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Insights into Song of Songs Rabbah 1:4

Translation: Kleinman Ed Midrash Rabbah: Megillas Shir HaShirim by ArtScroll Mesorah Publications

Revised on August 5, 2020 
באב"   ו   2020  ט

Background to Our Story

Shimon bar Yochai

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shimon_bar_Yochai

Rabbi  Shimon bar Yohai, (Shimon son of Yohai,  Simon son of Yohai or  Rashbi (Hebrew: 
י"  pronounced "Rash-bee", an acronym from Rabbi Shimeon bar Yochai.), was a famous ,רשב
rabbi who lived in the era of the Tannaim (scholars of the Mishnah) in the area of what is 
today Israel during the Roman period, after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE. 
He was one of the most eminent disciples of Rabbi Akiva, and is attributed by many with the 
authorship of the Zohar ("The Brightness"), the chief work of modern-day Jewish mysticism. 
In addition, the important legal homilies called Sifre and Mekhilta are attributed to him. In 
the Mishnah, he is often referred to as simply "Rabbi Shimon."

According to the Talmud, Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai criticized the Roman government and was 
forced to go into hiding with his son for thirteen years. They sheltered in a cave in nearby 
Peki'in where tradition states that next to the mouth of the cave a carob tree sprang up and 
a spring of fresh water gushed forth. Provided against hunger and thirst they cast off their  
clothing except during prayers to keep them from wearing out, embedded themselves in the 
sand up to their necks, and studied the Torah all day long. 

According to historian  Heinrich Graetz, Rabbi Shimon's anti-Roman sentiments led to his 
condemnation by  Varna c.  161 CE. He escaped this doom and dwelt for some years in a 
cavern. Emerging from concealment, Rabbi Shimon settled in Tiberias and in other Galilean 
cities.

He acquired a reputation as a worker of miracles, and on this ground was sent to Rome as 
an envoy, where (legend tells) he exorcised from the emperor's daughter a demon who had 
obligingly entered the lady to enable Rabbi Shimon to effect his miracle.
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This rabbi bore a large part in the fixation of law, and his decisions are frequently quoted. 
To him were attributed the important legal homilies called Sifre and Mekhilta, and above all 
the Zohar, the main work of the Kabbalah.

The fullest account of Rabbi Shimon's teachings is to be found in W Bacher's  Agada der 
Tannaiten, ii. pp. 70-149. When the Talmud attributes a teaching to Rabbi Shimon without 
specifying which Rabbi Shimon is meant, it means Shimon bar Yochai.

Lag Ba'omer is traditionally regarded as his Yahrzeit (the anniversary of the death). Some 
dispute this.

Unlike other Yahrzeits, this one is widely known as a Yom Hillula, a day of celebration. This 
is based on the original text of  Shaar HaKavanot by  Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzato, which 
refers to the day as Yom Simchato ("the day of his happiness"), rather than Yom SheMet 
("the day that he died"). There is thus a very widely observed custom to celebrate on his  
yahrzeit, at Meron, the burial place of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son, Rabbi Eleazar 
ben  Simon.  With  torches,  song  and  feasting,  the  Yom Hillula is  celebrated  by  tens  of 
thousands of people. This celebration was a specific request by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai of 
his students. It is a custom at the Meron celebrations, dating from the time of Rabbi Isaac 
Luria, that three-year-old boys are given their first haircuts (called  upshirin), while their 
parents distribute wine and sweets.

While it is widely accepted that Rabbi Shimon and his son were buried somewhere on Mount 
Meron, the building generally accepted as being his grave is an arched structure typical of 
crusader architecture, which is clearly shown in the photo of the building interior.

Sidon

No man may abstain from keeping the law “Be fertile and increase” (Gen. 1:28)

http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/infertile-wife-in-rabbinic-judaism

The primary  halakhic statement on procreation is found in  Mishnah Yevamot 6:6 and is 
further elaborated in BT Yevamot 65b–66a. According to Mishnah Yevamot 6:6: 

No man may abstain from keeping the law “Be fertile and increase” (Gen. 1:28), unless he 
already has children: according to  the School  of  Shammai,  two sons;  according to  the 
School of Hillel, a son and a daughter, for it is written, “Male and female He created them” 
(Gen. 5:2). If he married a woman and lived with her ten years and she bore no child, it is 
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not permitted him to abstain [from fulfilling this legal obligation]. If he divorced her she 
may be married to another and the second husband may live with her for ten years. If she 
had a miscarriage the space [of ten years] is measured from the time of the miscarriage. 
The duty to be fruitful and multiply falls on the man but not on the woman. R. Johanan b.  
Baroka [dissents from this view and] says: Of them both it is written, “God blessed them 
and God said to them, Be fertile and increase” (Gen. 1:28). 

The Text: Song of Songs Rabbah 1:4

ל טֵ בָּ אי לִ שַּׁ ינוֹ רַ ה, אֵ דָ נִים וְלֹא יָלְ ר שָׁ שֶׂ הּ עֶ מָּ הּ עִ הָ ה וְשָׁ שָּׁ ם אִ א אָדָ נֵינַן, נָשָׂ ן תְּ מָּ .תַּ
עוֹן מְ י שִׁ בִּ י רַ תוֹן גַּבֵּ ה, אֲ דָ לֹא יָלְ הּ וְ לָ עֲ ם בַּ נִים עִ ר שָׁ שֶׂ ה עֶ תָ הֲ שָּׁ ידוֹן שֶׁ צִ ת בְּ ה אַחַ שָּׁ אִ ה בְּ שֶׂ עֲ י מַ ידֵ י אִ בִּ ר רַ  אָמַ
ין ה, כָּךְ אֵ תֶּ שְׁ מִ כָל וּבְ אֲ מַ זֶה בְּ ם זֶה לָ גְתֶּ וַּ נִּזְדַּ ם שֶׁ יֵּיכוֹן כְּשֵׁ הוֹן חַ ר לְ מַ ין, אֲ דֵּ ין מִ א דֵּ קָ בְ תַּ שְׁ מִ יִן לְ עַ אי בָּ ן יוֹחָ  בֶּ
ה גְדוֹלָ ה  עוּדָ סְ שׂוּ  עָ וְ יוֹם טוֹב  ן  מָ צְ עַ לְ שׂוּ  עָ וְ יו  כָ רָ דְ בִּ כוּ  לְ הָ ה.  תֶּ שְׁ וּמִ כָל  אֲ מַ תּוֹךְ  מִ א  לָּ אֶ ים  שִׁ רְ פָּ תְ מִ ם  תֶּ  אַ
י אוֹתוֹ לִ יִת, וּטְ בַּ י בַּ יֵּשׁ לִ ץ טוֹב שֶׁ פֶ י כָּל חֵ אִ י רְ תִּ הּ בִּ ר לָ יו אָמַ לָ תּוֹ עָ עְ ה דַ בָ יַשְּׁ נִּתְ ן שֶׁ יוָ אי, כֵּ דַּ ר מִ תּוּ יוֹתֵ רַ כְּ  וְשִׁ
ה טָּ מִּ אוּהוּ בַּ ם, שָׂ הֶ ה לָ רָ יהָ וְאָמְ חוֹתֶ פְ שִׁ יהָ וּלְ דֶ בָ עֲ זָה לַ מְ ן רָ יָּשַׁ ר שֶׁ אַחַ יא, לְ ה הִ תָ שְׂ ה עָ יךְ, מֶ ית אָבִ בֵ י לְ כִ  וּלְ
נִי ן אֲ יכָ י הֵ תִּ הּ בִּ ר לָ יהּ, אָמַ רֵ מְ ג חַ פָ ן דְּ יוָ יהּ כֵּ נְתֵ שִּׁ ר מִ ה נִנְעַ יְלָ לַּ י הַ צִ חֲ א. בַּ בָּ ית אַ בֵ יכוּהוּ לְ הוֹלִ חוּ אוֹתוֹ וְ  וּקְ
ץ טוֹב פֶ ב, כָּל חֵ רֶ עֶ י בָּ תָּ לִ רְ יהּ וְלֹא כָךְ אָמַ ה לֵ רָ יךְ, אָמְ ית אָבִ בֵ י לְ ה לִּ הּ מַ ר לָ א, אָמַ בָּ ית אַ בֵ יהּ בְּ ה לֵ רָ  נָתוּן, אָמְ
ן עוֹן בֶּ מְ י שִׁ בִּ ל רַ צֶ ם אֵ הֶ כוּ לָ לְ ךְ. הָ מָּ ר מִ ם יוֹתֵ עוֹלָ י בָּ ץ טוֹב לִ פֶ ין חֵ יךְ. אֵ ית אָבִ בֵ י לְ כִ י אוֹתוֹ וּלְ לִ י טְ יתִ בֵ יֵּשׁ בְּ  שֶׁ

דוּ קָ נִפְ ם וְ יהֶ לֵ ל עֲ לֵּ פַּ תְ הִ ד וְ מַ עָ אי וְ .יוֹחָ

We have  learned  in  a  Mishnah  there  (Yevamot  6:6):  If  a  man  married  a 

woman  and  remained  with  her  for  ten  years,  but  she  did  not  bear  him 

children, he is not permitted to abstain from fulfilling his obligation to procreate. 

Rabbi ldi said: There was an incident involving a woman in Sidon, who had 

remained with her husband for ten years but she did not bear him children. 

They came before Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai seeking to part from each other.

[Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said to them, "By  your lives! Just as you joined 

together as husband and wife with festive eating and drinking, so too, you shall 

not separate except through festive eating and drinking."

They followed his guidance and made a celebration for themselves, - and 

they  prepared  a  great  feast,  and  [the  wife]  gave  [the  husband]  an 

overabundance of intoxicating drink.

When [the husband's] mind became calm and relaxed, he said to her - ''My 

daughter! Look at any valuable object that I have in the house, and take it 

for yourself and go to your father's house.

3



What did [the wife] then do? After [her husband] fell asleep, she signaled to 

her  servants  and  to  her  maidservants  and  she  said  to  them,  ''Lift  [my 

husband] in his bed, and take him and bring him to my father's house." 

In the middle of the night [the husband] awoke from his sleep. Since  the 

effects of his wine had dissipated, he said to [his wife], ''My daughter! Where 

am I found?" 

She answered him, "In my father's house." 

He said to her, ''What do I have  to do  with your father's house?  Why am I 

here?" 

She answered him, "Did you not say to me in the evening, 'Any valuable 

item that I have in my house take and go back with it to your father's house'? 

There is no object in the world more valuable to me than you!" 

They  returned  to  Rabbi  Shimon ben  Yochai.  Upon  hearing  the  story,  [Rabbi 

Shimon  ben  Yochai]  arose  and  prayed  on  their  behalf,  and  they  were 

granted fertility.

Explaining the Story

What’s going on in our story? (The sequence of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 Why did the couple go to Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

 Why didn’t the husband plan to divorce his wife before the years had passed?

Bonus  What do you think Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai had in mind when he told 

the couple: "By your lives! Just as you joined together as husband and wife with 

festive  eating and drinking, so too, you shall  not separate except through 

festive eating and drinking"?
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Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Answer 3 _________________________________

 Why did the couple follow the advice of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

  Why does the husband call his wife “my daughter”?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Answer 3 _________________________________

  Why was the wife supposed to go to her father’s house?

  What did the husband mean by his statement “My daughter, pick out any article 

you want in my house and take it with you to your father's house”?

  Why did the wife take her husband to her father’s house?

Bonus   Why did the wife take her husband to her father’s house when he was 

asleep and intoxicated as opposed to waiting for her husband to wake up and then tell  

him how much she loves him?

  What do you think about the appendix to our story: “They returned to Rabbi 

Shimon ben Yochai.  Upon hearing the story,  [Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai] arose 

and prayed on their behalf, and they were granted fertility”?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text

 Rabbi Shimon’s lesson: If you have to terminate a relationship, strive to do it on 

good terms,  highlighting  good memories.  This  will  help  you as  you engage in  new 

relationships. 

The wife’s lesson: You need two to break a relationship, but many times one 

alone can save it!

Our story, one of the most beautiful love stories in the Rabbinic tradition, presents 

us with a couple at the verge of divorce. Jewish law commands that a husband 
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leaves his wife and remarries if they cannot conceive, so they go to Rabbi Shimon 

ben Yochai, so he could arrange for their divorce.

Using his rabbinic authority, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai, as any great family therapist 

or good mediator would do, tells the couple that their parting should be on amicable 

terms and that their last memory together should be a good one. 

When the husband tells his wife to take any item she likes as a parting gift, she 

takes  him,  reminding  us  that  while  you  usually  need  two  sides  to  break  a 

relationship, many times one side alone, if she or he is smart, can save it.
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