Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Studies in Milk and Honey
By Dr. Erica Brown

“Sweetness drops from your lips, O bride; honey and milk are under your tongue, and the scent of your robes is like the scent of Lebanon.”
Song of Songs, 4:11


This verse from Song of Songs sings of romantic love. Our beloved can do no wrong or say no wrong. Each word drips with sweetness. The mouth is a source of knowledge, compassion and intimate communication. The clothing, likewise, is beautifully scented, leaving a trail of love with each step. This verse -  that touches so many senses and is a lyrical testament to the power of love -  has a fascinating history in the world of commentary.


Rashi, the 11th century French commentator, regards the dripping honey as the words of the Torah and the aroma of the clothing as the Jewish commandments that apply to clothing: tzitzit, the blue fringe on the talit, the clothing of the priests and the checking of garments for mixed fibers. In other words, the love story is between God and the children of Israel. The Torah and its commandments are the enduring signs of that love. When we are in love, each small look, expression or act of beauty becomes an affirmation of the relationship. If it is that way in human love, so too is it in divine love.


This verse is used to explain why we Jews eat dairy products on Shavuot. Shavuot, one of the three major biblical pilgrimage festivals, is celebrated each year in the late spring. We count from the second day of Passover right up until Shavuot and celebrate the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai each year. For many, it the most intellectual holiday of our calendar year. People have the custom of staying up all night studying Torah and praying in the early morning. This shows our reverence for the gift we received at Sinai. By studying it in the wee hours, we show how much that book is part of us and take ownership of it anew each year. If the words of Torah are compared to milk and honey, then by eating dairy products we “consume” the Torah – so to speak. We eat the words.

If we travel with the metaphor, we realize that honey drips slowly and richly. Its sweetness is too much to take in large doses but has the capacity to flavor any food with sweetness. Milk is the most basic source of nutrition for babies. It is a sign of dependence on the mother from the child’s perspective and the desire and obligation to nurture another human being from the mother’s perspective. Milk is easy to access; honey is not. These foods together – from the basic to the most luxurious – show a complex relationship to the Torah and the way that it helps inform and frame our lives.


Because of the emphasis on study, many people regard Shavuot as the intellectuals’ holiday. But our verse from Song of Songs reminds us that ultimately, this is not the case. Shavuot is a romantic anniversary. The lover in our verse does not comment on the actual words of his beloved. We do not know what she says; we sense that it almost does not matter. The utterance itself is the focus of the love. That she speaks and exists makes her worthy of admiration.


When it comes to the Torah, we show it honor not only by studying it but also by keeping it encased in a special holder and special coverings and blowing kisses in its direction and blessing it before its read. We study the Torah but what helps us relive Mount Sinai is loving the Torah. On Shavuot, we celebrate the words and we rejoice in the love.

Happy Holidays and Shabbat Shalom

