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The Song Begins in Longing
Why the greatest of all songs opens not with the kiss, but with the wanting of it

— a reading of Song of Songs 1:1

✦     ✦     ✦

N O R M A N  R E E D  ·  J U N E  2 0 2 6

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! For your love is better than wine.

S O N G  O F  S O N G S  1 : 1  ·  E S V

he greatest of all songs opens on a woman wanting. Not a story, not a

setting, not even her name. Before we are given anything safe to hold, we

are given her longing — and the longing comes first because the longing is

the whole point.

We should let that land before we explain it away. A book this deliberate could have

opened anywhere. It could have begun with the lovers together, the kiss already

given, joy already in hand. It begins instead with a reach — let him kiss me —

which is the grammar of someone whose beloved is not in the room. The first note

of the Song is struck in the key of seeking, and everything that follows is already

inside that opening reach.

T H E  L U R C H



Read the single verse slowly and you will feel it move beneath you. It begins in the

third person: let him kiss me. She is speaking about him, the way you speak of

someone who is absent. And then, before the sentence is even finished, it breaks: for

your love is better than wine. Third person to second person, mid-thought. Him

becomes you.

That swerve is not a mistake, and it is not careless poetry. It is the sound of a

longing that cannot hold its object at arm’s length. She starts at a distance and the

wanting will not let her stay there; by the time the line ends she has turned to face

him, as though the very act of longing had summoned him close enough to address.

The gap between speaking-about and speaking-to is the gap the whole book will

spend itself trying to close. And it closes here, in the first verse, in a single breath

— not because he has arrived, but because love reaches across distance faster than

feet can walk it.

Most English translations quietly smooth this. They tidy the persons so the line

reads cleanly. But the Hebrew keeps the lurch, and the lurch is the feeling. Tidy it

and you have lost the thing the poet most wanted you to feel.

T H E  D O U B L E D  K I S S

There is a second thing the Hebrew does that no English version can quite carry.

She does not ask for a kiss. The line is yiššāqēnî minnəšîqôt pîhû — and the word

for kiss is said twice, a verb and then its own noun piled on top of it: let him kiss me

with the kissings of his mouth. The line is already crowded with kissing before a

single kiss has happened.



That repetition is not redundancy. It is wanting that has to say the thing twice

because once will not carry it. She is not describing a kiss; she is inside the wanting

of it, and the language itself overflows. You hear this in people, not in textbooks —

the way a name gets said twice when once would do, the way longing doubles its

own words. The grammar is doing what the heart is doing.

T H E  T I M E  T H E  S O N G  R E F U S E S  T O  F I X

Now the tender thing, and the heart of the whole reading. We are never told when

this is.

Is she a girl who has never been kissed, aching toward a first kiss she can only

imagine? Or a woman who has been kissed, and cannot stop reaching back toward

the one that undid her? The poem does not say. It gives us the wanting and

withholds the placement — and a poet this careful withheld it on purpose.

Because here is what longing knows that grammar forgets: the reach toward a first

kiss and the reach back toward one already given feel the same from the inside. The

girl who has never been kissed and the woman remembering the kiss that changed

her are, in the moment of wanting, in the same posture — eyes closed, the beloved

summoned, the mouth imagined. Anticipation and memory are the two faces of one

ache, and the only thing that separates them is a fact the poem declines to give us.

Strip that fact away and what remains is longing itself, belonging to both at once.

This is the difference between a song and a story. A story has to know when it is; it

lives on sequence, on what-happened-next. A song only has to know what it feels.

And by refusing the timeline, the Song of Songs lets its opening longing belong to

everyone who has ever stood in it — the one who has not yet had, the one who has



had and lost the nearness, and the reader in the room who recognises the ache

because she has stood in both places herself. The ambiguity is not a gap better

scholarship would close. It is the craft. It is the tuning of the instrument.

B E T T E R  T H A N  W I N E

And yet the verse does tell us one thing for certain about her. Your love is better

than wine.

That is not a girl wondering what love might be like. That is the verdict of someone

who has tasted. You cannot rank a thing you have never known against the best you

have; the comparison requires experience on both sides. Wine was the ancient

world’s word for the joy that loosens and gladdens and overflows — the height of

ordinary delight — and she takes that height and says his love runs past it. She

knows, because she has drunk both.

This rules out a whole sentimental reading. This is not infatuation — not the ache

for a stranger across a gap that has never been crossed, the longing of someone in

love with an image. That is a thinner ache, built entirely of projection. Hers is built

on memory. And so it is the deeper loneliness, not the shallower one: not the

wanting of what you have never had, but the wanting of more of what you have

already held. You can ache for the unknown, but it is a lighter thing than aching for

the known and presently absent.

Notice what this does to the map of the scene. She is somewhere alone — a room,

the edge of evening. He is elsewhere. The nearness between them is entirely

interior; she has closed her eyes and brought him as near as imagining allows. This

is the first of many such scenes, and worth marking, because the Song is



choreographed by distance. Later she will be on her bed and he at the door; later she

will be out in the night streets and the watchmen will find her and the distance will

not collapse. Here, safe and alone, it folds at will. In the mind the beloved is only

ever as far away as the next thought.

T H E  O N E  T H I N G

It is here that the Song meets two other voices, and the meeting changes how we

hear all three.

David, hunted and exhausted, reduces his whole desire to a single line: One thing

have I asked of the Lord… that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of

my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord. Not rescue. Not vindication. One thing —

to behold his beauty. And Paul, writing from a prison cell with his death no longer

abstract, narrows everything he has ever counted as gain down to the same point:

that I may know him — and counts all the rest as loss, as refuse, beside it. Not

release from the cell. To know him.

WA R R A N T  —  E S TA B L I S H E D

The pairing of David’s “one thing” (Psalm 27:4) and Paul’s “one thing” (Philippians 3:8–10) is a
long-recognised thread; the single-hearted longing to know God runs through both independent of

any one interpreter’s framework.

WA R R A N T  —  R E A D I N G  W I T H I N  F R A M E

Hearing the Shulammite’s reach as the same “one thing” holds within a particular architecture —

that intimate knowing (D A’ AT ) runs continuously from the mutual knowing of the lovers up into the
knowing of God, without the lower being cancelled by the higher. The Song invites this; it does not

compel it. Read here as illumination, not as proof.



This is also where the oldest readers of the Song stand — and where they must be

handled with care. For a thousand years the church read this kiss allegorically.

Bernard of Clairvaux, preaching to his monks in the twelfth century, built his whole

opening on this verse. And Bernard is worth hearing, because for all his allegory he

was a close reader. He noticed exactly the grammatical oddity we noticed: that the

bride says of his mouth when simply asking to be kissed would have been enough,

and he asked why she specifies it so precisely, beyond the ordinary way of

speaking. He read the surplus as marking that the grace she asks for is not merely a

grace but the highest one.

Bernard’s scheme, put plainly, was this: to kiss the feet of the Lord is the posture of

the forgiven; to kiss the hand, the posture of those growing in holiness; but to kiss

the mouth is the rarest thing — whole and consuming love, communion with God

himself — and he confessed it was given to few, and that he himself was still down

at the feet. And his finest line is the one that earns him his place at this verse. The

kiss of the mouth, he said, is a hidden manna: no one can understand it except the

one who has tasted it, and the one who tastes it hungers for it again. It is a sealed

fountain — and the one who drinks from it still thirsts to drink again.

That is better than wine in Bernard’s own idiom. The taste that does not satisfy the

thirst but deepens it. The known love that makes you ache for more of the very

thing you already have.

But here the Song asks us to resist Bernard even while we honour him — and the

da’at reading is what lets us do it without violence. The long allegorical tradition

tends, at its worst, to treat the body as a husk: the physical love of the poem a mere

shell around the spiritual kernel, to be cracked and discarded once the “real”

meaning is extracted. The Song will not allow it. It is frankly, unembarrassedly



about desire and the love of two people, and that plain sense is not a problem to be

solved. Intimate knowing does not begin in heaven and condescend to earth; it runs

the other way and the whole way, continuous, from the lovers’ mouths up into the

knowledge of God, with nothing along the line cancelled. The kiss is not only a

symbol of communion with God. It is a real kiss that is also, in the architecture of

this book, a window onto the deepest knowing there is.

W H A T  T H E  T R A I L E R  A S K S  O F  Y O U

So what does this opening verse — this trailer for the whole Song — actually do to

the one who reads it?

It refuses to let you watch from outside. The first words are the most private thing

about her, the wanting, handed to you before you have been given anything safe to

hold. The invitation is daring: come this close, or do not come at all. And what

keeps you reading is not curiosity about plot. It is recognition. You know this. You

brought this ache to the page without realising you were carrying it. The Song

promises that the thing you have felt and perhaps could never say, it will say — and

say without embarrassment.

And then, underneath, it makes a promise larger than recognition. Better than wine

tells you the longing is pointed at something real enough to answer it. You do not

keep reading only because you recognise the ache; you keep reading because the

trailer has quietly sworn the ache resolves — that this seeking finds. You want to

know if it is true.

Here is what I have come to believe it means, for the one holding the book. The

Song begins in longing because that is where you begin too. It does not open with



the kiss fulfilled. It opens with the reach — because a love that ever mattered to you

was almost never one you possessed neatly from the start. It was wanted first.

Ached for before it was held. And the Song says: your wanting is not the

embarrassing prelude to the real thing. The wanting is where the song starts. It is

holy ground. You are allowed to long. The greatest of all songs thought your

longing worth its first note.

I have known him a long time. A life has been shaped by that knowing — and still,

like Paul, the reach. There is a song I play, and I find the words on my lips before I

have chosen them: deep within my heart, I want to know him. Not know about him.

To know him. I do not stand where Paul stood; I cannot yet say everything else is

loss and mean it all the way down. But I can say the smaller, truer thing: I want to

want that. And it may be that this is the same song the Shulammite is singing —

that her reach and David’s one thing and Paul’s one thing and the song on my lips

are all the single longing, wearing different garments, set to music because the heart

cannot say it plainly. My prayer is that the Song of all songs would not satisfy that

longing so much as deepen it.

Where are you still standing at the window — reaching for a nearness you have
known, but do not presently hold?

And what would it mean to believe that the longing itself, before anything is
resolved, is already the song — and not the absence of it?

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of ministry, reading, prayer,
suffering, and conversation.



During the development of this manuscript, AI became a conversation partner. It challenged assumptions, tested

arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the words that follow emerged through

that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.


