end. It is a wonderful book to help us reconnect with our own passions as women, hurling us as it does in its opening verses straight into the clutches of a headstrong woman who is determined to get from life what she feels is hers to have. Nowhere else in Scripture is so much attention paid to the desires and fantasies of a headstrong, unconventional woman. Her poems have been neatly packaged under Solomon’s name, which have led scholars for centuries to debate over the book’s origins, but there’s no denying that dominant female voice, and strong female imagery lends the book the semblance of meditations from a woman’s heart. To read the poetry of this woman, who by her own admission was a black-skinned woman (1:5), is to be reminded by a wise woman that there are turning points in our lives when we are called upon to make decisions. We have to decide what and how much we are willing to risk to create for ourselves the lives we dream and pray about. We have to decide whether we’re going to stay true to ourselves and come up with ways to do just that, or we’re going to give away bits and pieces of ourselves for the sake of peace, convention, relationships, and reputation. There are those critical life moments when how we choose is tied up with who we will become.


“We do not remember days,” wrote the Italian novelist and poet Cesare Pavese, “we remember moments.” What Matters Most connects us with what I have identified as the ten nodal points, to use a term coined by psychiatrist Jean Shinoda Bolen. These are decision-making moments in a woman’s life that nudge her to become more awake than before and that invite her on a path to become a different woman than she was before, or is now. There are those moments in your life when you find yourself called upon to decide on something, between some things, about somebody, and somewhere deep inside, you know that this decision will cost you. It’s a forever kind of decision. You have to decide, and the consequence of the decision will affect who you will be after this moment. This decision will not just change your circumstance; it will permanently alter you. 


Decisions about love, security, relationships, career, health, family, finances, faith thrust themselves upon our consciousness innumerable times throughout our lives, but haven’t you noticed those times when some decisions feel different. Thousands of small and large decisions are made in a lifetime, but there are the ones that rise up and catch you by the throat. They scream at you to pay attention. Listen within. What is your heart telling you? You’re at a critical intersection in your life, a fork in the road, a shift inside. The planets have lined up; heaven is holding its breath; ancestors are peering over your shoulder; you are staring back at yourself. These are the decisions that touch the essence of you, that make you face up to certain things: What do you want out of your life, how do you feel about yourself, what do you believe about yourself, how much truth can you stand, where do you feel the spirit leading you, what choices are you willing to make in order to become her, and what sacrifices are you willing to make to go there? Choose. Decide. Risk. Dare. Who will you be? What matters most? No one ever tells us that it’s precisely these moments (designed often by God) that help us discover who we are inside. They test us, they refine us, they make us, they break us, and then they leave us strong in our broken places. We are forever changed once we face these moments and choose which path we will take.


Use the pages of What Matters Most to connect with your deepest desires. What do you do that makes you lose yourself and all sense of time because it nourishes and revitalizes you? If you can’t say for sure what that is, then that’s all the more reason why you must take your time with What Matters Most. I invite you to connect with your passions and discover your secret longings as you learn more about Song of Solomon and the feisty Shulammite who is its protagonist. Imagine yourself as the Shulammite. Use the margins of the pages here to write about your discoveries. Think out loud, scribble down your reactions, talk back to the Shulammite, revisit your own journey, and think back to those pivotal moments in your life when you found yourself called upon to choose between who you were and who you wanted to become. How did you choose? What do you know now that you wish you’d known back then? Tap into your dreams by writing down whatever you are feeling, fearing, hoping, or praying. Get it on the page. Read a few pages a day, if that suits you. Invite others to join you as part of a book circle as a way to get more acquainted with the Shulammite in Song of Solomon. Compare notes. 


Finally, What Matters Most attempts to capture the rendezvous with desire that our heroine embarks upon as a way of inviting us as modern readers to contemplate all the journeys we’ve taken, both romantic and spiritual, both fulfilling and dead-end, and the ones yet to be taken, where you started off thinking that you wanted one thing, only to discover halfway through the journey that it was really something else (also) that you were after. The one thing you learn for sure is that with the journey come lessons, things to be learned, musings to be mastered, and insights to be awakened that force you to grow, mature, and become a new and better self, a more spiritually alive self. Our inspiration is the Shulammite in Song of Solomon because she teaches us to live life with courage and passion. 


Could it be that the reason so many of us are unable to name our own passions is that  we’ve never stopped long enough to notice or nurture what stirs our own psyches? We’ve so exhausted ourselves by fanning everyone else’s flame, and called that our passion, that we never bothered noticing the embers left untended within. What we’re sorely missing most in our own lives is an inner source of energy that is powerful enough to make us face ourselves. When we allow that energy to flow into all areas of our lives, it infuses each experience, every encounter, each life-changing moment with vitality, magic, and meaning.
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