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By way of beginning, let me formulate my project in propositional terms.  Concisely put, my intent is to bring biblical hermeneutics into conversation with philosophical theology in such a way as to construct a contemporary Jewish philosophical theology: Jewish, because grounded in the core mode of Jewish theology, biblical hermeneutics, and philosophical, because grounded in a mode of rational reflection and inquiry.  Or to restate these two tracks somewhat differently:  Jewish hermeneutic theology (from all historical periods) tries to think theologically via biblical texts and their traditional interpretations – and this it deems a most authentic mode of inquiry; whereas philosophical theology (from all historical periods, as well) seeks to think theologically through certain structures of reflective analysis – and this it deems a necessary task for universal discourse.  The question I shall therefore pose is this: can the structures of philosophical analysis (rational and universal) be informed by Jewish modes of hermeneutic inquiry (programmatic and particular) in such a way that the knowledge achieved through biblical hermeneutics may also be a philosophical knowledge, and that the hermeneutic inquiry will (reciprocally) produce a mode of philosophical reflection that is Jewish in its mode and character?  
Now you may respond that this question is a contradictio in adiecto, and that one should let each mode of thought proceed along its own inherent track.  For what has Athens to do with Jerusalem?  But I disagree.  Biblical hermeneutics needs philosophy to reach beyond historical theology and its regional assertions of value; and philosophical theology, for its part, also needs biblical hermeneutics, to ground it in historical traditions and the particulars of human inquiry.  As in most things, the way one thinks makes all the difference.  Hopefully, my procedure will turn an apparent aporia into a productive correlation.

*

Let me begin by sharpening the issues.  Since Gadamer and Ricoeur (building upon the work of Schliermacher and Dilthey), the task of a general hermeneutic is to establish a mode of textual and cultural interpretation that is appropriate to itself within the general humanities – thus ‘analytic’, or grounded in critical inquiry, without purporting to be scientific, with pretenses of objectivity and certitude; ‘linguistic’, or grounded in language and language systems, without being static or formal (like structuralism); ‘traditional’, or grounded in authoritative thought and thinking, without being fundamentalistic or harmonizing; and ‘canonical’, or grounded in a fixed collection of privileged cultural sources, without being isolationist or dogmatic.  Put otherwise: a general hermeneutic will engage in critical reflection on the modes of human interpretation that appropriates sense (or meaning) dynamically from the full range of cultural resources, and will assess how the preconditions or pre-understandings of the interpreter – the so-called horizons of 

‘textual language’ and ‘world view’ -- conjoin at every moment of interpretation.  All these are the ‘measures’ of a general philosophical hermeneutic.

    
On the other hand, since late antiquity, all Jewish biblical hermeneutics (and traditional

hermeneutics more generally) have been regional or particular in character, seeking to establish modes of textual interpretation appropriate to the tradition of its inquirers.  It is thus ‘analytic’ in terms of the traditional modes of critical analysis, which follow its own logic and forms of proof, with the ultimate aim of establishing regional theologies and practices for the community; it is ‘linguistic’ in terms of culturally specific assumptions about what constitutes language, and how scriptural language encodes types or modalities of interpretative possibilities; it is ‘traditional’ in terms of its received and normative topics and contents; and finally, it is ‘canonical’ in terms of having an authoritative corpus of sources and ways of establishing borderlines (permeable and closed) between strata of the cultural archive, and between that archive and world literature.  Put otherwise: a regional and traditional Jewish hermeneutic interprets Scripture in specific ways and forms in order to produce ideas and practices appropriate to the internal concerns of the culture, and to establish harmonies or correlations between these matters and external factors.  Such are the ‘measures’ of a specific biblical hermeneutic (more or less).


Can these differences between a general and regional hermeneutics be bridged in a way that respects general philosophy and Jewish exegesis in its diversity?  In seeking an answer, I am not now concerned with whether or how one can address genuine modes of philosophical inquiry to specific biblical texts (which is also quite different from asking if these texts are philosophical modes of discourse as such), but whether and how one can analyze and understand the modalities of Jewish biblical hermeneutics – tout court – in philosophical terms.  More exactly, my interest is to see whether and how one can discern in this particular Jewish hermeneutics (grounded in Scripture) a structure that may also be analyzed philosophically via accepted canons of natural reason – for the particular benefit of philosophy and the universal reach of this hermeneutic.


As we shall see, I have chosen the Song of Songs as my scriptural exemplum.  In a quite privileged and exceptional way, this text has been passed through all the hermeneutical methods of traditional and modern culture; and it has proved remarkably pliant and productive for diverse thought – characteristically in discrete strands or strata.  That is, the narrative level and its robust rhetoric are isolated as one kind of natural love lyric and dialogue, even if that is deemed merely the armature of a quite distinct form of national allegory, reprising the Song’s discourses in terms of a sacred history; or the basis for a philosophical project that rereads the sentences of the Song (singly and repeatedly) as a kind itinerarium mentis in deum; or even, as a spiritual capstone, the language of the Song is perceived as the thematic and figural basis of a rich symbolic field that  reveals theosophical dynamics grounded in the supernal pleroma.  All this is done in terms and ideas hallowed by tradition.  By contrast, I shall try to show that these various hermeneutic levels may not only be rethought and reformulated in contemporary terms, but that these separate strata – routinely hierarchized and kept distinct – can also be integrated by philosophical reflection.  As suggested earlier, the goal is a Jewish philosophical theology demonstrated by a multi-modal hermeneutic of the Song of Songs.  

To clarify this movement, I shall first propose a general model for a Jewish hermeneutic philosophy and shall then reinforce and exemplify it by a series of interpretations of the Song.


I.


In General: A Jewish Hermeneutic Philosophy


I shall now suggest that the traditional Jewish hermeneutic model of PaRDeS may help us bridge Jewish hermeneutics and philosophical theology, and even provide the basis for a Jewish hermeneutic philosophy.  For its part, PaRDeS is a medieval acronym for four separate layers or types of biblical interpretation (each layer distinct and privileged, but all variously interrelated or correlated).  The first level, called Peshat, refers to the so-called plain sense of Scripture, derived from the textual given, in its received verbal and sentence units.  It is the primary textual given, silent in its own right until appropriated through interpretative discourse, and concerned to know what the sentences mean in their interrelation and integration – and thus how the various verbal parts cohere in larger segments, modifying each other as meaning accrues (overcoming gaps or ambiguities).  As such, the distinctive integers of the Peshat are mere lexemes, parts of the larger cultural thesaurus; but as units integrated into sentences they take on specific meanings.  Rashi was very much concerned to figure out this contextual sense on its own terms (though he was not averse to supplementing it with traditional teachings when he deemed these to fit into the first armature – though these supplements inevitably modified the primary sense).  By contrast, Ibn Ezra was particularly concerned to use internal scriptural features to figure out this contextual sense (though these factors were sometimes based on his preconception of syntax or cosmology).  Thus the horizon of the plain sense is a neutral entity, distinct from the reader, until a reader tries to be in accord with its presumed sense.  Indeed, the arch presumption of the Peshat level is that one may find the true ‘fit’ between oneself as a reader and the text itself.  Rashi referred to this ‘fit’ with the biblical phrase davar davur ‘al ’ofanav (Prov. 25: 11).  The presumption of ‘fit’ is the presumption of an accurate knowing, of a successful (or meaningful) conjunction between the mind of a reader and a text – all distance overcome.


The second level, Derash, refers to the particularities of rabbinic interpretation – both legal and homiletic Midrash.  Hermeneutics works here at the level of culture and community, where the natural meaning of the Peshat, so to say, is understood in Jewish terms.  Scripture is now a Jewish pedagogy – a kind of cultural paideia – instructing the faithful in the moral and theological features of Scripture, as understood by rabbinic tradition, or in the proper types of duty and practice.  The great presumption of the Derash is that there is no blending of horizons between the content of Scripture and Tradition.  Scripture is presumed to be a Jewish book, and its primary teachings are Jewish instruction for the mind and body of the community.  The words and sentences of Scripture are all read in that light, whether this be any small unit of discourse, or in correlation with other texts in the larger canonical corpus – for they are all inflected with deep rabbinic nuance and pertinence, from beginning to end.  Scripture is thus deemed a rich cultural thesaurus, embedding oral traditions of all kinds.  At the hermeneutic level of Derash the text of Scripture is the cultural matrix which fills the reader and community.  One reads Scripture in and through Tradition, because Tradition has ‘always already’ informed the self that reads it.  Hence the many opinions arising within Tradition are merely modes of possibility within this larger matrix – and are regulated or adjudicated by factors of time and teacher.  One knows because one already knows; and one decides because of prior proclivities.  Just this is cultural hermeneutics.


The third level, called Remez, is different.  We are now concerned with allegorical ‘hints’ that may be discerned in Scripture, with traces of a deeper or underlying content (the Greek word for this is huponoia).  At this level, reading and knowing require a special knowing – not derived from the text in itself, but from some prior presumption of deeper philosophical or ethical value.  One may suspect that the text is allegorical, and that its pattern of words point to something else; but that ‘something else’ is derived from ‘somewhere else’ – perhaps the virtues of an Aristotle, or the mind-body tensions of a Plotinus, or even the valences of the Written and Oral Torah of the Sages.  The reader must therefore discern the proper textual traces and read the text in terms of some other species of knowledge, which must then be appropriated and realized subjectively.  Scripture is thus presumed to be a philosophical pedagogy for the mind and body, a teaching of universal wisdom (or virtue) to the adept, who remains ensconced within the religious culture of Tradition.  Since this level of knowledge is universal – a teaching for all persons ‘as such’ – some teachers deem it a sub-set of the larger Tradition and a hidden wisdom for the elite.  Just how this special level correlates with Scripture is a knotty matter, as all readers of Maimonides know well.  At this level, the tension between Athens and Jerusalem sneaks in the back door – though some might say that one enters Scripture through Jerusalem and leaves it by Athens.  Alternatively, this door of Athens swings on the hinge of Jerusalem.  I’ll leave this matter unresolved.


Finally, let me just broach the fourth level, called Sod.  This refers to the ultimate esoteric layer of meaning.  Hereby one reads Scripture as a vast symbolic thesaurus – its verbal meanings being saturated icons (or prismatic vectors) that flood the mind and heart with super-significance.  Thus, reading sequences of words in their received syntactic conjunctions induces a transcendent apperception of the deepest coordinates of meaning imaginable – of some cognizable intuition of   Supernal Suchness-as-Such.  To call this Absolute Reality Ein Sof would put a conceptual frame on the Limitless, and give the Overflowing Suchness some human ‘sense’.  So let us prefer restraint.  The hermeneutics of distance and appropriation have no meaning here.  The self is flooded by the verbal prisms, and appropriated by their ineffable immediacy.  This is primary.  There is no ‘behind the text’; it is entirely Spectral Presence.


This stated, let me now make a hermeneutic turn. 


What philosophical sense might this make?  And, can this hermeneutic – the product of a particular historical culture and productive of diverse forms of literature and life orientations – be brought into relationship with a general philosophical theology and hermeneutics?  To begin an answer, let me remind you that a general hermeneutics (à la Gadamer and Ricoeur) has sought to find the proper ‘measure’ for its work in a method that is clearly distinct from the more objective measures of science (often called explanation); from the subjective measures of aesthetics (often called sympathetic understanding); and from the ideal measures of phenomenology (often called philosophical intuition).  Indeed, the search for a fitting ‘measure’ for philosophical inquiry has been a recurrent component of Western intellectual history from pre-Socratic Greek thought to post-Enlightenment German meditations – that is, from Protagoras’s reflections on the proper metron (or standard) for evaluating being, to Hölderlin’s anguished search for a possible Mass (or measure) in contemporary times.  
Now what might a regional (read: biblical) hermeneutic add to this, which might have philosophical bite and even contribute something new?  My answer would have us turn to the very terms used for ‘measure’ in the abovementioned levels of Jewish scriptural exegesis.  Through them a specific biblical hermeneutics (founded upon its measures of interpretation) may be correlated with a general philosophical hermeneutics (with its standards of analysis) – to the enrichment of both.  And since our modes of reading are Jewish, the result will yield a new mode of Jewish philosophical inquiry, grounded in reading as such.  Moreover, since we are ‘always already’ textual beings, saturated with authoritative literary traditions and citations, I propose that the notion of a Text (read: Scripture) be the model for our inquiry into the World, such that the particular hermeneutics of texts (read: Jewish and biblical) may serve as a model for a general hermeneutics of our being in the world.  The task will thus be to inquire how we are doubly and reciprocally constituted by both texts and world experience.  


*


So, what comes to hand?  I suggest that we begin with the way we discern, formulate, and measure things on earth – by calibration, by estimation, or by imagination.  At the Peshat level, the term for this is middah, and it is used to express the fact that we break-up and understand and formulate the world manifold in human terms.  In Scripture this word is used when a craftsman measures natural elements (tikken be-middah), hews stones, or even employs a measuring rod (qeneih ha-middah).  One can try to estimate the fleeting value of one’s life (middat hayyai) – to no avail, or even wonder at the incomparability of God, who, so to say, can measure seas in the palm of His hand (madad be-sha‘alo mayim).  All these formulations deal with aspects of human measure or value, based on one’s mortal estimation.  The vastness of being, its brute facticity, its multivalent features, and its imponderable magnitude are reduced to a human scale – both read and wrought in mortal terms.  ‘Measure’ breaks up the mass, provides productive ruptures for analysis, and creates a common scale for shared labor.  ‘Measure’ must find the right frame, the right sequence, and the right conjunctions – or else things are jagged and their displacement from the whole serves no human end, no meaning, and no scale for other evaluations and estimations.


Reading is of a similar type.  Texts just are, and must be penetrated and made discursive frame by frame, unit by unit, word by word.  Granted, we are ‘always already’ groomed in and by language, when we come to a text written in a language we know; but because it is a text and not a dialogue, and because it is a ‘said’ and not a ‘saying’, its elements remain mute and do not respond to our engagement with them (as Plato himself observed).  We must take their measure and decide how they are commensurate with other words in the phrase or sentence – sometimes having to re-calibrate the unit and the intonation, or nuance and figure, and measure plain sense against metaphor, and ever try to construct meaning.  The dictionary entries are neutral, and only provide a rough measure of sense; hence our linguistic skills and Sprachgefühl may falter before the case at hand ... And are not the mini-ruptures of reading, and the reflective re-calculations of sense-making, a means for reflecting upon such matters while engaged in a quite normal cultural practice?  Moreover, might we not add that it is also one of the prime effects of powerful poetry to shatter our commonplace constructions?  In this case, it is part of the very creative force of the writing to dislocate our measures of evaluation.  All told, then, reading is a fundamental setting for hermeneutic reflection – with all its ethical and social implications.  Every determination of syntax and semantics opens reflective opportunities (as we shall see).  We are thrown into texts as into the world, with entry points based on prior knowledge or experience; but then have to engage the hermeneutic possibilities with care and thoughtfulness – this process being known as the hermeneutic circle.  What we may gain, slowly, are insights into the text’s forms of life and thought – that is, of how a ‘world’ is constituted by language.
         
Let us go further.  Rabbinic Derash does not read naturally – but culturally, and calls its ‘measures’ of interpretation middot – ha-middot sheha-Torah nidreshet ba-hen (“the [traditional] measures of Scriptural interpretation”.  These latter give cultural valence to Scripture in terms of communal purposes; they construct laws and ideas via a particular logic; and this cultural orbit provides the evaluative means for determining moral or theological justice – known in rabbinic parlance as middah ke-neged middah (“measure for measure”).  How topics are to be correlated and balances composed (so-called matters of retributive or distributive justice) rise and fall by the weight of cultural ‘measures’.  But who is to determine what constitutes rational or just coherence, if not the explicit or implicit values of cultural coherence?  Who is to say what constitutes consonance or dissonance, if not the layers of meaning we are born into and absorb?  And who is to construe what constitutes public and private language, the purport of an innuendo or the meaning of a gesture – if not a shared culture?  Just its hermeneutic schemata are vital and crucial, and allow persons to share presumptions and life, traditions and memory, and hopes and frustrations.  Without a shared hermeneutic we’d have nothing to say to one another.  And so we transcend our natural being through the spirit of cultural hermeneutics; for we are second-order symbolists, who transcend private meanings for shared signification.


   Reading requires this mode of transcendence – a transcending of the self and its matrix of meaning in order to engage another construction of language.  In certain cases the natural self and its logic must suspend its reasoning and submit to the cultural logic that determines common thought and law (as often in rabbinic legal reasoning); or the cultural self must even suspend its personal or habituated practices, and thus read against the grain in order to wrest new values or possibilities from a statement (as often in rabbinic homiletic constructions).  More broadly, the self brings a pre-understanding of issues (contemporary, local, personal) to a text and its inherent tradition, and engages in the mediation of meaning, as the transcendent other (which is the text) confronts the transcending self (which is the reader).  As in the previous cases, so here as well, every construction of sense is contemporary to the exegete, who is affected in one way or another by the sense produced (even if that sense purports to be factual).  The order of meaning is always hermeneutic in specific cultural terms.  What is known is never the text ‘as such’; and theological meanings are not traces intuited from nature, but topics of tradition in one or another mode of reception or transformation.  Framing is all, and it is hermeneutic to the core.  


What is the boundary that delimits, the canon that authorizes, the siyyag (or ‘fence’) that protects?  To know this, and to work with it, is to be a hermeneutic being; not to know this is to suffer the blindness of ideology.  No wonder that some philosophers speak of ‘hermeneutics and cultural critique’.  They do so because hermeneutics can be a liberating, eye-opening tool, if one is ready.  This also holds for moral and social questions, and even more so for theology.  Think, for example, of R. Nahman of Bratzlav, who deftly analyzed how people are trapped in closed cognitive sets (which he called maqifin), until suddenly, somehow, there is a hermeneutic breakthrough and one is opened to new epistemic possibilities (which provide the basis of new hermeneutic associations, which he called behinot).  Perhaps, at its inception, this new logic of exegetical coherence is only shared by a teacher and some students, and not yet by a community, and then it slowly expands; or perhaps such exegetical logic remains a sub-set of meaning within a broader hermeneutic field (a coterie of tradition).  A Jewish hermeneutic philosophy invites reflection on all these matters in native terms; just as a general hermeneutic philosophy, when brooding on the hermeneutics of being, can also meditate on living traditions, and not merely on our so-called natural existence on the earth.  What we gain, slowly, is insight into the culture’s forms of life and knowledge – which are all constituted by language and the ‘cultural forms’ of interpretation.


The next level is Remez, and here we focus on hints or ‘measures’ for personal virtue.  This is a particular way of being in the world – a way that seeks to cultivate and regulate one’s inner dispositions for the perfection of the self in ethical and intellectual terms, despite one’s own bodily nature and the challenges of external nature (viz., the public world of events and persons).  Jewish thought has a word for such a measure, referring to it as a middah, this meaning specific virtues or “character traits”.  In contrast to the social and religious levels of Derash, informed and guided by revelation and its interpretation, Remez is concerned with the individual and rational level of the self.  This is not necessarily the domain of a wholly natural reason, that arises out of a human endowment and seeks to transcend it, since many medieval thinkers believed that human reason was derived from transcendental realities (the spheres of the Intellect, deemed to be angels), and this source had a pull on the mind upwards, even as the earth draws the self downward towards its baser aspects.  Nevertheless, this reason could be hidden or suppressed, despite its heavenly qualities, and thus requires careful self-regulation.  Philosophers have therefore proposed ways that the mind could try to regulate the emotions, bring them into balance, and provide measures for their daily adjustment (think of Aristotle’s golden mean; or of Maimonides’s teachings of adjusted balances, through proper physical and spiritual discipline).  All these measures are thus rational controls imposed upon nature (both inner and outer), so that one may deal with ruptures and routines with the proper mental disposition (sometimes called yishuv ha-da‘at), and thus attain some focus on transcendental truths in an increasingly steady and unimpaired manner.


Where does reading enter this equation?  How may it guide our being in the world and even open it to something Other – a higher Wisdom or transcendent Consciousness?  To answer this I would suggest here something other than the allegorical assumptions of medieval thinkers, which would allow us to stay on the textual surface or its foreground (again, guided by Gadamer and Ricoeur who critiqued the attempts of Schliermacher and Dilthey to penetrate the emotions that produced the text).  Specifically, I would propose that, in addition to the ‘forms of life’ that may be discerned at the levels of Peshat and Derash, one may also take one’s ‘moral measure’ in and through the expressions of the text, correlating textual actions to personal reactions, and in such ways to be instructed by them.  The ontology of life received in the reading process thus forms and informs the reader simultaneously, possibly transforming one’s sense of being, in the small and large sense.  Such reading is a means for self-knowledge and the challenge of taking one’s measure anew.  To be sure, it is one level of attunement just to read; and another, greater one, to be enhanced and engaged by the received content.  This is hermeneutic at every point.  And what we gain, slowly, is self-formation through perceptions of the measures of being – all variously constituted by the ‘literary formulations’ of the text..


Finally, there is Sod, which I designated earlier as the Suchness-as-Such – that is, such an absolute fullness as to be nothing in particular, and thus such an absolute nothing as to be beyond being (so to speak).  A theological ontology may intuit this by the measure of a negative intuition rooted in a particular measure of the mind.  The rabbinic phrase lo ke-middat ha-Qadosh Baruch Hu middat basar va-dam – “The measure of God is not like that of a human being” – may be adduced for starters.  But we should not restrict this epigram to moral comparisons (as do the old sages), and rather extend it to the issue of ‘scale as such’; for no human measure is like Divine Reality, which is of an entirely different kind.  Perhaps you will hear in this some suggestion of negative theology, or even a watchword that puts a lock on the pretensions of the imagination.  If so, then saturated suchness may offer some verbal figure for the primacy of a mind-transcending excess, beyond God-talk.  It is a verbal figure for all that might become form and content in human terms, and also the negation of such words – which is simply holding that intuition in consciousness. 


The ‘Text’ is a model of delimitation.  Only an insight into the shaping powers of speech and the limits of language might take us beyond.  It is some intuition of this ‘Beyond’ that takes thought to the edge: of knowing and not knowing; of knowing and unknowing.  It is beyond the limits of mind, and also beyond hermeneutics and all philosophical theology.  At this border of borders, with this hint of a ‘beyond Being’, what we gain, slowly, is the intuition of form-as-such and the very suchness of form – as it is constituted by our linguistic imagination.


*


If there is more to say after such unsaying, it would be to turn to Scripture and exemplify our hermeneutic theology with cases in point.  I shall now do so by means of the Song of Songs. 


II.


In Particular: The Song of Songs and Hermeneutic Theology


Let us turn to Songs 1: 7-8, and consider it in terms of the four-fold hermeneutic of Jewish biblical interpretation, simultaneously passing it through a succession of philosophical inquiries.  In the preceding theoretical section, I began with a philosophical phenomenology and moved from there to textuality; in the present, practical part, I shall reverse the process and move from the thickness of texts and the ways they constitute types of discourse to philosophy – more specifically, to a hermeneutic philosophy grounded in the hermeneutic of texts.  The example I have chosen serves this wider concern.






Text



v. 7   hagidah li she-’ahavah nafshi   ’eichah tir’eh ’eicha tarbitz ba-tzohorayim



         shalamah ’ehiyeh ke-‘otiyah      ‘al ‘edrei haveirekha


v. 8   ’im lo’ tede‘i lakh ha-yafah ba-nashim    tze’i lakh be-‘iqvei ha-tzo’n



         u-re‘i ’et gediyotayikh ‘al mishkenot ha-ro‘im

Translation


v. 7    Tell me, whom my soul loves; – where do you pasture [your sheep]?



          Where do you rest [them] at noon?



          For why should I be like a wanderer among the shepherds’ flocks?



v. 8    If you do not know, most fair among women – (then) betake yourself 

                                  To the tracks of the sheep,



          And graze your kids by the shepherds’ tents)


Hermeneutic Commentary 


We begin at the primary level of the Peshat.  What is the form of life presented by this passage, and how can we take its measure from its linguistic and rhetorical formulations?  That is, how do the forms of language disclose the world of the text?  At the outset, this form of life is opened up by a question.  The maiden requests information; she wishes to know the whereabouts of her beloved.  The verbalization of the query stresses the subjectivity and self-reference of the speaker by pointed pronominal forms (hagidah li and naphsi – tell me; my soul), and repeats the request for place through different verbs – since the main  concern is to know just “where” the beloved may be found, and “where” he is shepherding or resting his flock.  The deep pathos of the query is underscored by the maiden’s desire not to ‘wander’ about ‘concealed’ and unknown (the interpretations of the verb ‘otiyah and its occurrence in the versions famously suggest this rich ambiguity).  This concern is also framed as a question (shalamah; “for why?”), and appeals to the sensibilities of the beloved.  The seeker thus requests precise guidance, lest the quest go awry and she be mistaken (mentally and socially).  The place of presence is unknown.  A way to the goal is sought.    


The answer provided echoes the rhetoric of the maiden’s query.  Initially, the speaker (and we don’t know if this is the beloved himself or the maiden’s companions) addresses the subjectivity of the maiden and refers to her via an epithet.  Thus: her initial first-person li (of hagidah li -- in the request ‘tell me”) is answered by his direct address lakh (a second-person pronoun, “if you, yourself”), and her reference to him as a beloved (“the one my soul loves”) is  complemented in turn by his reference to her as “the most fair among women”.  But this intimate response notwithstanding, precise directions to close the gap of separation, to produce intimacy, are not given.  If the maiden doesn’t know where to go, she is told to seek and follow the traces of the sheep, and look for the tents of the shepherds.  Hence the seeker must interpret the signs found in the natural world and determine meaning from vestiges.  The answer is thus marked by allusiveness and allusion.  No assurances are given.  Everything depends on interpretation.  The way is the way she shall determine.  Actual figures (in the natural world) are only potential configurations (for mind and imagination).

The query of the speaker (the maiden) discloses the primary situation of desire; and opens a space to be traversed for fulfillment.  The measured formulation of the question situates the self in the world – here in terms of lack and longing; whereas the measure of the answer orients the self’s response – here in terms of hints and suggestions.  Standing in front of the text, the reader may correspondingly perceive a mood of anxious concern on the part of the maiden, and a series of evasive specifications on the part of the respondent.  A hermeneutic ontology is at the core.  Disclosure of the unknown depends on the way questions are posed; and since these questions arise within the horizon of the speaker, the answer inevitably proceeds within that same horizon – pushed forward by hints that may be interpreted or construed by the seeker.  Put somewhat ‘socratically’, as it were, the interlocutor addresses the task of knowledge to the original inquirer, and formulates that task as one of interpretation.  Reading this, the interpreter is also engaged in a reciprocal hermeneutic process: that is, the text discloses a hermeneutic of being-in-the-world through the modes of questions posed within it (with respect to the traces seen and construed); and as the reader appropriates this process, he or she is correspondingly instructed.  Thus, the hermeneutic circle reveals the meaning of the text and the hermeneutics of being reciprocally.  The two are mutually implicated.  Were the reader not to interpret, there would be no textual world to consider; and were the text not to have its inherent rhetorical and linguistic features, the hermeneutic inquiry would be measureless and vapid – the projection of subjectivity.  Hence, we know through our knowing – through the text.  In the conjunction of this twofold horizon is our hermeneutic hope.    

These are some of the considerations which may arise via the Peshat.  The hermeneutics of Derash move on a different register, and focus on forms of culture.  For ancient Midrash, over the ages, this level of interpretation allegorically transforms the natural level of the Song and treats its episodes as moments of biblical and Jewish religious history – focusing on formative events and persons, normative theology and practice, and spiritual and national ideals.  Our passage offers a prism of these concerns.  The maiden, now being the people Israel, initiates the query, here understood as a theological search for God.  The seeker, impelled by eros and desire, seeks the presence of God and wonders about divine providence.  Where are ‘You’, the speaker asks?  How do ‘You’ shepherd the people, ‘Your’ flock?  Where might one go to determine this in the glare of the everyday (the noontime light that seems to cast no shadow, so that things may be seen in perspective)?  The very questions and details are all posed by the measures of rabbinic midrash (notably in Songs Rabba).  Thus the notion of ‘shepherding’ (Hebrew, tir‘eh) already conveys (to the rabbinic idiolect) the notion of divine providence; and the language of ‘resting’ the herd (Hebrew, tarbitz) also conveys rabbinic terminology for instruction.  From the outset, then, the issues are framed and inflected by old hermeneutic tradition.  Indeed, in some cases, the sages project the queries about God’s providential care back to Moses, who wishes to know how the beloved nation will endure the heat of historical oppression; or how God will provide leaders to shepherd them during future times of subjugation and exile (Songs Rabba 1.vii.1-2).  Both the physical and spiritual state of Israel is at stake; the concern is with the people’s endurance at both levels.  One question is: Where is God?  The other is: How can one find and serve Him? 


The answers vary.  The seeker is told that if one doesn’t know how to find God on one’s own (through natural inquiry or reflection – for now the dative lakh is taken in a reflexive sense, as a kind of ethical dative, meaning “[know] for yourself, or for your benefit” ), the best course of action is to turn to the resources of Tradition – that is, to the traces of text-study that may be learned from teachers (the shepherds) in the study halls of the people (the mishkenot or tents where the divine Presence, or Shekhinah, may be sought through hints in the texts being studied).  Thus, one answer to the theological query (betokening spiritual confusion or a sense of divine abandon) is to interpret the Tradition, and through its words find hints of a solution.   For those who feel the loss of direct providence, the “tracks” of Tradition may thus provide imprints of a holy life, enabling the “flock” to find divine presence in its words.  For others, the traces (‘iqvot) are not only the occasions for hermeneutic engagement, but provide hope through traces of past acts of divine providence – as when God was said to have spread his Shekhinah over the tents (mishkenot) of Israel in the desert; or through hints of redemption in the future (‘aqev – the word for trace being revised as one for the eschaton) – one example of which is Isaiah’s prophecy that God would again provide a sukkah of shelter over His people (Songs Rabba ib. 3).  This latter-day prophecy is deemed a hint that recalls God’s ancient acts of sheltering providence, and thus a promise of restoration based on an ancient prototype.  The high-wire hermeneutic act aside, the key issue is that present day hints of future divine providence are effectuated by exegetical interpretations.  Scripture thus offers new horizons of hope through the strategies of exegetical Tradition.  Hermeneutics is repeatedly at the core.


At the level of Derash, we see how biblical hermeneutics provides the fundamental basis of cultural and theological knowledge; of how it provides the basis of what was said or known about God, but also of what might be said thereafter.  Put in more hermeneutic terms: separate texts provide distinct horizons of theology and culture, each marked and guided by their specific formulation; but when these texts are joined or transformed through acts of exegesis (catalyzed by different horizons of concern), the primary horizons are breached and new ones come into view.  Hence biblical hermeneutics sets the terms for ongoing theological inquiry.  To think with Tradition is to be impelled by its exegetical dynamics and extended by its textual projects.  The hermeneutic measures (both theological and legal) provide the magic wand of a ceaseless verbal bounty, in and through the language of Scripture.  In particular, this bounty is plural – offering ongoing revelations through the ratios of interpretation.  Philosophical theology must therefore acknowledge the ways that this knowledge is produced and accrued, and how it is bound to the historicity and sociality of a culture.  The biblical hermeneutics of Derash are thus both time-bound and subordinate to the historical reality of the people.  This is the novum that it adds to philosophical hermeneutics; even as it impels biblical hermeneutics to think in ontological terms. 


As we now turn to Remez, a quite different conjunction of these hermeneutics must be considered.  For the ‘measure’ here to be considered is middah in the sense of moral virtues or character traits to be cultivated by the individual, and based on a universal anthropology of the nature of the human being.  The tradition of so-called virtue ethics first achieved developed form in the ethics of Aristotle, and from his writings (and Stoic practices), the topic entered Jewish (and Muslim and Christian) philosophical thought.  In the quest for self-perfection, the individual strives to perfect their mind or soul from the encumbrances of one’s physical nature passions, so that they may be freed to conjoin with the divine Intellect in the pure transcendent realms.  


From the outset, Jewish philosophy produced various tracts devoted to the subject (such as Ibn Gabirol’s Tiqqun Ha-Middot or Maimonides’ Shemoneh Peraqim); but it also interpreted Scripture allegorically towards this end.  Commentaries on the Song of Songs were one result of this effort, particularly since this text was prone to issues of quest and longing for union.  The striking result of this achievement is the embedding of a tradition of philosophical ethics for the individual into a corpus focused on national religion and practice based on divine revelation.  Judaism thus cultivated a two-fold path – the personal and the rational (based on natural reason), and the communal and covenantal (based on supernatural revelation).  This meant that the goal of redemption was personalized as an ideal of individual perfection (albeit with divine support, in many cases, but without any intervening grace or special endowment).


The aforementioned passage of the Song was thus subject to a distinctly Socratic reading.  For example, the opening query was taken as the inquiry of the rational soul to God (or the divine agent intellect) to know “where” True Wisdom resides in the natural and transcendent order (the noonday being the Sun or Light of Truth, in the Platonic sense).  This is a query in quest of the true path (Ibn Aqnin), and a desire for spiritual direction (Immanuel of Rome).  The answer, ’im lo’ tede‘i lakh, was correspondingly taken to say that if the beloved and questing soul doesn’t know the ‘measure and way’ to the goal on its own, it should set forth on the tracts of instruction and transcend their body or natural endowment (the phrase tze’i lakh was utilized in both ways) towards this highest end.  Cultivating or refining one’s mind through philosophical exercises (the dialectics of reason), and controlling one’s earthly nature through techniques of self regulation (diet and emotional restraint), were among the vaunted measures to realize this philosophical goal.  Such were the procedures which a religious philosopher should follow, focused on the ideals of the intellectual life – without neglecting the tasks of the Law.  Maimonides accorded high regard to this ideal and saw in the hermeneutic measures of legal Midrash the Jewish dialectical correlate for the training of the mind.  At the same time, this Philosopher was also a Rabbi, and thus he also reinterpreted the Law (the Halakhah) as practical measures that could cultivate the nature and temperament of the ordinary person who lived the communal law without any philosophical knowledge.  The ‘tracks of the sheep’ are thus both the practices of the law (the path of tradition) and the allegorical traces of a higher wisdom (the path of intellectual thought).


All this is noteworthy.  For the self does not simply live along the natural tracks of life, or as a participant in a covenant community, but also strives to find a path to truth (a right and true measure) in his or her soul or mind – cultivating one’s private dispositions, and not just the tasks of the collective polity.  The self shapes various paths simultaneously, and each opens a different realm of theological knowledge.  At the level of Remez, this knowledge is wholly philosophical (in Aristotelian circles it would mean identifying with Divine Thought, and at all times seeking the intellectual forms of things, not their content – hence allegory is also a training in this ideal). The religious knowledge derived from Derash and Peshat are quite different.  Each adept would have to decide how these distinct types of knowledge might be correlated.  Some might separate them according to degrees of sophistication, or arrange them in hierarchical order.  Others might read all levels through a particular lens – the allegorical lens of philosophy, for example.  Such diversity in exegesis is significant, and worthy of separate reflection.  But for now it will suffice to underscore the common core; which is that all of the levels are the product of hermeneutic measures, so that the knowledge achieved or aimed at is also hermeneutic through and through.  The tracks of exegesis are everywhere.  This is our mortal destiny.  We are hermeneutic creatures from start to finish.


And this includes the final level, the sphere of Sod.  Its hermeneutic measures, as I noted, are symbolic of divine infinities and their unknowable and ineffable effluences.  Fullness floods them at every point, even as they purport to allude to this transcendental fullness.  The language of Scripture is thus a series of fragmentary formulations intimating a ‘Whole’ beyond intuition; even as specific verbal clusters are mini-force fields of these interpenetrating energies.  With respect to the verse we are discussing, the question posed is the paradoxical desire to be informed of the whereabouts of a Divinity who is ‘beyond all “where”’ – be that imagined in the flow of immanence, or the transcendent Light in and by which one sees light, or in any other way.  Such knowing is beyond all mortal knowledge.  Hence the answer given to the adept is that one must transcend oneself, and all that one might ever imagine.  The imperative now is to follow the traces and signs into infinity, towards the ultimate end (or ‘aqev).  For recognizing the limit of thought is the beginning of Wisdom; and it is to this border that one should attempt to lead the reasons and images of one’s mind.  This ‘aqev is perhaps something akin to the ‘Palm at the End of the Mind’ (of Wallace Stevens) – this poetic figure marking the outer limit of thought, and serving as a regulative principle that annihilates the presumptions of all the other measures.  In this sense it is also an annihilating intuition.    


The hermeneutic of ontology becomes an infinite mirror.  Paradoxically, the primordial fullness that may suffuse the hermeneutic spirit ultimately leads to an emptying of mind, through a hermeneutic regress.  Signification ceases.   This is an ideal end-point, to be sure.  But once it is intuited, may also become the pre-cognized base of humble thought.  This, too, is an ideal.  But Sod imposes restraint, and I have perhaps said more than enough.  

So let me conclude with a more exoteric consideration.  The theoretical aspects of what I have proposed notwithstanding, my overall and the chief concern is practical: to transform the age-old Jewish virtue of study as a sacred practice into a spiritual exercise, a precisely deliberate and reflective itinerarium mentis, for the sake of life and living.  I leave you to consider whether the tents of Shem (Jerusalem) have been enhanced by being pitched within the dwellings of Jafet (Athens), and whether I have succeeded in my quest to produce a viable Jewish philosophical hermeneutic for our time.  
*

