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The Sexual & The Sacred

Opening Question

[ How do you define the word “Sacred/Kadosh”?

Source 1 — Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Berachot 24a

This excerpt from the Talmud comes within the context of a larger conversation regarding whether or
not one may pray or recite the Shema prayer near a naked person.

Two [unclothed] individuals who are sleeping in a single bed, NT NNX NLUNA DIY'Y DY
this one turns their head [aside] and recites [the Shema prayer] TN NTIE XL D ATNN
and that one turns their head [aside] and recites [the Shema NP1 119
prayer].

Questions for Discussion:
3 What might the concern be regarding a person praying near a naked
bedmate?
d Does this reasoning resonate with you?

3 What does this text imply about the ability of mixing prayer and nudity?

Source 2 — Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs) 1:2-4 & 10-16

The Song of Songs is an unusual text in our Torah cannon. It depicts a love story, however the
romantic partners in the text are never given names, nor are we offered any real background on when
or where this story takes place. While there are many ways to interpret this text, one of the more
traditional interpretations of this text is that it serves to illustrate the love between G-d and the
Israelites. Therefore when you read these verses, read the lines from the character of the male King
(in pink) as representing the voice of G-d, and lines from the character of the woman (in blue) as
representing the voice of the Israelites.

(1) The Song of Songs, by Solomon: (2) Oh, give me of (@) m'wb YK DN Y (N)
the kisses of your mouth, For your love is more delightful 17T DRI n'o nig'ean -nw'
than wine. (3) Your ointments yield a sweet fragrance, 7R [nY DL 1Y nAY () |“n
Your name is like the finest oil— Therefore do maidens Un (1) mnw nm'w 12 v 1nw

love you. (4) Draw me after you, let us run! The king has 127N wm ShGaty n¥iM 1 KX
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brought me to his chambers. Let us delight and rejoice in
your love, Savoring it more than wine... (10) Your cheeks
are comely with plaited wreaths, Your neck with strings
of jewels. (11) We will add wreaths of gold to your
spangles of silver. (12) While the king was on his couch,
My nard gave forth its fragrance. (13) My beloved to me
is a bag of myrrh lodged between my breasts. (14) My
beloved to me is a spray of henna blooms from the
vineyards of En-gedi. (15) You are fair, my darling, you
are fair, with your dove-like eyes! (16) And you, my
beloved, are handsome, beautiful indeed!

Questions for Discussion
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O What is the tone of this text? What imagery does it use?

O Does this text fit your impression of what one’s relationship could or should be

with G-d?

O Why might one use sensual language to relate to G-d? What might relating

to God in this way offer that a different relat

1 Do you see a possible tension between this source

Source 3 — Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Menachot 44a

ionship model would not?

and source 1?

This excerpt comes in the middle of a discussion about how the reward for performing a Mitzvah (a
commandment from the Torah) is enjoyed in this world, and even more so in the world to come (ie:
the afterlife). The example given to prove this point is the following story regarding the Mitzvah of

Tzitzit (wearing four fringes on a four cornered garment. *See below for the biblical source of tzitzit).

Once a man, who was very scrupulous about the
commandment of tzitzit, heard of a certain harlot in one of
the towns by the sea who accepted four hundred gold
[denars] for her hire. He sent her four hundred gold [denars]
and appointed a day with her. When the day arrived he
came and waited at her door, and her maid came and told
her, ‘That man who sent you four hundred gold [denars] is
here and waiting at the door’; to which she replied ‘Let him
come in". When he came in she prepared for him seven
beds, six of silver and one of gold; and between one bed
and the other there were steps of silver, but the last were of
gold. She then went up to the top bed and lay down upon it
naked. He too went up after her in his desire to sit naked
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with her, when all of a sudden the four fringes [of his tzitzit
garment] struck him across the face; whereupon he slipped
off and sat upon the ground. She also slipped off and sat
upon the ground and said, ‘By the Roman Capitol, | will not
leave you alone until you tell me what blemish you saw in
me’. He replied, ‘By the Temple service, never have | seen a
woman as beautiful as you are; but there is one precept
which the Lord our God has commanded us, it is called
tzitzit, and with regard to it the expression (*Numbers
15:41): ‘I am the Lord your God' is twice written, signifying, |
am the G-d who will exact punishment in the future, and |
am the G-d who will give reward in the future. Now [the
tzitzit] appeared to me as four witnesses [testifying against
me]’. She said, ‘I will not leave you until you tell me your
name, the name of your town, the name of your teacher,
the name of your school in which you study the Torah'. He
wrote all this down and handed it to her. Thereupon she
arose and divided her estate into three parts; one third for
the government, one third to be distributed among the
poor, and one third she took with her in her hand; the bed
sheets, however, she retained. She then came to the house
of study of Rabbi Hiyya, and said to him, ‘Master, give me
instructions and convert me'. He replied: ‘My daughter,
perhaps you have set your eyes on one of the disciples?
She thereupon took out the note from her hand and gave it
to him. He said: ‘Go, and take possession of your
purchase’. Those very bed sheets which she had spread for
him for an illicit purpose she now spread out for him
lawfully. This is the reward [of the precept] in this world;
and as for its reward in the future world | know not how
[great it is].

Questions for Discussions:
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O What transformation do we see happening to which of the characters?

[ Compare and contrast the role of Tzitzit and the role of the bedsheets in
our story. How do each of these garments relate to the concept of

sacredness?

[ The sexual encounter that was forbidden at the beginning of the text, is

ultimately sanctioned by the end of the text.

O What, if any, is the change that happened here?



[ Is there an actual difference in the relationship or the sexual
experience shared between these two people the second time

around?

3 What might this text imply about the relationship between sacredness and

sexuality?

*Tzitzit Source - Numbers 15:39-41

Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them
to make for themselves fringes on the corners
of their garments throughout the ages; let them
attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each
corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and
recall all the commandments of the LORD and
observe them, so that you do not follow your
heart and eyes in your lustful urge. Thus you
shall be reminded to observe all My
commandments and to be holy to your God. |
the LORD am your God, who brought you out of

the land of Egypt to be your God._| the LORD am

your God.
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