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ABSTRACT 
 

This project explores the relationship between Christian discipleship and intimacy 

with God. Appreciating that many discipleship models focus exclusively on the New 

Testament and speak minimally to the soul’s ability to love, my own approach finds its 

base in the Old Testament, concentrating primarily on the Song of Songs and the Shema 

as texts that convey intimacy and love toward God.  

My research will present a study on intimate discipleship that culminates in the 

form of a curriculum, but it will first survey a range of existing discipleship curricula. There 

are several excellent teaching resources draw on Matthew 28 to propose strategies about 

how to effectively make (and in some cases, mature) disciples, but the deep-seated 

religiopolitical tensions of our day are not simply calling for the making of new disciples; 

they are pressing Christians to assess the quality of our discipleship. Accordingly, my thesis 

will argue that to reclaim a more comprehensive discipleship, our conversation about faith 

practice should commence not with the Great Commission but rather the Great 

Commandment, which is derived from the Shema.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This project explores the relationship between Christian discipleship and intimacy 

with God. Appreciating that many discipleship models focus exclusively on the New 

Testament and speak minimally to the soul’s ability to love, my own approach will find its 

base in the Old Testament, concentrating primarily on the Song of Songs and the Shema 

as texts that convey intimacy and love toward God.  

My research will present a study on intimate discipleship that culminates in the 

form of a curriculum, but it will first survey a range of existing discipleship curricula. There 

are several excellent teaching resources draw on Matthew 28 to propose strategies about 

how to effectively make (and in some cases, mature) disciples, but the deep-seated 

religiopolitical tensions of our day are not simply calling for the making of new disciples; 

they are pressing Christians to assess the quality of our discipleship. Accordingly, my thesis 

will argue that to reclaim a more comprehensive discipleship, our conversation about faith 

practice should commence not with the Great Commission but rather the Great 

Commandment, which is derived from the Shema.  

In her work on the Song of Songs, Ellen Davis reveals a striking connection 

between the Song and the Shema!  by noting linguistic parallels between Deuteronomy 6:5, 

“You shall love the L!"#  your God with all your heart, and with all your soul (nefesh), and 

with all your might,” and the recurring Song expression “whom my soul (nefesh) loves.”"  

This term, nefesh, is a Hebrew word that means “soul, life, living being”; its most literal 

sense is the “throat,” the instrument through which the breath of life flows. Unlike the 

 
! !!"#$%#!"&'('%!)%#*+!,-&+!+#.'!/#%#00'01!"#$%#!21!"&'('%3!!"#$%&'()&*+"$,"-./0*.1"23."4$56"$,"4$56/"05"

73."8&*)+"4+5&6$6(.!456+,678!5%&003!9:;<=3!<>1!!
" !?00'7!@#A&+3!9:.5056";/*&.)</"4%*0:7(*./!4B'*!C6%D8!EFG6%)!H7&A'%+&,I!J%'++3!9:;>=3!KLM1!
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Greek understanding of the soul as a disembodied component of the self that can exist 

eternally apart from the physical body, nefesh associates the soul with the entire person, 

including the body.# That it is commonly used to designate living persons (e.g. Gen. 2:7; 

12:5; 46:15; Ex. 1:5; 12:4; Lev. 16:29; Josh. 10:30; Isa. 57:16) underscores the view of the 

individual as the soul, rather than the belief that the individual has a soul. Hence, nefesh 

bespeaks wholeness, and its presence calls for whole love in the Shema, the Song, and the 

life of every disciple whose God is love.  

The term nefesh, which I will hereafter render as “soul,” appears six times in the 

Song,$ with every mention being uttered by the Shulammite woman, the Song’s main 

female character. Each time the woman speaks of the soul, the language she uses is related 

to love and accompanied by some act of following.% My research will delve into the three-

part connection among the soul, love, and acts of following to discover potential points of 

overlap among the Song, the Shema, and Christian discipleship. My aim is not to argue 

that figures within the Song function as disciples but rather to glean insights about 

discipleship by examining acts of following in this text that appear to be motivated by love. 

Such insights will enrich this project on intimate discipleship, which offers a fresh 

alternative to established discipleship models and addresses urgent needs in our own time 

and culture.  

 
#!N(&)3!KK:1!?00'7!@#A&+!'F/0#&7+3!OP-'!Q'(%'*!*6%)!5.,./3 !)'76,'+!,-'!A&,#0!'++'7R'!6G!#!/'%+67S+!0&G'3!

*&,-!#++6R&#,&67+!(6,-!/-I+&R#0!4,-%6#,3!(6)&0I!('&7T=!#7)!+/&%&,$#01U!
$!2&F!%'G'%'7R'+!#//'#%!&7!,-'!BV2W!#7)!,-'!.#X6%&,I!6G!?7T0&+-!,%#7+0#,&67+1!2,&003!#!G'*!A'%+&67+!4YZW3!

[YZW3![2W3!B[253!\?W=!&7R0$)'!#!+'A'7,-!5.,./3 !%'G'%'7R'!&7!267T!L8;93!*-'7!,-'!.#0'!R-#%#R,'%!+#I+3!
OE%!'A'%!N!*#+!#*#%'3!.I!+6$0!.#)'!.'!0&D'!,-'!R-#%&6,+!6G![..&7#)&(1U!!

%!N7!267T!;8M3!,-'!2-$0#..&,'!#+D+!-'%!('06A')3!OP'00!.'3!I6$!*-6.!.I! +6$0!06A'+3!*-'%'!I6$!/#+,$%'!
I6$%!G06RD]U!Q'!%'+/67)+3!ONG!I6$!)6!76,!D76*3!E!G#&%'+,!#.67T!*6.'73!G6006*!,-'!,%#RD+!6G!,-'!G06RD1U!P-'!
*6.#7!'R-6'+!,-'!O*-6.!.I!+6$0!06A'+U!%'G%#&7!G6$%!#))&,&67#0!,&.'+!G%6.!K8;<̂1![,!'#R-!.'7,&673!+-'!&+!
#R,&A'0I!+''D&7T!-'%!06A'%!4T6&7T!#G,'%!-&.=1!_&7#00I3!&7!`8L3!,-'!2-$0#..&,'S+!+6$0!G#&0+!#,!,-'!G0&T-,!6G!-'%!
('06A')3!#7)!#+!#!%'+$0,3!+-'!&..')&#,'0I!R-66+'+!,6!G6006*!#G,'%!-&.1!
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WHY INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP MATTERS 

Intimate discipleship is the vocation to wholeness whereby we learn to love well, 

which is to say, “with all” (Deut. 6:5), and we are living in a moment that is testing love to 

the core. The unexpected onset of Coronavirus has shaken our nation and world in 

inconceivable ways. Freezer trucks line streets to serve as makeshift morgues, millions of 

citizens are impoverished or unemployed, and talks of recession have become more and 

more frequent. Meanwhile, political polarization and racial conflicts have intensified well 

past the point of exasperation. Black people have been murdered for jogging through 

subdivisions, sleeping in their own beds, allegedly possessing counterfeit money. Children 

are being torn away from their parents and detained in cages, human trafficking is on the 

uptick, healthcare access remains limited, the school-to-prison pipeline is still highly 

operational, and hate crimes are on the rise. The earth itself is reeling in pain. The effects 

of global warming grow more disastrous by the day& as centuries of social, ecological, and 

institutional sin confront an increasingly divided Church. Fears abound, hopes collapse, 

and love seems an amenity that many folks, including Christians, are willing to go without.  

And that is precisely the problem. The tendency to treat as peripheral what God 

commanded to be fundamental reveals a gradual shifting away from the axis of our faith. 

Refusing to be formed in love, we have conformed to a practice of faith that exchanges 

intimate pursuit of God with the prioritization of self. The slow but steady marginalization 

of God and centrality of our own outlooks, desires, and agendas betrays a depreciated love 

 
&!N7!#))&,&67!,6!%'R6%)(̂%'#D&7T!-'#,!#7)!)'#)0I!*&0)G&%'+!,-#,!-#A'!R67+$.')!.6%'!,-#7!<3:::3::: !#R%'+3!

,-&+!I'#%!49:9:=!-#+!)'0&A'%')!9>!,%6/&R#0!+,6%.+a-$%%&R#7'+3!('R6.&7T!,-'! .6+,!#R,&A'![,0#7,&R!-$%%&R#7'!
+'#+67!67!%'R6%)1!
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that stems from an untrained soul,'  and that lack of training has impeded the development 

of a stable, full-bodied witness. And yet, the absence of that witness is not always easily 

detected, since many of our churches are still carrying out the work expected of Christians. 

We continue to serve the community, preach and teach the gospel, promote care for the 

earth, engage spiritual disciplines, advocate for justice, unite with believers, and model 

Christian faith in countless other ways. But something is missing. Something is wrong. We 

are doing more and more but loving less and less. A quiet contempt has crept into the 

exhausted areas of our souls and fostered an unexpected enmity against fellow Christians 

whose discipleship seems terribly flawed, even dangerous. Frustrated, we bear the tension 

of hope mingled with disgust and cry out for a robust gospel witness while struggling to 

sustain the very cornerstone of our faith: love.  

This struggle reveals a piercing and uncomfortable truth: we have a discipleship 

issue because we have a love issue. And that is why intimate discipleship matters. That is 

why we cannot wait for a more convenient hour to seriously evaluate the ways we love and 

follow, and why we must return, or perhaps, turn for the first time, to intimacy with God, 

love of neighbor, and appropriate love of self. Only then can we be the disciples Jesus 

called us to be.  

A PROJECT OUTLINE 

This study on intimate discipleship brings together several interconnected concepts: 

discipleship, intimacy with God, the soul, and the soul’s ability to love well – considering 

 
' !N7!-'%!R6..'7,#%I!67!,-'!267T3!?00'7!@#A&+!'F/0#&7+3!O"6A'!&+!+6$0*̂6%D3!6G!,-'!.6+,!)'.#7)&7T!D&7)1!

b$0,&A#,&7T!#!,%$'!06A'!%'0#,&67+-&/3!*&,-!#!/'%+67!6%!*&,-!c6)3!R#00+!G6%,-!+$+,#&7')!'GG6%,!G%6.!,-'!R6%'!6G!
6$%!('&7T1!P-'%'G6%'!,-'!+6$0!.$+,!('!/%'/#%')3!'A'7!,%#&7')3!,6!06A'!*'003!X$+,!#+!,-'!(6)I!.$+,!('!,%#&7')!
G6%!%&T6%6$+!/-I+&R#0!#R,&671U!?00'7!@#A&+3!=*$>.*'/?"8%%)./0&/7./?"&5@"73."4$56"$,"4$56/"4"6$&+A&00'8!dZY3!
9:::=3!9`>1!
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each in relation to the others and in light of two seminal texts, the Song and the Shema. 

The chapters that follow focus on four main components: discipleship research, affective 

pedagogy, exegetical work on the Song and the Shema, and a discipleship curriculum. 

Chapter one offers a detailed discussion of discipleship that includes: discipleship 

theory, a history of discipleship and Christian formation, discipleship movements of the 

20()  century and their impact on contemporary discipleship curricula, existing discipleship 

models, and a summary of intimate discipleship. Chapter two highlights affective pedagogy 

and introduces an analysis of love as a learning process. It lifts up the key texts and 

exegetical voices that help frame the project and offers an expanded dialogue on the Shema. 

Chapter three raises rabbinic, Christian, monastic, and naturalistic readings of the Song and 

the benefit of a Deuteronomic lens. It speaks about the Song’s relation to the Shema and 

the broader study of discipleship before presenting the first portion of the curriculum 

developed for this project. Chapters four, five, and six survey Song 1:7-8, 3:1-4, and 5:2-7 

respectively. Selected for their use of soul (nefesh) language, these texts are placed in 

conversation with Deuteronomy 6:4-9 (the Shema), Deuteronomy 11:13-21 and Numbers 

15:37-41 (extended texts of the Shema), as well as Jesus’ references to the Shema in the 

New Testament. Like chapter three, these chapters contain curriculum relevant to their 

subject matter.  

To enrich exegetical study of the Song, I have chosen to glean from four primary 

interlocutors, ancient and modern, who represent significantly different interpretive 

perspectives on the text: St. Origen of Alexandria, Sister Edmée Kingsmill, Robert Alter, 

and Tremper Longman III. Origen (c. 185 – c. 253) is perhaps the Song’s most celebrated 

exegete. His work shaped the Christian Church’s interpretation of the Song for centuries 
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and still inspires readings today. Sister Edmée Kingsmill SLG (1930-2018), an Anglican 

nun and Hebrew Bible scholar, offers a spiritual reading of the text that is supported by 

scrupulous study. She strengthens the Church and academy with fresh work from the 

monastic community, which has long embraced the Song as a text for intimate faith 

practice. Robert Alter, a renowned Jewish scholar who translated the entire Hebrew Bible 

into English, and Tremper Longman, an Old Testament scholar from the Evangelical 

tradition, each provide literal interpretations of the Song and so reflect the tone of modern 

scholarship. Their readings emphasize the plain meaning of language and offer a helpful 

foundation for further exegesis. Using work from Origen, Kingsmill, Alter, and Longman, 

this project will outline an interpretive arc for the Song and introduce a reading influenced 

by the Shema and the study of discipleship.  

The curriculum developed for this thesis draws on discipleship theory and biblical 

exegesis for the purpose of addressing the lived experiences and practical concerns of 

present-day believers seeking to be faithful disciples. Structured as a four-week study, the 

curriculum attends to the Song and the Shema to invite learners to contemplate an approach 

to discipleship that prioritizes total love of God, thereby underscoring Deuteronomy 6:5. 

The curriculum also responds to three questions posed by Ellen Davis: “How do we make 

our souls ready for love? How does the passion of love enter into character and become 

stabilized as a habitual disposition of loving? What can the church do to foster the soul-

work that ‘let[s] love be genuine’ (Rom. 12:9)?”*  By probing these queries, the curriculum 

endeavors to bridge Old and New Testament understandings of following God while 

promoting love of God and neighbor. Throughout, the curriculum will consider four  

 
( !?00'7!@#A&+3!=*$>.*'/?"8%%)./0&/7./?"&5@"73."4$56"$,"4$56/"4"6$&+A&00'8!dZY3!9:::=3!9`>1!
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questions that are framed according to the definition of intimate discipleship: 

 
1.! What insights can we glean from this passage about the process of following that 

might strengthen our own calls to discipleship, both individually and collectively?  

2.! What attributes come into wholeness in this text that must also come into fullness 

in the lives of mature disciples?  

3.! When you study this text, what echoes do you hear from the New Testament? Do 

those echoes suggest anything to you about discipleship?  

4.! What elements of love appear here? Does total love manifest in this passage? 

 
The project will conclude with a brief review of major themes, reflections on the 

discipleship class, and a course evaluation. The evaluation will assess curriculum, 

methodology, objectives, breadth, capacity for formation (relation to Scripture, prayer, 

worship, etc.), sensitivity to the learning group, variation of teaching styles, relevance, 

level of engagement, receptivity, and overall efficacy. It will also detail particulars of the 

student group and the learning environment (e.g. number of attendees, age range, level of 

biblical literacy, effects of a virtual learning setting, etc.). Final thoughts on intimate 

discipleship will follow the reflections and evaluation. 
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CHAPTER 1 – DISCIPLESHIP 
 

This chapter will address three primary topics: being a disciple, a history of 

discipleship, and current discipleship models. After a brief dialogue on what it means to be 

a disciple and the significance of full personhood to discipleship, this chapter will review 

discipleship practices from ancient Israel to present-day, giving specific attention to 

spiritual and cultural formation during each period considered. It will conclude with a 

discourse on four contemporary discipleship models in relation to intimate discipleship, a 

fresh approach to faith practice that draws insight from the Shema and Song of Songs to 

promote wholeness, intimacy with God, and love of neighbor.  

BEING A DISCIPLE 

Within the greater conversation on Christ-following, some debate exists about what 

constitutes discipleship. Pastor Bill Hull, an evangelical leader who has written extensively 

on this subject, believes discipleship begins at the moment people confess Christ. Hence, 

even new converts are disciples, albeit infant ones, who must mature in faith and ultimately 

make other disciples. Hull sees the dissociation between confession and discipleship as 

enabling a two-tiered practice of faith that portrays discipleship as the preference of some 

Christians rather than the vocation of all believers.!  Another opinion is that a disciple is a 

mature Christian. In a lecture on holiness, Dallas Willard (1935-2013), a philosopher and 

theologian, observed that the term “Christians” appears in the New Testament only three 

times while the term “disciples” appears over 200. He accentuated this distinction to 

counter a common belief among many churchgoers today asserting: “You don’t have to be 

 
! !5&00!Q$003!23."A$B:).7."C$$D"$,"-0/%0:)./30:1"95"C.056"&5@"E&D056"F$))$G.*/"$,"A3*0/7"4b606%#)6!

2/%&7T+8!B#AJ%'++3!9::L=3!KK1!
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a disciple to be a Christian.”"  Said differently, one can be Christian without ever developing 

in faith, character, or witness, though such development is ideal. Leaders like Pastor David 

Platt take that assessment even further. For him, being a disciple is more than being a 

mature Christian; it is being a disciple-maker. In his most recent book, Follow Him, Platt 

argues, “to be a disciple of Jesus is to make disciples of Jesus.” He goes on to say that the 

twelve whom Jesus called gave their lives “by not simply being disciples, but by 

sacrificially making disciples of Jesus” and that “God’s design for twenty-first century 

disciples is exactly the same.”#  

Platt’s caution against a flaccid practice of faith is a needed one, but the ontological 

implications of a claim that equates being with doing (to be a disciple is to make disciples) 

proves even more concerning.$ Grasping the power of being itself is essential for healthy 

discipleship, particularly in a culture that uses performance to validate personhood. To 

think critically about what it means to “be” may seem a trivial matter to those who have 

never had to grapple with issues of non-being or lesser-being because their personhood has 

always been acknowledged by society, but for people groups who have been “legally” – 

however illegitimately counted less than human% or whose being has only been recognized 

when it served the interests of those in power, the capacity to be is a thing most precious. 

For such individuals, to be a disciple is to live as one called by God despite being unchosen 

 
" !Z6#77'!B&,D6*+D&3!O@#00#+!d&00#%)!4;a;M=!W&)'6!2'%&'+8!P-'!Q$.#7!2&)'!6G!Q60&7'++!!̂; 1U!C6$P$('!

A&)'63!-,,/+8aa***1I6$,$('1R6.a*#,R-]AebTKDE)`0Lb61!
#!@#A&)!J0#,,3!F$))$G"H0B1"!"IJK-&+"A&))"7$"L0>.",$*"A3*0/7"M$"E&77.*"73."A$/7"4PI7)#0'8!b#%60!2,%'#.=!

9:9:3!9 <̂1!
$!d-&0'!B&73N7.(O?!#!c%''D!*6%)!G6%!,-'!,'%.!O)&+R&/0'U!&+!$+')!&7!,*6!B'*!P'+,#.'7,!,'F,+!,-#,!%'T#%)!

,'#R-&7T!6%!.#D&7T!)&+R&/0'+3!,-'!7$.('%!6G!,&.'+!,-#,!,-&+!,'%.!#//'#%+!&+!7'T0&T&(0'!*-'7!R6./#%')!,6!,-'!
6,-'%!R6..670I $̂+')! B'*!P'+,#.'7,!,'%.!G6%!O)&+R&/0'3U!*-&R-!+/'#D+!6G!('&7T!#!)&+R&/0'1!\6%'!67!,-&+!&7!
6$%!B'*!P'+,#.'7,!+'R,&671!!

%!b67+&)'%!,-'!P-%''̂_&G,-+!b6./%6.&+'!6G!;MfM3!*-&R-3!&7!R6$7,&7T!,-%''!6G!'A'%I!G&A'!'7+0#A')!/'%+67+!
#+!.'.('%+!6G!,-'!/6/$0#,&673!G&F')!,-'!R'7+$+!A#0$'!6G!'7+0#A')!&7)&A&)$#0+!#,!L:!/'%R'7,!6G!,-'!A#0$'!6G!
G%''!/'%+67+1!!
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by the world, and the ability to define existence by vocation instead of rejection yields a 

radical reorientation toward a gospel-centered reality.  

Sensitivity to this ontological affirmation is especially necessary at the institutional 

level, and even more so when institutions are affiliated with the Christian faith. This 

sensitivity calls for wholeness in systems, structures, and ideologies, and it urges faith-

related organizations and churches alike to model discipleship in ways that express value 

for the soul (nefesh), the entire being. Discipleship methods that treat the soul as an 

incorporeal part of the self and speak little to the lived experiences of people propagate a 

dichotomous view of being that has been used to sanction the dehumanization of 

individuals lacking social or economic power. Just one illustration of this dangerous 

dichotomy is a 1667 statute issued by the colony of Virginia that insisted Christian baptism 

did not free enslaved persons; they would only experience freedom in eternity. An article 

on the ordinance purports, “the freedom which Christianity gives is ‘freedom from the 

bondage of sin and Satan’, but Christianity makes no change in man’s outward condition.”& 

In that day and in ours, an understanding of the soul as detached from the physical body 

works against the pursuit of wholeness because it only esteems part of the self. Hence, it 

produces an inherently fractured discipleship model that actually perpetuates systemic 

brokenness in the name of faith and thereby proves incapable of strengthening believers in 

whole love. However, if institutions and churches exhibit value for the entire person and 

train believers to exercise faith from the fullness of their being, both entities will become 

better equipped to model Christian witness in the world.  
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A HISTORY OF DISCIPLESHIP 

I will continue the dialogue on what it means to be a disciple by tracing practices 

and perceptions of discipleship that have emerged across millennia. Starting from the Old 

and New Testament eras, I will review discipleship practices in the early church, the 

established church (the Constantinian era through the Middle Ages), the Reformation, the 

Enlightenment, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and finally, today. My discussion 

of the nineteenth through twenty-first centuries will focus mainly on patterns of 

discipleship in the United States and their effect on Christian formation and Christian 

education.  

Before we begin that discussion, it is important to clarify that the purpose of this 

review is not to provide an exhaustive historical account of the Judeo-Christian faith but 

rather to offer broad depictions of faith practice during significant periods of history. None 

of these depictions should not be taken as representative of all believers living during the 

eras in question, because discipleship has never been a monolith. Nuances to faith practice 

exist in every age, and no individual, tradition, or period can boast a pure practice of faith. 

Still, by studying ways that many believers engaged faith throughout specific eras, we can 

discover trends and trials of discipleship that continue to influence faith practice today.   

OLD TESTAMENT 

Israel’s practice of faith centered around acts of obedience, exclusive worship, and 

teaching/remembrance. Obedience required consistent observation of God’s word, and the 

Torah served as Israel’s ultimate guide for faith practice. Worship reiterated the 

acknowledgement of Israel’s God as the one true God to whom total devotion was due, and 

it entailed the establishment and execution of formal religious rites, annual festivals, and 
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all things related to the Temple. After the destruction of the Temple, worship became 

heavily tied to the study of Torah.'  Teaching the commands and rehearsing God’s 

involvement with Israel was a shared duty to be maintained in individual households. 

Parents were expected to train their children in collective memory by repeating God’s word 

and Israel’s story (the Shema instructs, “teach them to your children”). In fact, teaching the 

commands was so important that failing to do so was deemed equivalent to crafting an idol 

for one’s child.*  When Israel obeyed God, worshiped God, and taught the next generation 

how to follow God, the community nurtured faith formation.+ 

Communal discipling practices can be better understood through the study of terms 

associated with discipleship in the Old Testament, specifically the Hebrew word limmud, 

which means “disciple, instructed, taught, accustomed.” Interestingly, limmud appears only 

in Isaiah and Jeremiah, and Isaiah uses it to make the most explicit reference to discipleship 

in the Hebrew Bible. He says, “Bind up the testimony, seal the teaching among my disciples 

(8:16).” The four additional texts in which limmud is used!,  connote teaching (“All your 

children shall be taught by the LORD” – Isa. 54:13) or behavioral habituation (“Can 

Ethiopians change their skin or leopards change their spots? Then also you can do good 

who are accustomed to do evil” – Jer. 2:24). Old Testament texts that use the term limmud 

link disciples or discipleship to actions, because the decision to follow a leader, instruction, 
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or movement was expected to be actualized by deed. Thus, whether speaking of community 

or individual, during the Old Testament era, views of discipleship were associated with 

active devotion.  

NEW TESTAMENT 

Within New Testament texts about discipleship, the most frequently used term is 

mathētēs. Appearing some 261 times, it means “pupil, learner, disciple.” It is used mainly 

to reference the twelve whom Jesus called, but it is also used to describe followers of God 

in particular (Jn. 19:38; Acts 9:10) and in general (Jn. 19:38; Lk. 14:26; Acts 1:15, 6:7), 

disciples of John the Baptist (Matt. 9:14; Mk. 2:18; Lk. 5:33), any person who closely 

follows a given leader (Matt. 8:21, 22:16; Lk. 6:40), the Apostle Paul (Acts 9:26), and 

believers who came to faith or were strengthened in the gospel through apostolic ministry 

(Acts 6:7, 11:26, 16:1, 20:30). Thus, mathētēs speaks to disciples themselves, not the act 

of making disciples. In contrast, the term mathēteuō, which means “teach, instruct, be a 

disciple,” can denote making disciples.!!  Strikingly, mathēteuō only appears four times in 

the New Testament. Of those four mentions, only two describe the act of teaching/making 

disciples (Matt. 28:19; Acts 14:21); the remaining two indicate a disciple or a trained scribe 

(Matt. 27:27, 13:52). The distinction of frequency between mathētēs and mathēteuō 

suggests that New Testament discipleship language overwhelmingly accents being 

disciples, not simply making disciples. To be sure, part of a being a faithful disciple 

involved teaching or making other disciples, but the language of Scripture seems to be 

directing our attention to the quality of discipleship rather than the quantity of converts.  
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Believers of today would do well to keep that in mind.    

New Testament identifications of discipleship were deeply shaped by the Greco-

Roman world, which had, for centuries, used the term “disciple” to describe a person who 

closely followed a teacher and underwent rigorous training as a pupil or an apprentice who 

might one day take up the work of his master. Both understandings were prevalent in Jesus’ 

day, and the latter was commonly applied to the disciples since they continued his work.!"  

Jesus trained the disciples for gospel work by modeling his own teachings before them,!#  

and after his ascension, the twelve apprentices-turned-apostles were tasked with teaching 

new believers how to become faithful followers in a politically-charged land. Many of 

those believers had been influenced by Jewish and Greek culture, and the Greek emphasis 

on the city-state admonished members of society to use reasoning, rhetoric, and the 

attainment of virtues in service of the empire.!$  Christian converts had to be trained to use 

their faculties in service of God’s kingdom, so Christian formation involved a considerable 

degree of un-learning and re-formation. As the apostles continued to model faith before 

these believers, they were able to train new disciples.  

During the era of apostolic leadership and on into the early church, believers sought 

to practice faith by following leaders who had followed Jesus (recall how Paul notes, “one 

says, ‘I follow Paul,’ and another, ‘I follow Apollos’” – 1 Cor. 3:4). After finding a leader 
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to follow, disciples were expected to put the leader’s teachings/words to memory, study 

and model the leader’s practice of faith, and eventually advance the leader’s mission by 

making new converts.!% This pattern reflects much of the original disciples’ response after 

Jesus’ ascension, and it further connects discipleship in the New Testament era with 

spiritual apprenticeship. 

THE EARLY CHURCH 

Several patterns of New Testament discipleship carry over into the early church, a 

period in which Christians experienced ostracism and spasmic persecution. In his Resilient 

Faith, Gerald Sittser references a letter believed to have surfaced in the second century 

about Christians of that day whose practices differed from the two other traditions with 

which Rome had become familiar, the imperial cult and Judaism.!& Rome saw worship as 

a means through which the empire could procure favor from the gods. For this reason, it 

exercised religious tolerance but took issue with any faith that mandated complete 

dedication to a single deity.!'  Still, it had some respect for Judaism’s ability to subsist for 

centuries given the intense antagonism that the religion had faced. Rome was aware that 

Jews worshiped one God and that they observed practices distinct from Roman culture (e.g. 

keeping Kosher, performing circumcision, adorning themselves in certain ways, abstaining 

from pagan festivals, etc.). Nevertheless, in general, the empire did not consider Judaism a 

threat, for Jews offered prayers for the welfare of Rome (just as they were commanded to 

do for Babylon – Jer. 29:7).!*  Besides, Jews’ dissimilar practices made them relatively easy  
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to monitor. That was not the case with Christians.  

Christians followed many Roman customs (e.g. speaking the same language, 

occupying common places of residence, wearing similar attire, patronizing local stores, 

eating many traditional foods, etc.), and the ability to engage some facets of Roman culture 

made it more difficult to identify them.!+  Initially perceived as members of a Jewish sect, 

Christians were first met with indifference and suspicion. However, over time they earned 

the ire of the empire due to five major offenses: insistent proselytization, rejection of 

certain mores (pagan temple worship, eating meat dedicated to gods), the denunciation of 

all gods as idols except their God, an egalitarian way of living that opposed the social 

stratification characteristic of Roman society, and the worship of a God whose kingdom 

they claimed would surmount all earthly thrones.",  By the end of the first century, 

Christians were no longer perceived as a faction of Judaism, and separation from the Jewish 

and Greek cultures that influenced society left them vulnerable to victimization. Bouts of 

persecution began to occur, and they escalated under the rule of the emperor Nero (54-68 

CE), who used torture against Christians to distract from his own failed leadership during 

the great fire in Rome. Acts of persecution were not constant, but when they took place, 

they were astonishingly cruel. Since Christians knew faith could result in death, they began 

to see martyrdom as the perfect form of discipleship."!  Apostasy in the face of death was 

thought the worst of violations, so faith training focused on fortifying Christian witness. 

That training taught provisional Christians to ground witness in fidelity to God and the 

Church, and the executions of key leaders like Bishop Ignatius (death c. 107) and Polycarp 
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(c. 69 – c. 155) only intensified the felt need for total commitment. Despite intense 

opposition, Christianity continued to grow (partly due to conversion and partly because of 

childbirth"" ), increasing from an estimated 5,000 disciples in 40 CE to nearly 5,000,000 by 

the year 300. Sittser explains,  
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Through strategic formation, a strong sense of purpose, and consistent action, 

Christians of this era learned the faith and became prepared to reveal it in life or death. 

Thus, discipleship in the early church focused on faithful witness. !

THE ESTABLISHED CHURCH 

Constantine the Great led the Roman empire from 306 to 337. In 313 he granted 

religious freedom to citizens with the Edict of Milan, which also gave Christians special 

permissions like the ability to establish organized churches and retrieve property that had 

been confiscated during acts of persecution. A few years later, Constantine’s son, 

Constantius, made Christianity the official religion of Rome, but that religious formality 

did not change the belief system of all Roman citizens, and, for many who lived in rural 

areas of the empire, the statute did not even change religious practice."$  Disciples, then, 

were not merely citizens who practiced Christianity out of compliance but rather believers 

who lived by the teachings of Christ as a matter of will. They provided a stark contrast to 
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Constantine, who, though classified as Christian, used death and domination to expand the 

empire, proliferating notions of divinely-sanctioned war and even ordering the murders of 

his wife and eldest son."% 

After the death of Constantine and fall of Rome, monasticism continued to grow. 

Monastics sought to practice faith through complete dedication to God, and they took vows 

of poverty, chastity, and obedience to sustain self-discipline. Living together in 

communities that valued the simple and the sacred, monastics were able to provide critical 

aid to residents during the early Middle Ages, and their service helped disentangle the 

Church’s witness from what many viewed as a secular impulse. Some of the seasoned 

teachers in monastic communities became abbots who went on to serve the wider church, 

and by the fifth century, several Catholic bishops had been selected from a pool of such 

teachers."& Not long after, papal leaders like Gregory the Great (c. 540 – 604) instituted 

acts of worship that incorporated music, art, and ceremonial display, which deepened the 

time of worship for many believers, as most of the population remained illiterate. Around 

the year 1000, the Church’s influence grew throughout the Western world as it founded 

cathedral schools. These schools afforded leadership training in areas like church law and 

polity, and their formation had an evangelistic impact. In addition to instruction, cathedral 

schools provided essential services and guidance to townspeople, who appreciated a 

religious presence that could speak to practical features of life."'  These townspeople knew 

no life outside of community, sharing everything from homes and food to tools and faith 

practices. Instead of identifying worship as an individual undertaking, they pursued 

 
"%!@#A&)!d66)+3!OE7!,-'!@'#,-!6G!,-'!?./%'++!_#$+,#1U!R*..%."W"P$B.!<`3!761!;!4;>>f=8!M:f̂L1!

[RR'++')!@'R'.('%!f3!9:9:1!-,,/8aa***1X+,6%16%Ta+,#(0'aL<K9:f1!
"&!5&00!Q$003!23."A$B:).7."C$$D"$,"-0/%0:)./30:3!M9̂M<1!
"' !@'#7!50'A&7+!#7)!\#%D![1!\#))&F3!-0/%$>.*056"-0/%0:)./30: 3!K;1!



 19 

connection with God as a group and believed that the practice of faith, like daily life itself, 

depended on the whole."*  From the Established Church era, we see the impact of immediate 

and extended communities on spiritual formation, and for some, on personal views and 

practices of discipleship.  

REFORMATION 

The Reformation period ushered in new interpretations of discipleship and learning, 

and Martin Luther (1483-1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564) were its most prominent 

figures. The Church needed fresh perspectives and practices to meet the exigencies of the 

era, so new prayers and prayer books were written that reclaimed a scriptural emphasis, 

and the fifteenth century invention of the printing press allowed Scripture to be widely 

disseminated into vernacular translations. Over time, the ability to read Scripture 

individually allowed persons and families to engage spiritual formation practices even 

when apart from the congregation. At the same time, a renewed interest in theological 

resources like commentaries supported the Reformers’ desire to promote learning. A 

number of Protestant churches created their own academic centers, ministers began to 

preach in academic vestments instead of priestly garments, foundational catechisms were 

composed for use in church or home (e.g. Martin Luther’s “Table Talks”; The Westminster 

Catechism; the Anglican Church’s “Articles of Religion”),"+ and Christian education 

became central to evangelistic efforts and spiritual formation. The focus on education 

during the Reformation era linked discipleship practice to learning, and that educational 

emphasis would persist for generations to come. 
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THE MODERN CHURCH (18-.  AND 19-.  CENTURIES) 

With the eighteenth century came the Age of Enlightenment, an intellectual 

movement that championed science and reason. Well-aware of religious tensions from 

prior centuries, inhabitants began to question spirituality and started to view reasoning 

individuals as the source of truth/knowledge rather than the Church. This change reinforced 

the bent toward the individual (instead of the communal) that budded during the 

Reformation, and it prompted a desire for personal religious experience. Such experience 

was characteristic of the first Great Awakening, a revival period that occurred among 

American colonies and produced many Christian converts. Meanwhile, in England, leaders 

like John Wesley (1703-1791), a pastor who went on to become the founder of Methodism, 

sought to sustain the work of conversion by empowering laity to take part in the wider 

formation process.  

During this same period, the United States was founded, officially enacting a 

separation of Church and state. Yet, in the early days of American history, the Church 

maintained constant engagement with American citizens through schools, institutions, and 

community organizations. Due to its consistent presence in society, the Church acquired 

enough power to influence the way people governed themselves, despite the absence of 

state-enforced religiosity, and because of that influence, aspects of Christianity were slowly 

subsumed into American society. It is worthy of note that that enslaved black people were 

excluded from citizenship during this period, and that exclusion yielded a drastically  

different lived experience and practice of faith.#,   
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Over time, the gradual integration of religious elements into society led to what 

Sittser calls a “cultural Christianity,”#!  an approach to Christian practice that was so heavily 

informed by American identity that to name one entity automatically assumed the other (to 

be American was to be Christian). Sittser argues that cultural Christianity “tended to 

produce nominal—‘in name only’—Christians who claimed Christianity as their religion 

for reasons other than the inherent value and truthfulness of Christianity itself.”#" This 

cultural Christianity allowed for religious acquaintance without demanding personal 

spiritual commitment (much like the late Constantinian era), and by the mid-nineteenth 

century, Christian literature catered to individual religious experience and personal 

devotion, thus requiring even less accountability. Still, during this era, strides were taken 

toward ecumenism that strengthened the Church’s witness. Leaders like Samuel 

Schmucker, Thomas Hubbard Vail, and Thomas Campbell, three ministers who served in 

Lutheran, Episcopal, and Disciples of Christ traditions (respectively), all worked within 

the States to promote ecclesial unity.## At the same time, Christian missionary initiatives 

increased around the globe, and conversion became the prime focus of many discipleship 
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initiatives. The emphasis on conversion and ecumenism nuanced practices of faith that tied 

cultural assimilation to Christian identity, and they continued to shape wider discipleship 

approaches in the twentieth century.  

THE CONTEMPORARY CHURCH (20-.  CENTURY) 

Many traits of nineteenth-century discipleship continued in the twentieth century, 

and with them came specific discipleship movements and models. During the early 

twentieth century, new revivals began to refresh the American consciousness. Starting with 

Holiness/Pentecostal leaders like Rev. William Seymour and Charles Fox Parham, these 

sizeable gatherings were marked by expressive worship, a sermon that challenged hearers 

to commit to discipleship, and an altar call. Over the next several decades, churches saw a 

renewed focus on mission, conversion, and disciple-making, and Christian evangelists like 

Rev. Billy Graham became instrumental in national and international gospel expansion 

efforts.#$ Soon, the growth of Christianity in other countries prompted questions about the 

most effective ways to proclaim and practice faith,#% and these questions invited a thorough 

assessment of discipleship movements.  

Discipleship movements can be understood as sweeping trends that affect new 

programs and models of discipleship. Pastor Bill Hull, whom we mentioned earlier, 

outlines three major discipleship movements that emerged in America in the mid-twentieth 

century: Classic Discipleship, Spiritual Formation, and Environmental Discipleship. 

Classic Discipleship grew in influence during the mid-twentieth century through 

organizations like Campus Crusade for Christ and The Navigators, an evangelical 
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association with a disciple-making focus. The Classic Discipleship movement emphasized 

one-on-one mentoring, the study and memorization of Scripture, and training in speaking 

and evangelism. It maintained popularity for decades, but Hull believes it eventually waned 

because it failed to speak to the disciple’s inner life or provide enduring transformation. As 

it declined, the Spiritual Formation movement gained more attention. This movement 

aimed to strengthen disciples in faith through ancient practices performed by Jesus and 

early church monastics. It is still active in many Christian circles today, but it has not been 

widely accepted by traditions that see it as theologically liberal. Even so, in recent years it 

has interacted more with evangelicalism through practices like scriptural meditation. In so 

doing, it has offered what some perceive as a more biblically-centered approach. Lastly, 

the Environmental Discipleship movement concerns how people interrelate and how the 

environment of a group can influence what develops in that group’s setting. Hull explains 

that some refer to this movement as psychological or relational discipleship because it 

underlines the integrity of human relationships and the need for trust.#& As of late, features 

of Classic Discipleship, Spiritual Formation, and Environmental Discipleship have started 

to converge and form a more extensive discipleship model that Hull believes could change 

the Church in the next 25 years.#'   

DISCIPLESHIP IN A NEW MILLENIUM 

Over the last 20 years, matters of discipleship have received new attention, and that 

revitalized interest seems to have inspired a broad range of academic programs with a 

discipleship focus. For example, Gordon Conwell now offers a D.Min track in Outreach 
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and Discipleship, Liberty University offers an M.A. in Religion with a concentration in 

Discipleship and Church Ministry as well as a D.Min in Discipleship, and several other 

colleges like the University of Dubuque Theological Seminary, Moody Bible Institute, 

Talbot School of Theology, Regent University, and the Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary offer graduate-level programs related to discipleship (M.A. in Mission and 

Discipleship; M.Ed in Discipleship for Ministry; M.Div in Discipleship and Family 

Ministry). This focus on discipleship is significant for two reasons. First, it speaks to the 

way that rising Christian leaders are being formed to view and ultimately teach discipleship 

in local churches, be that through personal modeling, formal instruction, or both. Second, 

it calls attention to a wider societal question that has emerged during the twenty-first 

century: “What does it mean to be a follower?”  

In 2013, the Oxford English Dictionary expanded its list of definitions for the term 

“follower.” To descriptions like “one who follows another in regard to his teaching or 

opinions; an adherent or disciple,” the dictionary added “a person who follows a particular 

person, group, etc., on a social media website or application.”#* This connotative shift has 

become even more evident in recent years. For example, if one were to conduct a quick 

Google search of the word “disciple,” the description “follower” would appear alongside 

images of people carrying crosses, the Lord’s Supper, and footprints in sand. But replace 

the term “disciple” with the word “follower,” and the results will yield requests to connect 

with people or organizations on social media. This disparity reveals the extent to which 

social media has reframed the understanding of what it means to be a follower, maybe even 

of Christ. Of course, people can distinguish Jesus’ “follow me” imperative from an 
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invitation to follow a person(ality) on Instagram, but the linguistic overlap can cause one 

to wonder if our approach to Christ-following has been unconsciously formed by one of 

social media’s most appealing incentives, the ability to follow without having to commit. 

This “liberty” reminds us of some of the discipleship trends observed in America 

throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as well as the Constantinian era, when 

facets of Christianity were incorporated into culture in ways that allowed inhabitants to 

experience broad societal associations with faith while determining the degree to which 

they would personally commit to that faith. Hence, social media has not introduced a non-

committal culture to America. Its forces have simply intensified the one embedded in our 

history. One of the tasks, then, of modern-day Christian leaders and especially Christian 

educators, is to think imaginatively and theologically about how to reclaim the word 

“follower” and cultivate an approach to discipleship that neither pits Christianity against 

culture nor makes Christianity indistinguishable from culture.#+ 

Though society grows increasingly pluralistic and media tend to appeal to the 

individualistic, trends suggest that young Christians will return to foundational faith 

practices (e.g. worship, prayer, service, scriptural study).$,  Instead of consulting resources 

for personal advancement or formation, they will seek out materials and practices that have 

sustained believers for thousands of years. On a wider scale, a deeper appreciation for 

social matters has amplified the attention given to discipleship and helped reshape the 

discourse about missions and evangelism. Now, rather than simply inviting people to 

church for an experience or event, faith communities are studying discipleship as a means 
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to empower believers to manifest the gospel in society.$!  Thus, Christians of today are 

challenged, even expected, to practice faith in ways that speak to society, not just about it, 

and the discipleship models selected for that practice are not incidental to effectiveness in 

motivating, energizing, and sustaining that social witness.   

DISCIPLESHIP MODELS 

No universal discipleship approach exists today, however after reviewing some 50 

modern discipleship curricula, I have identified four basic models of Christian practice that 

are being used to teach believers how to express faith. Each model has strengths and 

limitations and can help illumine the impact of society on discipleship and vice versa.  

1.! THE PRAXIS MODEL  

This model views discipleship as an implementation of faith practices, and it 

concentrates on executing the teachings, acts, and habits of Jesus. It offers biblical 

knowledge and pragmatic instruction but suffers from a lack of sensitivity to divine 

mystery and a bias toward the individual. 

2.! THE EVANGELISTIC MODEL  

This model treats discipleship missionally and stresses evangelism, conversion, and 

often, church growth. It draws energy from a strong focus on the kingdom of God 

but can easily risk the commodification of souls (people). 

3.! THE COMMUNAL MODEL 

This model understands discipleship as the Church’s responsibility to pursue social 

justice, aid the marginalized, and support community care. It is essential but can be 

mistaken for humanitarianism if it fails to articulate the faith narrative that 

 
$! !N(&)3!K<̂K`1!



 27 

motivates advocacy and service. Those who adopt it must take care not to substitute 

practice for proclamation.  

4.! THE INTERPERSONAL MODEL 

This model approaches discipleship relationally and promotes fellowship with God 

and people. It leans toward a love ethic, which is good, but can disempower 

believers if it fails to teach them how to personally cultivate spiritual disciplines. 

 
These discipleship models vary theologically and methodologically because they 

tend to reflect the beliefs of the faith communities employing them. Since models can 

represent specific theological views, when they are regularly utilized, Christians can begin 

to associate “proper” discipleship with the fulfillment of the model itself.$" That correlation 

could prove beneficial if the model reiterates fundamental truths of Scripture (e.g. God is 

good; God is love; Christ is Lord), but the association can be damaging when the model 

endorses a message that has simply been attached to the gospel (e.g. America was founded 

on Christian principles; if you pray and believe hard enough, bad things won’t happen to 

you; Christian women must always be silent and submissive). These attachments should 

compel believers to ponder more carefully the way we learn, not just what we learn, through 

a critical consideration of the four discipleship models just noted. This consideration should 

draw contrasts among the models and acknowledge frictions that subsist among them. It is 

useful to compare the models in two dyads – Praxis and Interpersonal, Evangelistic and 

Communal – to discover a more holistic and nuanced approach to discipleship that fosters 

 
$"!P-&+!&+!76!7'*!/-'76.'7671!b67+&)'%3!G6%!'F#./0'3!,-'!,'7+&67+!(',*''7!,-'!\#,,-'#7!R6..$7&,I!

#7)!,-'!Z'*&+-!.#X6%&,I!6A'%!.#,,'%+!6G!%&,$#0!/$%&,I1!d-&0'!(6,-!R#./+!%'T#%)')!/$%&,I3!670I!,-'!\#,,-'#7!
R6..$7&,I!*#+!*&00&7T!,6!.6)&GI!%'0&T&6$+!6(+'%A#7R'+!&7!0&T-,!6G!Z'+$+1!?#R-!T%6$/!/%#R,&R')!G#&,-!&7!*#I+!
R67+67#7,! *&,-! &,+! 6*7! R67A&R,&67+3! X$+,! #+! ('0&'A'%+! )6! ,6)#I1! 2''!?00'7! @#A&+3" C0')0%&)" =*$:3.%+1"
=.*/:.%70>./",$*"A3*0/70&5"23.$)$6+?"-0/%0:)./30:?"&5@"E050/7*+"4"6$&+A&00'8!dZY3!9:;<=3!9;<9̂;`1!



 28 

whole love in Christian community.    

The Praxis Model stresses the formation and implementation of faith habits that 

align with Jesus’ teachings. Its emphasis on personal practice can conflict with the 

Interpersonal Model, which highlights relationship and fellowship. For example, one 

discipleship resource aligned with the Interpersonal Model claims, “Jesus-style 

discipleship is not really about a study or being a student or gathering more knowledge, 

and it’s not about being a servant or doing more stuff. […] Discipleship, according to Jesus’ 

style, is culminated in friendship.”$# The Praxis and Interpersonal Models each underscore 

necessary fundamentals of Christ-following, practice and relationship, but neither 

stimulates nor allows for a broader view of discipleship. This restriction can train believers 

who adopt those models to view faith practice in such a limited way that it inhibits the 

development of relationships with Christians who engage a different discipleship model. 

That inhibition opposes the wholeness for which intimate discipleship strives.  

The Evangelistic Model stresses mission and conversion. It claims more 

discipleship literature than any other model and is applied in many evangelical churches, 

but it can stand in great tension with the Communal Model, which prioritizes justice and 

sensitivity to urgent social concerns. For example, Pastor John MacArthur, a leader whose 

teachings align with the Evangelistic Model, said “when the gospel changes your life, you 

go from social issues to spiritual issues.”$$ His words might seem severe if not backed by 

a chorus of pastors who believe social justice is tangential to discipleship and that the 
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primary vocation of the Church is to make disciples. Leaders of this ilk think pastors should 

preach the gospel and prioritize care for the soul in its eternal state (again, holding a 

dichotomous view of the soul). They believe congregants may be inspired to do justice in 

some form after hearing the gospel, though the responsibility of the pastor is not to organize 

or even engage such work. That stance is one reason so many evangelical leaders have 

remained silent (and taught their congregations to do so) during the recent wave of civil 

unrest in America. In contradistinction, many Christian believers who find merit in the 

Communal Model see justice work as principal to discipleship. Take, for example, Esau 

McCaulley, New Testament professor at Wheaton College, who said, “When we talk about 

how our faith impacts parenting, no one says just preach the gospel. When we talk about 

how it impacts our relationships, no one says just preach the gospel. Preaching involves 

discipling, and if discipling is to be biblical it must address injustice.”$% Pastor David Platt, 

previously mentioned, adds a helpful nuance to the discussion by saying, “Race, justice, 

and biblical discipleship: Opening our eyes to racial injustice, grieving over it, and working 

against it is not divisive; it’s discipleship. The more we become like Jesus, the more we 

live to do justice (Micah 6:8).”$& 

The deficiencies of these discipleship models emphasizes the need for an expansive 

practice of faith that empowers believers to work toward wholeness in the church and the 

world. My response to that need is intimate discipleship, which, as stated earlier, is an 

approach to faith practice that draws insight from the Shema and the Song to promote 

wholeness, intimacy with God, and love of neighbor.  
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INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP 

In the introduction I defined intimate discipleship as the vocation to wholeness 

whereby we learn to love well. Now, a brief word on the key terms of this definition. 

Vocation lifts up discipleship as a two-fold calling to serve God and creation. It is important 

to frame discipleship as a vocation and not an avocation in order to contest the notion that 

discipleship is discretionary or exclusionary, as if discipleship were only necessary for 

certain kinds of believers (e.g. ascetics, Christian leaders). Wholeness indicates disciples’ 

responsibility to render to God the totality of our being. Through that rendering, we 

contribute to manifestations of wholeness in the earth that help reveal God’s intent for all 

creation. Learning encompasses informal character training, official instruction, and the 

ways in which both of those forms of education shape the daily lives of disciples, since 

disciples must learn well to love well. Loving well denotes loving with all. It bespeaks 

disciples’ ability to accept total love from God, offer total love to God, and practice 

appropriate love with neighbor.  

These four emphases (vocation, wholeness, learning, loving well) correspond, to 

some degree, to the four discipleship models recently reviewed (Praxis, Evangelistic, 

Communal, Interpersonal). Vocation appeals primarily to the Evangelistic Model. It rouses 

a sense of God’s purpose, calling, and kingdom through the proclamation of the gospel in 

word and deed. Wholeness appeals primarily to the Communal Model. It attends to 

systemic brokenness through acts of justice, service, stewardship, prophetic resistance, and 

corporate repentance. Learning appeals primarily to the Interpersonal Model. It supports 

the types of faith formation and character education that are best implemented by an 

empowered community of believers. Loving well appeals primarily to the Praxis Model. It 
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helps equip disciples to cultivate faith habits that build the spiritual stamina needed to 

exercise mature love.  

With the intimate discipleship approach I submit in this project, I glean essential 

components from each of the four established models while offering and more adequate 

and integrated approach that stresses the need for wholeness. The focus on wholeness 

comes from a belief that within the call to follow (Matt. 4:19) and the command to love 

(Deut. 6:5) lies a promise of wholeness that is gradually fulfilled as Christians develop in 

faith and seek to “be whole [teleioi] (Matt. 5:48).”$'  Stirred by that conviction, intimate 

discipleship esteems faith practices like the Praxis Model but embraces mystery and 

vulnerability. It values souls like the Evangelistic Model but directs ministry to the entire 

person. Like the Communal Model, it promotes activism and collective soul work but 

complements justice efforts with gospel articulation. Lastly, it welcomes relationship like 

the Interpersonal Model but believes love of neighbor flows out of love for God. Therefore, 

it sees the community of faith as a sign of intimacy with God, not a replacement for it. 

Through these aims, intimate discipleship espouses a decentering of self and concentration 

on God that helps believers live and love from a place of fullness as they heed the Shema’s 

appeal for total love.  

THE SHEMA & INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP 

The Shema is an ancient profession of faith that Israel received from God through 

the mouth of Moses (Deut. 6:4-9). Its audacious command to love God with all the heart, 

soul, and might is adjoined to an admonition to fully obey God. In this way, the Shema 

presents a paradigm of intimate following. Several present-day Christian leaders and 
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Christian communities draw a connection between the Shema and discipleship practices, 

although some do so in a way that implies the inadequacy of the Shema as a basis for 

discipleship. CrossPoint Church in Chino, California is one example of a faith community 

that sees an explicit relation between the Shema and discipleship. Having structured its 

discipleship approach around Deuteronomy 6:5, CrossPoint Church teaches believers to 

love God with all their heart/soul by seeking God and practicing personal consecration, 

with all their mind by learning about Jesus, and with all their strength by serving others 

and engaging sacrificial living.$* This “Shema-shaped” discipleship approach supports the 

church’s corporate witness, but methods of this sort are not without their critics.  

In his Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving Others, Scot McKnight argues that Jesus 

extends the Shema in Mark 12:30-31, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second 

is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” McKnight alleges that this extension, 

which he calls the “Jesus Creed,” becomes a touchstone in faith practice that enjoys 

prominence in Jesus’ teachings as well as those of the disciples. McKnight notes that James 

connects the law of liberty with loving neighbor as self, that St. John’s gospel pivots on 

love and presents it as the great new commandment, and that Paul associates the fulfillment 

of the law with love of neighbor as self (Rom. 13:8-10).$+ While he does not claim that the 

Shema is a model of discipleship, McKnight does see links between the two. Similarly,  
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Dr. Karen Wilk, a Missional Leader Developer for the Christian Reformed Church, argues 

that “Jesus wasn’t satisfied with a ‘Shema’ kind of spirituality, a piety that made 

faithfulness into religiosity.”%, She believes discipleship practices that are meant to 

accentuate love of God (i.e. Sunday services, memorizing Scripture, etc.) should be 

executed among neighbor in order to meet the entirety of the (extended) Great 

Commandment in Mark 12:30-31. I respect Wilk’s desire for what she sees as a more 

cohesive discipleship, but I find no evidence that Jesus was displeased with a “Shema kind 

of spirituality.” Unlike McKnight and Wilk, I do not see Mark 12 as an expansion of the 

original profession of faith. Rather, I believe Mark 12 articulates what the Shema intimates. 

Although the Shema does not put forth an overt command to love neighbor (that directive 

comes from Leviticus 19:18), it does call for total love, and it is impossible to love God 

with all and not love those whom God loves.  

To provide a more faithful treatment of the Shema and its possible implications for 

committed followers of God-in-Christ, my own study integrates insights from Jewish 

spirituality, early and contemporary, and explores ways that intimate discipleship practices 

can aid Christ-followers in learning to love as God loves, namely, with all.  

Disciples of today can be strengthened in the call to love with all by viewing 

following as a practice of faith characterized by life with God, not just life for God. I make 

this distinction to reinforce a decentering of self and the centrality of God, since the power 

of intimacy lies not in what we do for God, but in God’s commitment to be with us, which 

enables us to live with God as we follow God. Scripture reminds us that Israel follows the 

pillars of fire and the cloud that represent God’s presence while the nation dwells with God 
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in the wilderness, that the disciples literally and figuratively follow Jesus while they dwell 

with him in ancient Israel, and that disciples of our day are instructed to follow the leading 

of God’s Spirit (Rom. 8:14), who dwells within us. These associations inspire a vision of 

discipleship as a way-of-life and a way-of-love that trains believers to model wholeness as 

we follow God and practice faith. Both the Shema and the Song can aid us in that endeavor.  
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CHAPTER 2 – LOVE IS A LEARNING PROCESS. 
 

This chapter will explore affective pedagogy in relation to intimate discipleship and 

the Shema. It will briefly revisit contemporary discipleship curricula and further contrast 

intimate discipleship from established discipleship models. It will then discuss the Shema, 

its textual influence on the curriculum developed for this project, and its capacity to teach 

faith practice in ways that are both affective and effective. Lastly, it will discuss the 

contributions of the four exegetical interlocutors selected for this study.  

DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULA 

As noted in the first chapter, I conducted a review of modern discipleship resources 

to better comprehend how faith practice is being taught in local churches. While surveying 

this body of curricula, I attended specifically to each resource’s treatment of intimacy with 

God. My review contains work from varied traditions and includes some of the most 

popular discipleship curricula, which are undoubtedly shaping the broader discipleship 

conversation today (some books have sold over a million copies). Like much discipleship 

curricula, most of the titles in my review were written by white men. Of the 50 resources 

studied, five were authored by people of color and six were authored by women. Of those 

six, two women served as co-authors with men and two wrote exclusively to fellow women, 

leaving only two female authors who published a general discipleship study. I make 

mention of the androcentric bent of existing discipleship curricula to draw attention to the 

fact that the individuals most socially positioned to lead are penning the bulk of literature 

about how to follow, and their work is affecting the practice of discipleship for innumerable 

believers today.  
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Especially pertinent to this study is the observation that almost half of the resources 

reviewed (22) speak of intimacy in some capacity, though discussions involving intimacy 

vary a great deal in meaning and depth. Some works promote an intimate relationship with 

God but do so with such brevity that intimacy seems an afterthought, or worse, an 

assumption. Others highlight Jesus’ relationships with the Father and the disciples to argue 

for intimate relationships with people in one’s faith community, and a small number 

associate intimacy with spiritual disciplines like prayer and fasting. The most helpful 

curricula deepen the interchange on discipleship by framing intimacy in terms of wider 

theological concepts like the knowledge of God, sacraments, perichoresis, and the 

maturation of faith that takes place as intimacy is sought through discipleship.!  

It is heartening to find modern-day discipleship curricula that urge Christians to 

love, but what is missing from many of them is pragmatic instruction about how to love 

and in particular, how to love well (with all). The “how” is essential for challenging the 

supposition that Christians know how to love well simply because we are people of faith; 

the limitations of existing discipleship models should caution us against such an estimation. 

Though faith practice is surely a means through which we demonstrate and grow in love, 

practice itself does not fully teach us how to love well. People do. We learn to love well 

by following the example of believers, past and present, who have been tried in faith and 

trained in love. Their witness teaches us more about discipleship than any one practice or 

curriculum can, including the one created for this project. Nevertheless, the need for robust 
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discipleship curricula remains essential, particularly curricula that feature affective 

pedagogy and reiterate the theology that inspires the practices of love and faith modeled 

before us.  

AFFECTIVE PEDAGOGY 

[ ffective pedagogy is a method of teaching that acknowledges the import of 

feelings and emotion to the learning process. The curriculum I offer seeks to use affective 

pedagogy to promote a broadened understanding of love and a deeper practice of faith. 

This broadened view reflects a key point at which intimate discipleship differs from current 

discipleship models. Existing models, though motivated by love, tend to prioritize the 

practices of faith that its adherents utilize in their efforts to express love (e.g. evangelism, 

advocacy, fellowship, personal devotion). Hence, love seems to bookend these models 

more than undergird them. In contrast, love is the crux of intimate discipleship, and that 

love-focus eliminates the reliance on any single faith practice while allowing for the 

engagement and development of varied manifestations of love and discipleship.  

In addition to a broadened understanding of love, the intimate discipleship 

curriculum encourages deepened faith practice through the integration of theology in lived 

experience, and it applies integrative work textually, exegetically, and pedagogically. First, 

it studies the Shema and the Great Commandment, central texts in Jewish and Christian 

traditions (respectively) that tie theology to daily life through faith practice. Second, 

through exegesis, it places the Song in dialogue with the Shema, the Great Commandment, 

and Deuteronomy at-large, highlighting textual continuities that bridge love of God and 

love of neighbor to faith practice. Finally, using integrative pedagogy, it appeals to 
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different learning types and challenges students to perform integrative work through 

reflection, daily activities, and continued study. 

Perhaps as important as including affective features in the intimate discipleship 

curriculum is pondering reasons that some believers do not wish to love God intimately. 

Some are reluctant to pursue intimacy because they believe it demands extraordinary 

commitment, and they are already overextended. They desire intimacy but resist it since 

they associate the practice of total love with additional duty. Others are reluctant to engage 

intimacy because they believe whole love is difficult and demanding work that requires 

selflessness. Friar Michael Casagram of Gethsemani Abbey explains:  
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Still others avoid intimacy because they struggle with deep disappointment from 

God or from people in spiritual positions who have abused intimacy. They may still love 

God, but they are unwilling to trust God and the things that represent God, and that distrust 

keeps them from loving totally. For them, love seems a threat more than a life-giving 

commitment. There are, of course, other reasons for reluctance, but duty, self-prioritization, 

and disappointment were the three most commonly-named among individuals with whom 

I spoke during this project. No matter what the reason, an evasion of intimacy with God 

can school the soul in a shallow love that comes to bear in discipleship and human 

relationships. That kind of love crumbles under the weight of the Shema’s commands.  
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THE SHEMA (DEUTERONOMY 6:4-9 NRSV) 
 

$/Hear, O Israel: The L!"#  is our God, the L!"#  alone. 
%/You shall love the L!"#  your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your might. 
&/Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. 
' /Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you 
are away, when you lie down and when you rise. 
* /Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, 
+/and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. 
 
 

BECOMING A STUDENT OF THE SHEMA 
 

The Shema is one of two main texts selected for this project in which an affective 

pedagogical approach is at work. The Shema is a prayerful profession of faith that asserts 

God’s oneness and Israel’s charge to love God and follow the commandments. Jews 

traditionally recite the Shema with the hand over the eye in order to nurture attention and 

focused love in the speaker. Maimonides, the leading philosopher of medieval Judaism, 

taught that one should attempt to empty the mind of everything and recite the Shema prayer 

(Deuteronomy 6:4-9) with focused intent.# Speaking on this, Michael Fishbane explains, 

“this combination of kenosis (or self-emptying) and meditative devotion isolates the mind 

from worldly things and sets it on the course of loving God with all one’s heart (mind) and 

soul and might.”$ Similarly, in the thirteenth century, Rabbi Moshe de Leon noted, “Every 

person who loves his Creator, whenever he reaches the verse ‘and you shall love (etc.)’ in 

the recitation of the Shema, should direct his mind and thoughts toward love for his Maker 

[…] He, may He be blessed, wants intention [in worship].”% Just as the covering of the eyes 

trains the mind to focus, the content of the Shema trains the believer to love; the connection 
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between training and loving underlines the need for an affective pedagogy whose substance 

and implementation strengthen the believer in wholeness. Accordingly, three affective 

insights from the Shema have shaped my curriculum on intimate discipleship: the centrality 

of God, the emphasis on God’s being, and the relationship between education and love. !

 
Hear, O Israel: The L!"#  is our God, the L!"#  alone.  
 

The triple reference to God in the opening line of the Shema firmly establishes God 

as the center of God’s people. God is the ultimate source of wholeness& and whole love, 

therefore, God should also be the center of work toward wholeness and whole love. I 

magnify the centrality of God throughout this study and its curriculum because I argue for 

a more comprehensive discipleship approach, and an approach cannot be comprehensive 

if it is not theocentric. A theocentric approach decenters disciples without destabilizing us, 

fostering a balanced practice of faith that is revealed through love of God and neighbor. !

 
The L!"#  is our God, the L!"#  alone. You shall love the L!"#  your God with all…  
 

Testimonies of God’s acts can be found throughout Deuteronomic texts, but the 

Shema is not one of them. Instead of recounting what God has done, the Shema 

concentrates on who God is and grounds the command to love with all in a recognition of 

God’s self.'  This ontological emphasis advocates a love that is based on God’s being, and 
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it inspires my stress on full personhood in this study. When disciples learn to value God’s 

being, incomprehensible as it is, we begin to value our own being and further, the being of 

all people, for we are made in God’s image. That awareness empowers us to reject 

classifications of self and others as unloved, unwanted, or unnecessary, and it trains us to 

resist outlooks that reduce personhood to performance (e.g. to be a disciple is to make 

disciples). It teaches us how to love for love’s sake.  

 
Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite (teach) them to 
your children… 
 

The Shema’s clearest example of affective pedagogy is the connection it makes 

between the heart and the commandments. Israel offers love to God by keeping the 

commandments, and she offers love to children by teaching the commandments. Because 

the commands are so intricately wed to the call for total love, when Israel teaches the 

commands and helps cultivate the disciplines needed to follow them, she trains her children 

how to love. (Again, the “how” is important.) That attention to training stirred my view of 

love as a learning process and my focus on the language of disciplines used throughout the 

curriculum. Disciplined soul-training, when coupled with a love that esteems being and a 

discipleship approach whose axis is God, helps equip intimate disciples who become 

intimate educators.*  When those teachers emerge, affective pedagogy blossoms into 

effective discipleship.  

In addition to affective education, the Shema delivers a wide-ranging instructional 

model that appeals to the intellect. Its substance speaks to the seven intelligences coined 

by Howard Gardner, the prominent educator and psychologist whose Frames of Mind: The 
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Theory of Multiple Intelligences introduced the concept of varied intelligence profiles. The 

seven intelligences he named are Logical/Mathematical, Linguistic, Musical, Spatial, 

Bodily-Kinesthetic, Interpersonal, and Intrapersonal, and many educators associate them 

with similar styles of learning. When we apply these styles to the Shema, we discover its 

extraordinary pedagogical breadth. 

! ! Logical/Mathematical intelligence involves scientific investigation, abstract 

problem-solving, and the capacity to grasp logical or numerical patterns.+ It is 

related to the logical learning style, whose adherents learn best through 

categorization and reasoning. The association of this learning style to the Shema is 

implied in Deuteronomy 6:7, though the connection is only discerned in versions 

that translate the text “you shall teach them diligently to your children” (the NRSV 

simply reads, “recite them to your children”). Rabbi Norman Lamm offers, “This 

diligence (diligently teaching one’s children the commands) characterizes a teacher 

who seeks not merely to stuff quantities of information into a student’s head, but 

who trains him in the intricacies of reasoning, who teaches him an approach to 

dialectical thinking.”!,    

! ! Linguistic Intelligence involves written and spoken language as well as the ability 

to realize objectives through the use of language.!!  It is related to the linguistic 

learning style, whose adherents learn best through reading, writing, speaking, or 

listening. Linguistic practices are evident in the recitation, hearing, discussion, and 
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writing of the Shema (Deut. 6:7, 9).  

! ! Musical Intelligence involves the performance, arrangement, and awareness of 

rhythm, timbre, pitch, and musical patterns.!"  It is related to the auditory learning 

style, whose adherents learn best through sound. Auditory practices are evident in 

the directives to hear, recite, and teach the commandments (Deut. 6:4, 7).  

! ! Spatial Intelligence involves the perception and handling of patterns of spaces wide 

and constricted.!#  It is related to the visual learning style, whose adherents learn 

best through personal observation or the use of images. Visual elements are evident 

in the tefillin used to bind the commandments to the body and the mezuzahs used 

to fasten the commands to the doorpost (Deut. 6:8-9).  

! ! Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence involves the use of the physical body (in part or in 

total) to create items or problem-solve.!$  It is related to the kinesthetic learning 

style, whose adherents learn best through hands-on instruction. Similar to visual 

elements, a kinesthetic practice is evident in the binding of the commandments to 

the body (Deut. 6:8).  

! ! Interpersonal Intelligence involves the ability to comprehend the aims, inspirations, 

and desires of other people.!% It relates to the interpersonal learning style, whose 

adherents learn best in groups or with another student. Interpersonal practices are 

evident in the teaching of children (Deut. 6:7).  

! ! Intrapersonal Intelligence involves the aptitude to understand the self and, through  
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self-awareness, live and work efficiently alone.!& It relates to the intrapersonal 

learning style, whose adherents learn best by themselves. Intrapersonal practices 

are evident in the command to each Jewish person to recite the Shema and to love 

God totally (Deut. 6:5, 7).  

 
The Shema’s remarkable ability to speak to each intelligence profile through the 

enactment of love-based faith practices supports the argument for integrative pedagogical 

approaches that can address intellect and emotion. Approaches of this sort are necessary 

when studying the Shema and the Song of Songs, a text that we will examine in the coming 

chapter. We will conclude our discourse on affective pedagogy with a brief review of the 

four exegetical voices chosen to guide this research. 

INTERLOCUTORS 

To prepare curriculum for this study, I completed exegetical work on three Song 

texts: 1:7-8, 3:1-4, and 5:2-16. I made these textual selections because they all involve love, 

the soul (nefesh), and some form of following, and these three elements are the foci of 

intimate discipleship. Informed by the contributions of St. Origen, Sister Edmée Kingsmill, 

Robert Alter, and Tremper Longman III, my study draws from four diverse interlocutors 

whose interpretations all provide insights for my own exegetical work and pedagogical 

approach. As I gleaned from these scholars, I distilled insights into two questions: As a 

student, what am I learning about faith and love from this author’s writing? As a teacher, 

how can I incorporate that learning into the intimate discipleship curriculum?  

From Origen I glean the import of narrative to faith and love. Origen reads the Song 

allegorically and envisions it as representing love between Christ and the Church or the 
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Christian soul. His work on the Song points to and is driven by the broader Christian 

narrative, as seen in his constant inclusion of key biblical texts, motifs, and figures (e.g. 

the Tabernacle, the exodus, sin, law, prophets, the Incarnation, the Holy Spirit, Pauline 

theology, etc.). Origen’s narrative approach might not only help believers of his day learn 

the story of the Christian faith but also enter into it more deeply. Origen’s work enabled 

me to enter into the Song and articulate why its love-emphasis has value for every disciple. 

His work also reminded me that the Christian faith is a storied faith that each disciple must 

learn, live, and tell well, three tasks that require us to first remember well. That insight 

influenced my discussion on remembrance in the work I offer on Song 3.   

From Edmée Kingsmill I glean the import of revelation to faith and love. 

Kingsmill’s writing combines meticulous scholarship and careful integration, but it also 

bears an intimate intensity that supersedes the provision of information. Kingsmill reveals 

parallels between the Song and biblical texts as well as extrabiblical sources, drawing 

striking connections that stir readers to make their own discoveries as they ponder broader 

themes in her work. Her writing reminds me that faith and love necessitate revelation. The 

Christian faith rests on the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, and that revelation is one of 

love.!'  Ever-unfolding but never changing, it is made manifest throughout the whole of 

creation, and disciples bear witness to it through love of God and neighbor. Like love, 

revelation comes from God and teaches us about God, while simultaneously teaching us 

who God created us to be. Kingsmill’s work prompts my attention to seeking as an intimate 

practice as well as my dialogue on the discipline of discovery.  
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From Robert Alter I glean the import of language to faith and love. Alter applies a 

modern reading to the Song and highlights the meaning of words in Hebrew to provide a 

clear understanding of the text. His work helped me attend to ways that language is used 

to confirm faith. Christians enter into faith with a confession of Christ as Lord, and Jews 

recite the Shema every day. In both traditions, the language of faith helps guide the practice 

of faith. In addition, because words are used to express love and the self, they give language 

to the affections of the soul. Accordingly, Alter’s work influences my discussion of Song 

1, which speaks about the significance of language to the Shulammite and her beloved.  

Finally, from Tremper Longman I glean the import of logic to faith and love (as the 

Shema models in its stress on diligent teaching). Like Alter, Longman interprets the Song 

literally. While he does focus on the meaning of words, Longman draws from those words 

what, to him, seem logical conclusions.!*  I attempt to note the significance of logic in the 

curriculum by discussing the Shulammite’s hesitation in Song 5. Up to Song 5, the 

Shulammite is always adamant about being with her beloved, but in this passage she delays 

responding to him because, for a moment, she adopts a dispassionate, seemingly rational 

thought process, “I had put off my garment; how could I put it on again? I had bathed my 

feet; how could I soil them?” The woman’s contemplation seems logical, but when 

juxtaposed with the total love that she has avowed and for which she deeply longs, it proves 

totally illogical. As it turns out, whole love makes more sense than self-interest.  

Origen, Kingsmill, Alter, and Longman all furnish insights that affirm the 

complexities of Song, many of which carry over into the pursuit of whole love and the 
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practice of faith. These interlocutors also stimulate an integrative approach to curriculum 

design, instruction, and assessment, which helps nurture consistent reflection on many 

aspects of the learning process. I hope to demonstrate my use of that integration in the 

exegetical work and curriculum guide that follow.  
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CHAPTER 3 – THE SHEMA, THE SOUL, AND THE SONG 
 

The Song of Songs has capacity for engagement on many levels. This chapter will 

seek to highlight that capacity by lifting up rabbinic, allegorical, literal, and naturalistic 

readings of the text while exploring its insights for discipleship. A portion of the 

discipleship curriculum developed for this project will follow our discussion of the Song, 

which will begin with a story. 

BECOMING A STUDENT OF THE SONG 

My late grandmother had a special room for entertaining guests. Adorned with two 

china cabinets that contained her finest dishware, the space held a large mahogany dining 

table that stood opposite an organ. An elaborate light fixture hung from the ceiling, lace 

curtains graced the windows, and two white satin couches found rest along the walls. 

Extravagant, fragile, and guarded, the room represented everything daily life could not be 

for the Mississippi maid, and my grandmother told us to never enter it without invitation. 

We heeded her instruction and slowly learned to express value through distance. We knew 

the room was special. And we knew it wasn’t for us. At least not yet. 

Before this project began, I viewed the Song as I did that room. It was a valuable 

text for ascetics or married couples that ordinary single Christians like me could not 

engage. At least not yet. Even when I tried to read the Song allegorically, I rushed through 

the text as if an interloper, as if I were Leah reading Rachel’s diary. At the nudge of a 

professor, I read the Song again, fully intending to craft an argument about why the text 

would not work for my study. But something unexpected happened when I entered the 

room. I saw a place for me. And not only me. I saw enough space in the Song for every 
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lover of God, even aspiring ones. No matter who we are, the Song is for us because love is 

for us, and if we dare sit in its sacred space, we can learn to love in a more excellent way. 

THE SONG: AN INTERPRETIVE SUMMARY 

The Song can be understood as a poem (or collection of poems) about love whose 

title designates the text as the greatest of all songs. Rabbi Akiba, the most esteemed sage 

of first-century rabbinic Judaism, emphasized this point by asserting, “All the Scriptures 

are holy, but the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies.”!  Though commonly ascribed to 

Solomon, the Song’s authorship remains unknown; many scholars believe it to have been 

completed long after Solomon’s death, during the third century BCE."  While the Song lacks 

explicit reference to God, its presence in Scripture has, for centuries, inspired allegorical 

(or spiritual) readings of the text that point to God’s divine love.  

Early Jewish exegetes saw the Song as representative of love between God and 

Israel or God and the individual Jewish soul.# And as a text unlike any other, the Song was 

believed to have interpretive significance for the Torah. One midrashic$ parable elucidates 

that import. The parable envisions Torah as sweet water in an exceedingly deep well and 

views the three wisdom works attributed to Solomon (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of 

Songs) as ropes that, when strung together into a single cord, could be used to draw out 

that water and thereby reveal secrets of Torah.% Kept in conversation with other books of 

the Hebrew Bible, the Song has served as an exegetical tool that has enriched rabbinic 
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interpretations for hundreds of years. As Rabbi Nehemia Polen explains, “In the Hebrew 

Bible there are twenty-four books. There are many genres, and they are all in dialogue. If 

any one of them would have been sufficient, that’s all we would have had.”&    

Like early Jewish scholars, many early Christian commentators read the Song 

allegorically, except they saw it as an expression of love between Christ and the Church'  

or Christ and the individual Christian soul.*  The writings of Origen are the earliest extant 

witnesses to these interpretations, though his readings were likely influenced by Jewish 

interpretations of the text. Because Origen gave such extensive attention to the Song, the 

readings he put forth remained widely accepted in Christian tradition for centuries. 

Ambrose, for example, built on Origen’s work and used it to argue for the individual soul’s 

ascent to God, while Augustine leaned heavily on a reading of the Song wherein love was 

explicitly between Christ and the Church.+ Like Origen, Gregory of Nyssa associated the 

text with a union, both in the literal sense of two wed lovers and the figurative sense of a 

soul moving toward perfection and being united with the Word and Wisdom of God.!,  

Later, theologians of the 16()  century like St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila 

proposed mystical readings of the Song that deepened spiritual interpretations, however, 

one of their contemporaries, Martin Luther, openly decried such mystical readings.!!  
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Finding within the Song no evidence of a union between God and the Church or God and 

the individual soul, Luther introduced a political and doctrinal reading that urged faith, 

praise, perseverance in trials, and a different kind of allegory, the coupling of law and 

gospel.!"   

Allegorical (spiritual) readings maintained prominence in Christian tradition until 

the nineteenth/twentieth century, when literal (or erotic) interpretations came to the fore.!#  

Commentators began to treat the text anthropologically, and, barring a few exceptions, 

modern scholarship has sustained that view. As noted in the introduction, such literal 

readings can furnish a helpful foundation for exegetical work by accenting the meaning of 

terms in their original language, and an erotic reading of the Song is beneficial for 

demonstrating the Bible’s capacity to speak, without blushing in the slightest, to sex and 

human sexuality. However, neither the text nor those who read it are best served when the 

Song is constrained to a literal account. Sister Edmée Kingsmill, a nun and English rabbinic 

scholar who argued for a return to mystical readings, maintained that if the Song was only 

to be “understood as an example of human eroticism, we have deprived the Hebrew Bible 

of its sublimest expression of the ultimate nature of God’s love.”!$  I affirm her comments 

and would add that if the Song is simply a compilation of poems about sexual love, only 

humans who can/do practice that type of love could fully engage or understand this portion 

of Scripture. Individuals who cannot or choose not to experience sexual love (including 
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Jesus himself) due to religious abstinence, widowhood, physical inability, psychological 

trauma, or some other reason would be marginalized from the text. A more inclusive 

reading of the Song would consider varied expressions of love and how that love can be 

practiced.  

In recent decades, scholars like Ellen Davis and Elaine James have offered 

naturalistic readings of the Song that highlight non-human elements of the text, 

specifically, the land, its features, and its importance for anthropology and theology. Davis 

remarks that the woman in the Song is described in such a manner that she “becomes the 

land” of Israel, and her work helps readers envision the Song as one of many texts that bind 

together the God, people, and land of Israel.!% James stresses the interdependence of the 

land and people and notes that geographical illustrations punctuate proclamations of love 

made by humans throughout the Song.!& Both scholars emphasize the Song’s garden motif 

and the inseparability of love from the land.  

THE SONG, THE SHEMA, AND DEUTERONOMY 

Just as the Song has been used as an intra-biblical exegetical tool, its meanings and 

insights become most apparent when it is read alongside other biblical texts, most 

especially Deuteronomy. We have already noted that the Song’s stress on total love 

resonates with the Shema, but it also shares broader hermeneutical and pedagogical ground 

with Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy gives spiritual clarity to the Song by complementing 

passionate poetry with divine command. Its precept-laden representation of what it is to 
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love God “with all” illumines the Song and guides Israel’s gaze to rightly-ordered love.!'  

In fact, Jon Levenson describes Deuteronomy as “the biblical book of the love of God par 

excellence.”!*  At the same time, the Song grants narrative clarity to Deuteronomy by 

responding to the call for total love. Testing intimacy with action, it accents the command 

on which Deuteronomy’s love reality pivots and helps lovers of God find our center. Read 

in tandem, the Song and Deuteronomy give voice to the complex love story of God’s 

people, and that story has instructive implications for discipleship.  

Along with an appeal for whole love, both the Song and Deuteronomy share the 

root word l-m-d, the Hebrew term that means “teach, learn, train, be taught” from which 

limmud comes. Referenced for the first time in Deuteronomy, l-m-d appears in the extended 

part of the Shema, “Teach (l-m-d) them to your children” (Deuteronomy 11:19), and in 

Song 3:7-8, “… the mighty men of Israel, all equipped with swords and expert (l-m-d) in 

war” and 8:2, “I would lead you and bring you into the house of my mother, she who used 

to instruct (l-m-d) me.” This linguistic overlap suggests that just as Deuteronomy offers 

instruction about how to live, the Song offers insight about how to love. And that 

complementarity summons thoughts of intimate discipleship. 

With the curriculum created for this project, I seek to accentuate features of intimate 

discipleship that point to themes evident in the Song and Deuteronomy that are significant 

for faith practice. I focus on one theme in each segment of the four-part curriculum. Part 

one (session one) places emphasis on the soul (nefesh), a term essential to our study of the 
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Song, the Shema, and intimate discipleship. In addition to a call for wholeness, the soul’s 

inclusion of the human body is important to understandings of discipleship because faith 

is practiced in a physical body. So is love. Deuteronomy supports this position with 

scriptures that tie the soul to love and the practice of faith (Deut. 4:29, 6:5, 10:12, 11:13; 

30:6).  The central theme for part two is sustained attention. Here I relate the Shulammite’s 

increasing awareness of her beloved to the collective attention that Israel maintains for God 

by observing the Shema. Likewise, throughout Deuteronomy, Moses cautions Israel to 

carefully attend to the commandments of the Lord (Deut. 5:32; 12:28, 13:18, 15:5, 28:1; 

30:8). That attentiveness informs the theme for the third part of the curriculum, which is 

remembrance. In this portion of the study, I note that the Shulammite leads her beloved 

into spaces she had previously sought for him unsuccessfully, thereby applying presence 

to the memory of his absence. This directs her memory, not just her attention, toward 

presence. In like manner, throughout Deuteronomy, Israel is taught to remember God and 

what God has done (Deut. 5:15; 7:18, 8:18, 9:7, 15:15, 24:18). Remembrance helps shape 

the theme for the final part of the curriculum, which is love of neighbor. Here I focus on 

the Shulammite’s description of the man as her friend in order to discuss love of neighbor 

(“friend” and “neighbor” are translations of the same Hebrew root word in Song 5:16). Just 

as the Shulammite remembers her friend/neighbor, Israel is instructed to remember and 

consider neighbor as a fundamental part of her faith practice. Deuteronomy names law after 

law concerning the just treatment of neighbor (Deut. 5:20-21, 15:7-11, 19:14, 22:1, 3-4, 

25:3, 27:24), and Jesus magnifies the weight of those commands by calling love of 

neighbor as self the second greatest commandment (Mk. 12:31). By emphasizing these 

themes in association with intimate discipleship, I hope to present a rich reading of the 
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Song that, supported by a practical pedagogical resource, can assist disciples of today in 

the effort to live more faithfully and love more wholly.  

CURRICULUM OVERVIEW 

The latter part of this chapter expounds on the educational accompaniment crafted 

for this study. It begins with a summary of the curriculum guide that I developed to 

facilitate a four-week class on intimate discipleship. That guide provides a succinct 

instructional framework for each of the four sessions, presents a didactically-integrative 

approach that draws from existing discipleship models, engages affective pedagogy 

through reflective practices and thoughtful suggestions for future study, and highlights key 

texts, points, and themes delineated in corresponding exegetical work. The curriculum 

guide is not formatted as an exhaustive teaching manual but rather as an outline of the main 

exegetical points and affectively-informed activities that I deemed necessary to teach this 

discipleship course to a group of learners in my own faith community. Since the guide does 

not fully detail the particulars of every class, a brief narrative introduction precedes the 

summary provided for each session.  

CLASS SUMMATION 

The purpose of the intimate discipleship class was to explore learning to love well 

as a foundational faith practice. In light of Covid, I taught the class virtually and sought to 

utilize graphics, videos, and visually-stimulating activities to keep learners engaged. I 

found Nona Jones’ From Social Media to Social Ministry: A Guide to Digital Discipleship 

a helpful resource for implementation.  

SESSION COMPONENTS 

! ! Session Title – The title of each session is informed by related exegetical content.  
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! ! Objectives – Objectives itemize the main pedagogical goals of each session. They 

are shaped by exegetical work, discipleship practices, current events, and the 

perceived needs of the learning group.   

! ! Drawing from Discipleship Models – Each session lifts up an existing discipleship 

model and considers how its emphases speak to texts or themes discussed that week 

and how that model correlates to intimate discipleship. 

! ! Intimate Discipleship Practice – Each session presents a spiritual discipline to 

promote deeper love of God and neighbor. These disciplines are directly connected 

to some aspect of the description of intimate discipleship.   

! ! Main Texts – These are the primary biblical texts referenced in the exegetical work 

completed for each session. Supplementary texts are referenced throughout but 

were not essential for class facilitation.  

! ! Key Themes – Key themes are drawn from the texts in question. They are raised to 

present broader exhibitions of theology in lived experience. 

! ! Session Image – Each session displays the face of a different female figure. The 

thought behind these images is two-fold. First, the Song is one of only two biblical 

books wherein the woman’s voice is leading. It seemed fitting to honor that point 

of distinction since the Song is so essential to this study. Second, though the 

Shulammite woman does not function as a disciple, she does follow in ways that 

provide insights for intimate discipleship practices. The images selected aim to 

reflect those practices.  

! ! Preparation – Preparation aids consist of books, music, lectures, videos, artwork, 

and interviews used to plan each session.  
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! ! Summary – The summary includes a breakdown of each session, main exegetical 

points, discussion questions, and reflections. 

! ! Additional Scriptures – For further study on the session topic or the discipleship 

practice associated with it, five to ten additional scriptures are listed.  

! ! Recommended Reading – Each session provides three books under recommended 

reading, two that affirm strengths of the established discipleship model being 

considered and one that challenges its limitations. The first title on the list issues 

that challenge and provides rationale for selection. 

SUMMARY OF CONTENT 

! ! Session 1 – The Shema, The Soul, and The Song 

The opening session introduces the Shema and its connection to the Song of Songs 

through soul-language that calls for total love. 

! ! Session 2 – From Passion to Responsibility 

By tracing the Shulammite woman’s progression of love in Song 1:1-8, this session 

explores ways to move from passionate love to mature love. 

! ! Session 3 – Soul-Searching 

Session three reviews Song 3:1-5, which details the Shulammite woman’s first 

physical search for her beloved. It draws insight from a quest that involves risks, 

absence, and remembrance. 

! ! Session 4 – Intimate Opposition 

The final session examines three types of opposition observed in Song 5:2-16 and  

discusses key biblical themes like justice and love of neighbor.   
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We will now review the first portion of the curriculum developed for this project. 

The three subsequent chapters will provide pedagogical content for sessions two through 

four. As aforementioned, a narrative summary will precede each session outline.  
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INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP GUIDE – SESSION 1 
 

NARRATIVE OVERVIEW  
 

The first session was introductory, and I opened it by providing basic information 

about the course’s structure and objectives. I devoted much of the instructional period to 

teaching about the Shema since most of the learners had little knowledge of it. Using a 

book recommended by two rabbis, I spoke on the importance of the Shema to the Jewish 

faith and the implications of the terms “hear” and “soul.” I read the Great Commandment 

and introduced the connections I was seeking to make among that text, the Shema, and the 

Song. I chose not to speak at length about the Song since most learners had some familiarity 

with it and since the class would discuss the Song in future sessions. 

SESSION OBJECTIVES 

This session introduced intimate discipleship and began an ongoing discussion 

about the call for total love. It examined the Shema, an ancient prayer/profession of faith 

in Jewish tradition that Jesus used to describe the Great Commandment, and reflected on 

ways to honor that command by exploring: 

! ! a Hebraic understanding of hearing in Deuteronomy 6:4. 

! ! how to demonstrate and grow in love by listening. 

! ! the Shema’s relation to the soul, the Song, and discipleship. 

DRAWING FROM DISCIPLESHIP  

Session one examined the Evangelistic Model, which treats discipleship 

missionally and stresses conversion, evangelism, and often church growth. This model 

draws energy from a strong focus on the kingdom of God but can easily risk the 

commodification of souls. Of the four emphases noted in the description of intimate 
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discipleship (the vocation to wholeness whereby we learn to love well), the Evangelistic 

Model appeals primarily to vocation, because it rouses a sense of God’s purpose, calling, 

and kingdom through the proclamation of the gospel in word and deed. 

INTIMATE PRACTICE 

Gleaning from the Evangelistic Model’s association with vocation, session one 

considered ways to foster the discipline of listening in order to honor the call for total love. 

Challenging this model’s capacity for soul-commodification, this session emphasized the 

inclusion of the physical body in the soul (nefesh) and underscored the importance of 

wholeness to faith practice, and more importantly, faithful discipleship.   

MAIN TEXTS 

! ! Deuteronomy 6:4-9 

! ! Mark 12:29-31 

! ! (References to the Song were made throughout) 

KEY THEMES 

! ! Hearing / Obedience 

! ! Total Love 

! ! Intimacy 

! ! Main Texts 

! ! Key Themes  
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FIGURE 1: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 1 – PAGE 1 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

THE SHEMA, THE SOUL, AND THE SONG 
 
SESSION OUTLINE 
Opening (15 minutes) 

§ Greetings & Prayer 
§ Course Overview 
§ Lectio Divina 
§ Introduction of learning focus for week one 

 
The Shema, The Soul, and The Song (33 minutes) 

§ The Shema (15 minutes) 
o Introduction & Reading of the Shema 
o Shema Video 
o Discussion on Hearing 

§ The Shema and the Soul (8 minutes) 
o Shema and Soul Discussion 
o Soul Video 

§ The Shema, the Soul, and the Song (6 minutes) 
o Brief Discussion of the Song 

• Reading of 1:7, 3:1-4, 5:6 
§ How does this relate to discipleship? (4 minutes) 

o New Testament References to the Shema 
o The Relation of Soul Language to Following in the Song 

 
Conclusion (12 minutes) 

§ Assignments 
§ Working Definition 
§ Session Recap with Resources for Further Study 
§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 
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FIGURE 2: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 1 – PAGE 2 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

T H E  S H E M A ,  T H E  S O U L ,  A N D  T H E  S O N G  
 

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  1  

PREPARATION  
Study Rabbi Lamm’s The Shema: Spirituality and Law in Judaism. Watch the following videos made by 
the Bible Project, a nonprofit animation studio that creates videos about scripture as a unified story. Their 
Shema series offers word studies on the following terms in Deuteronomy 6:4-5: hear (shema), love, Lord, 
heart, soul, and strength. Be prepared to play the videos on hearing and the soul during the first session: 

§ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6KQLOuIKaRA&feature=emb_logo 
§ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_igCcWAMAM 

 
 
SESSION FACILITATION  
OPENING (15 mins.) 

§ Greetings and Prayer 
§ Course Overview 

o Provide an overview of the course. Refer to the preliminary pages of the guide. 
o Explain the focus for each week, and offer the definition for intimate discipleship. 

§ Explain that this study’s approach to discipleship will stress with-ness by challenging 
us to follow in ways that cultivate intimate life with God and fellow believers. Note 
how Israel follows God and learns to live with God in the wilderness, how the 
disciples follow Jesus and live with him in Israel, and how believers of today follow 
the leading of the Spirit of God, who lives within us. 

§ Lectio Divina 
o Facilitate Lectio Divina by reading Deuteronomy 10:12 – So now, O Israel, what does the 

Lord your God require of you? Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to 
love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul. 

§ Introduction of learning focus 
 
THE SHEMA, THE SOUL, AND THE SONG (33 mins.) 

§ The Shema (15 minutes) 
o Read Deuteronomy 6:4-9. Cite Deuteronomy 11:13-21 and Numbers 15:37-41 as extended 

sections of the Shema. Ask learners to listen for words that remind them of intimacy, 
teaching, or learning during the reading. 

o Offer some context on the Shema (when Israel received it and its significance to Judaism). 
Pull from Rabbi Lamm’s The Shema: Spirituality and Law in Judaism, 5-9. 

o Play Bible Project’s Shema video for learners. 
o Highlight “shema” first. Lead a discussion on hearing by posing these questions: 

§ In the Shema, the command to hear precedes the command to love. Why do you think 
that is? Is listening necessary for loving well? Why or why not? 

§ In Deuteronomy 6:4, the command to hear implies obedience. Thus, hearing isn’t a 
passive act; it’s an active form of stewardship intended to confirm love of God. 
Obedience continues to be one of the primary ways we show love to God (cite John 
14:15). Ask, “what was the last thing God spoke to you, and what was your last act 
of obedience?” Tell learners to take 60 seconds to reflect and write their responses. 

• Follow-up questions: 
o What was that exercise like for you? 
o Was it a challenge to remember? 
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FIGURE 3: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 1 – PAGE 3 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

T H E  S H E M A ,  T H E  S O U L ,  A N D  T H E  S O N G  
 

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  1  

§ The Shema and the Soul (8 minutes) 
o Shift to Deuteronomy 6:5. Explain that the group will focus on the term “soul”, because 

it speaks to the broader theme of wholeness and helps serve the goal of practicing faith 
more comprehensively. 

o Play Bible Project “soul/nefesh” video for learners. 
§ Ask learners to share one thing they learned from the video. Listen for responses. 

• Then, reiterate the inclusion of the physical body in a Hebraic understanding 
of the soul (nefesh), the whole human person viewed in relation to God. 

§ The Shema, the Soul, and the Song (5 minutes) 
o Note the video’s allusion to the Song, and instruct learners to turn to that text. 

§ Pull from the interpretive summary section to offer an overview of the Song. Make 
mention of Rabbi Akiba. 

§ Then solicit six volunteers to read. Each volunteer will read one of six verses from 
the Song in which the term “soul” appears (Song 1:7, 3:1, 2, 3, 4, 5:6). When they 
finish, read Deuteronomy 6:5 once more. 

• Ask learners if they hear any resonance among the texts. Explain that those 
resonances are even more pronounced to those who recite the Shema every 
morning and night. 

§ How do these soul and Shema emphases relate to Christian discipleship? (5 minutes) 
o On the Shema: Read New Testament references to the Shema. 

§ Matthew 22:36-40; Mark 12:30-31; Luke 10:25-28 
§ Jesus’ use of the Shema in his pronouncement of the Great Commandment makes 

its charge indispensable to the practice of Christian faith. 
o On the Song: Explain that every time the term “soul” is used in the Song, the language regards 

love and is accompanied by an act of following. As we study the Song’s correlation of the 
soul with love and acts of following, we will glean insights that can aid us in fostering 
intimate discipleship practices. 

 
CONCLUSION (12 mins.) 

§ Assignments 
o In effort to cultivate hearing as a practice, this week you will do two things: 

§ For the next seven days, take 10 minutes each day to read and meditate on 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5. Before you read, ask Holy Spirit to enlighten your 
understanding and to help you focus. After you read, listen for 10 minutes and write 
down everything you hear. On the seventh day, review what you have written and 
take note of any patterns. If you want to extend this exercise, keep a record of what 
you hear from God across the day and add those words to your Shema meditations. 

o In preparation for week two, read Song 1:1-8. 
§ Working Definition 

o Near the end of the session, see how the group defines intimacy by posing the following 
questions: What is intimacy? What ideas come to mind when you hear that term? 

§ Record responses as learners offer feedback. Speak all responses back to the group 
to ensure all feedback was included. 

§ Session Recap with Resources for Further Study 
§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 
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FIGURE 4: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 1 – PAGE 4 
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T H E  S H E M A ,  T H E  S O U L ,  A N D  T H E  S O N G  
 

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  1  
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CHAPTER 4 – FROM PASSION TO RESPONSIBILITY 
 

Our dialogue on intimate discipleship will continue with a review of Song texts that 

utilize soul language and a study of how the soul engages acts of following. Again, our aim 

is to glean discipleship insights from acts of following that seem to be inspired by love. 

Song 1:7-8 is the first of three passages that we will examine. Drawing from allegorical 

and literal readings, our study will appreciate exegetical insights from Origen, Kingsmill, 

Alter, Longman, and at points other scholars; however it will give considerable thought to 

intimate discipleship. The exegetical work will follow the text as outlined.  

SONG 1:7-8 
Tell me, you whom my soul loves, 
where you pasture your flock, 
where you make it lie down at noon; 
for why should I be like one who is veiled 
beside the flocks of your companions? 
 
If you do not know, 
O fairest among women, 
follow the tracks of the flock, 
and pasture your kids 
beside the shepherds’ tents. 
 
Tell me 

The Shulammite woman implores her beloved to speak when she is ready to hear, 

the first command of the Shema (Hear, O Israel). She teases out meanings of the verb 

shama‘ associated with attentive consideration and obedience through her intent to act in 

accord with the words of her beloved (1:7b).!  Hearing is the first way she attempts to 

follow, and her intention binds word and deed to love in a way that reminds us of Jesus’ 

teaching, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (Jn. 14:15).  

 
! !P%'./'%!"67T.#7!NNN3!4$56"$,"4$56/1"M.G";57.*5&70$5&)"A$BB.57&*+"$5"23."9)@"2./7&B.57!4c%#7)!

V#/&)+8!d&00&#.!51!?'%).#7+3!9::;=3!>>1!"67T.#7!#A'%+!,-#,!,-'!*6.#7!&7,'7)+!,6!X6&7!-'%!06A'%!*-'7!+-'!
&7j$&%'+!6G!-&.1!



 66 

you whom my soul loves 

Following the woman’s request is an avowal that she loves the man with her soul 

(nefesh), the entirety of her being."  The Shulammite’s declaration is worthy of note, 

because she is not the first or only Song figure to love the man (“the maidens love you” – 

Song 1:3; “rightly do they love you” – Song 1:4). But love is not enough. In both the Song 

and the Shema, total love is necessary. The woman is distinct because she loves the man 

himself with all of her being, unlike the maidens who love him for his scent and his name 

(1:2). In his allegorical interpretation of the Song, Gregory of Nyssa sees the phrase “you 

whom my soul loves” as a name that the woman bestows upon her beloved.# Assuming her 

voice, Gregory says “Speak to me, you whom my soul loves —for so shall I name you, 

since your name is above every name and cannot be spoken or grasped by any rational 

nature. Therefore your name, which declares your goodness, is my soul’s attitude toward 

you.”$ Gregory’s correlation of the Shulammite woman with a human description for God 

(who alone has a name above all others) calls to mind Hagar, and further, Ishmael, whose 

name accentuates the import of hearing. Interestingly, Gregory’s discussion of the human 

incapacity to utter or comprehend the name of God discloses a profoundly Jewish 

understanding of the holiness of God’s name. This belief is especially significant to the 

Shema, which gleams with two names of God.%   
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The Shulammite’s lover is distinctive and moreover, her declaration is a choice.& 

Since she is not forced into love as she was into labor (1:6),'  the decision to love with all 

is a self-affirming act. But it is also an act that beckons an evaluation of her love, which 

has not yet been tested because it has not been burdened. The woman asks to be drawn 

after (māšəḵênî ’aḥăreḵā) or effectively pulled by her lover in 1:4, but she is not willing to 

go after him until 1:7. Theretofore, he has borne the burden of creating a space for love to 

be expressed, and since the woman could access that space without having to follow him, 

she has been able to love from a comfortable distance, close enough for passion but far 

enough for convenience. Thus, her decision to ask about her lover’s whereabouts with an 

intent to follow is all the more profound. It marks a shift toward a more mature, whole love, 

one that nuances intimacy with responsibility. 

where you pasture your flock 
where you make it lie down at noon 
 

The term “where” comes from the Hebrew word ’êk, which can be translated 

“where, how, why, what.”!  It appears ten times in the Hebrew Bible but is only rendered 

“where” in Song 1:7. This dissimilarity occurs even within the Song; in Song 5:3, the 

woman muses, “I had put off my garment; how (eyk) could I put it on again? I had bathed 

my feet; how (eyk) could I soil them?” The term’s utility in Song 1 accents the concept of 
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place, another prominent theme in the Song. The repeated use of the word “where” 

reinforces this idea. 

One can hear in the woman’s appeal, “tell me (haggidah) … where you pasture 

your flock (tir‘eh [from ra‘ah])” echoes of Joseph’s inquiry in Genesis 37:16, “I am 

seeking my brothers,” he said; “tell me (haggidah), please, where they are pasturing the 

flock (rō‘îm [from ra‘ah]).” Along with language, Joseph and the Shulammite share the 

experience of being pushed into labor by brothers who are angry with them. This parallel 

seems to point toward a greater tension in Scripture – the coexistence of intimacy and 

opposition (especially within the families of individuals who seem to be intimate with 

God). Let us consider: Abel is accepted by God but murdered by Cain; Jacob is loved by 

God but hated by Esau and deceived by Laban; Moses is a friend of God, but Aaron and 

Miriam question his election, and Korah, Dathan, Abiram and On outright defy his 

leadership; David is a man after God’s heart but is scorned by his brothers; Jesus is the 

beloved son of God but is doubted by his siblings, despised by the empire, and rejected by 

the wider world. Such instances could make one ask: Does a lack of intimacy with people 

incite a longing for intimacy with God? Does intimacy nurture a sort of compassion for 

God, whose love for humanity has been consistently unrequited? How can those who 

experience intimacy with God model healthy, loving relationships with people, particularly 

in light of the command to love neighbor as self (Mk. 12:31)?  

Song 1:7 is the first and last time the Shulammite asks the shepherd where he 

pastures his flock. Later, she confidently asserts that he feeds near the lilies: “My beloved 

is mine and I am his; he pastures his flock among the lilies” (2:16);  “My beloved has gone 

down to his garden, to the beds of spices, to pasture his flock in the gardens, and to gather 
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lilies. I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine; he pastures his flock among the lilies” 

(6:2-3). In her work on the Song, Edmée Kingsmill presents the lily as a metaphor for Israel 

and then mentions Song 2:1,+ where the woman’s beloved is referred to as the rose 

(habazelet) of Sharon and the lily (šôšanâ) of the valleys.!,  Much has been said about the 

flowers themselves, but I wish to attend to their ability to emit fragrance. This is an 

interesting point of exploration if we consider how the sense of smell can be tied to 

discernment.!!  Notice that the woman does not use ‘lily’ language when inquiring about 

her lover’s whereabouts. She only alludes to lilies when she knows where he pastures and 

can speak unequivocally about his location. Lilies, then, seem to accompany a growing 

knowledge and discernment of her beloved. To that end, it makes sense that she and the 

shepherd are the only characters in the Song who ever speak of lilies and that they always 

attach lily language to specific entities (e.g. detailed physical features, precise locations, 

etc.).!"  Such exclusivity and specificity conveys a heightened knowledge between the 

lovers that is absent in figures like the young maidens (who know the man’s scent but not 

his person – 1:4). That kind of special knowledge belongs to the two who love with all.  
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for why should I be like one who is veiled 

The intended meaning of the word “veiled” (‘otiyah) is unclear. In Hebrew the term 

means “wrap, cover up,” and exegetes have long pondered its implication in the Song. 

Tremper Longman applies a literal understanding of the veil in his reading of the text. He 

sees Song 1:7-8 as a dialogue between two lovers planning a secret romantic rendezvous. 

If the Shulammite woman does not know where to find her beloved but needs to maintain 

their secret, she will have to wear a veil and disguise herself while looking for him.!#  

Therefore, the physical veil will become emblematic of the couple’s intimate encounter 

itself. Other scholars view the text differently and suggest that otiyah is the scribal error of 

a more probable word, to’ah, which means “to wander, go astray.”!$  Here Sister Edmée 

Kingsmill and Ellen Davis call attention to Israel’s history of wandering from God,!% 

though they are warned not to go astray, particularly in the extended text of the Shema.!& 

It is important to note that in other Old Testament texts, Israel’s wandering is presented as 

a penalty for not wholly following God: 
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beside the flocks of your companions 

Just as the Shulammite distinguishes herself from the maidens by avowing total 

love, she distinguishes her beloved from other men. He is neither the band of brothers who 

 
!# !P%'./'%!"67T.#7!NNN3!4$56"$,"4$56/?";:;1 !
!$ !V6('%,![0,'%3!47*$56"!/"-.&73";/"L$>.3!;:1!
!%!?).s'!Y&7T+.&003!23."4$56"$,"4$56/"&5@"73."8*$/"$,"R$@3! ;;>1!2''!#0+6!?00'7!@#A&+3!=*$>.*'/?"

8%%)./0&/7./?"&5@"73."4$56"$,"4$56/3!9<L1!
!&!OP#D'!R#%'3!6%!I6$!*&00!('!+')$R')!&7,6!,$%7&7T!#*#I3!+'%A&7T!6,-'%!T6)+!#7)!*6%+-&/&7T!,-'.U!4@'$,1!

;;8;L=h!#7)!OC6$!-#A'!,-'!G%&7T'!+6!,-#,3!*-'7!I6$!+''!&,3!I6$!*&00!%'.'.('%!#00!,-'!R6..#7).'7,+!6G!,-'!
" 012 !#7)!)6!,-'.3!#7)!76,!G6006*!,-'!0$+,!6G!I6$%!6*7!-'#%,!#7)!I6$%!6*7!'I'+U!4B$.1!;`8K>=1!



 71 

acted upon her in wrath nor the companion shepherds who could potentially take advantage 

of her. To differentiate her beloved is to rightly perceive who he is (and is not) so she can 

respond to him appropriately. This healthy discrimination confirms that the shepherd is 

worthy of a special love. A total love.  

If you do not know 

Origen’s reading of this part of the text is fascinating. He stresses the weight of 

knowing oneself and ultimately, knowing God, and alleges that the woman has failed on 

both fronts. In his view, she has not stewarded well the knowledge that God gave to her 

directly through the kisses of God’s mouth (1:1)!'  and has consequently deviated from the 

shepherd and the path that leads to him.!*  Origen believes straying is inevitable without 

attention to God’s word, so his reading of Song 1:8 promotes singleness of heart through 

meditation on the word. We see this same emphasis in the Shema and its extended texts: 

“Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your 

children and talk about them when you are at home” (Deut. 6:6-7a); “You shall put these 

words of mine in your heart and soul” (Deut. 11:18); and “only heed his every 

commandment that I am commanding you today - loving the L!"#  your God, and serving 

him with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deut. 11:13). Like the Shema, Origen’s 

interpretation challenges believers to exercise vigilant love and diligent pursuit.  

I appreciate Origen’s reading and fully affirm the need to know self as one seeks to 

know God, but I believe the Shulammite demonstrates a high level of self-awareness. She 

 
!' !V1J1!"#*+673!')13!9*06.58!23."4$56"$,"4$56/?"A$BB.57&*+"&5@"H$B0)0./?!;KK̂ ;K`1!!
!( !V&R-#%)![1!B6%%&+3!Z%13!,%#7+13!H$B0)0./"$5"73."4$56"$,"4$56/1"R*.6$*+"$,"M+//&?"M`1!c%'T6%I!6G!BI++#!

#T%''+!*&,-!E%&T'7S+!)&+R$++&67!6G!D76*0')T'!#7)!+6!6GG'%+!,-&+!%'7)'%&7T!6G!,-'!,'F,8!ONG!I6$!)6!76,!D76*!
I6$%+'0G3!E!('#$,&G$0!67'!#.67T!*6.'73!I6$!#%'!T6&7T!G6%,-!G%6.!,-'!G66,+,'/+!6G!,-'!G06RD3!#7)!I6$!#%'!
,'7)&7T!D&)+!&7+,'#)!6G!,-'!+-'/-'%)+S!,'7,+1U!!



 72 

recognizes the limitations of her knowledge and seeks to learn from the one she loves. By 

anchoring intimate experience in a teachable spirit, she reminds us that having a depth of 

knowledge in one area does not absolve us of the duty to seek in others. Intimacy is no 

excuse for ignorance.  

O fairest among women 

The shepherd returns the favor of distinguished language by commenting on the 

woman’s beauty in a way that communicates incomparability. This type of language is 

consonant with his remarks in 2:2, 4:13, and 6:9, and more broadly with the Song’s 

characterization as the Song of all Songs. Such expressions of the unparalleled incline our 

focus to the holy in our midst.!+   

follow the tracks of the flock 

The term “follow” comes from yatsa’, a Hebrew word that means “come out, go 

out, go forth.” It can also mean “bring out,”",  as it does in Numbers 15:41, a verse from an 

extended text of the Shema that reads, “I am the L!"#  your God, who brought you out 

(yatsa’) of the land of Egypt, to be your God: I am the L!"#  your God.”  

Both Alter and Longman view the shepherd’s bidding to follow as a tease, but 

Longman sees the response as a continuation of the lovers’ desire to meet secretly. 

Applicably, the man instructs the Shulammite, who is a shepherdess, to disguise the aim to 

meet him by pasturing her flock in an area near their meeting spot."!  Like Alter and 

Longman, Robert Jenson believes the shepherd is being coy. Employing a spiritual reading, 
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Jenson relates the shepherd to God (the Good Shepherd) and likens the man’s reply to 

directions that God provides, which can seem ambiguous and hard to grasp – even past 

finding out.""  

At first glance the shepherd’s choice of speech does appear to be motivated by a 

lover’s tease, but his penchant toward explicit, illustrative descriptions throughout the Song 

undercuts that idea (recall Song 7). More importantly, throughout the Song, both the 

Shulammite and her beloved use words to record their love for one another, strengthening 

it with a sense of permanence and publicity not afforded by private, intimate episodes. Far 

from toying with words, the lovers cherish them. As I see it, the shepherd’s response seems 

indirect because it answers a need, not simply a question. The Shulammite originally poses 

a query about her lover’s whereabouts so she will know how to track him, but she does not 

just need to know how to find. She needs to know how to seek. To seek, she must cultivate 

a constant awareness of her beloved. That capacity will enable her to see him in everything. 

In a beaten path. A bag of myrrh. A cluster of henna blossoms. An apple tree. A gazelle. A 

garden. A field of lilies. She will learn that following is not simply about being close to her 

lover; it is about keeping him close by attentively holding him in her thoughts. (She will 

be tested in this in 5:7-8.) Similarly, the Shema welcomes Israel to see and seek God in 

everything. In conversations with children. In resting and rising. In sitting and walking. In 

the tefillin on their hands and the frontlets between their eyes and the tzitzit on their 

garments and the writing on their doorposts."# Everywhere they look in daily life, God is.  

Because God makes life, life. 
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and pasture your kids beside the shepherds’ tents 

The shepherdess receives a second charge, being called to follow and feed (to love 

and lead). The charge requires her to demonstrate the impact of intimacy amidst daily tasks, 

and it places a demand on the practical implications of her love. If the Shulammite truly 

loves with all, love will manifest in the way she cares for what has been entrusted to her.  
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INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP GUIDE – SESSION 2 
 

NARRATIVE OVERVIEW  
 

The second session examined different intensities of love in Song 1. Teaching on 

distant, passionate, and mature love, I underscored the theological and relational 

inadequacies of immature love and invited students to reflect on the types of love operative 

in their lives. Seeing mature love as essential to a mature practice of faith was a crucial 

point of discussion, and the story about Rabbi Akiba’s fidelity during martyrdom 

reinforced this correlation. Students found the story moving, and some continued to 

reference it as the course progressed.  

This session also focused on awareness, a concept that emerged during exegetical 

work on Song 1 and that was reinforced by a conversation with Reverend Amy Nyland, a 

Christian pastor who grew up Jewish. In a reflection on distinctions between Jewish and 

Christian faith, she mentioned, “Jews are taught to be in constant awareness of God, to say 

thank you to God all day, every day. Faith is a life.” I responded by posing the following:  
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Reverend Nyland affirmed my thought and said, 
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Reverend Nyland’s words remain with me. She taught me how important it is to 

make love actionable and consistent, and I sought to implement that insight through weekly 
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assignments that required effort and constancy. I also reflected on her comments about 

compartmentalization in relation to what it means to be a disciple. Often, people utilize 

compartmentalization as a form of control, management, privacy, autonomy, but I wonder 

if the tendency to separate faith from aspects of life causes an unintended division within 

the self, one that trains us to be part of ourselves and thus, love with part of our souls.  

SESSION OBJECTIVES 

Session two accented mature love by tracing the Shulammite’s movement from 

passion to responsibility in Song 1:1-8. It discussed the Shema’s call for total love and 

pondered how to make our souls ready for love by exploring: 

! ! varying types (or intensities) of love in Song 1. 

! ! ways to assess and address the quality of our own love. 

! ! how to progress from intimate encounters with God to an intimate way-of-life that 

helps prepare us for whole love while promoting wholeness in the community. 

DRAWING FROM DISCIPLESHIP  

This session drew from the Praxis Model, which views discipleship as the 

implementation of faith practices and concentrates on executing the teachings, acts and 

habits of Jesus. This model offers biblical knowledge and pragmatic instruction but suffers 

from a lack of sensitivity to divine mystery and a bias toward the individual. Of the four 

emphases in the definition of intimate discipleship, it appeals primarily to loving well, as 

it can be employed to help cultivate faith habits that build the stamina needed to exercise 

mature love.  

 

 



 77 

INTIMATE PRACTICE 

Gleaning from the Praxis Model’s association with faith habits, session two 

considered ways to foster the discipline of attentiveness as a means of training the soul in 

developed love. Challenging this model’s bias toward the individual, the session invited 

learners to assess the quality of their discipleship by examining the quality of their love for 

God and others. If their love was self-serving, their faith practice just might have been, too. 

MAIN TEXTS 

! ! Song 1:1-8 

! ! Mark 12:30-31 

! ! Deuteronomy 6:5  

KEY THEMES 

! ! Maturity 

! ! Awareness 

! ! Seeing and Seeking 
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FIGURE 5: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 2 – PAGE 1 
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FIGURE 6: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 2 – PAGE 2 
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• “I have loved Him with all my heart and I have loved Him with all my 
possessions, but I was not tested as to my soul. Now that I have reached ‘all 
your soul,’ and the time for the Reading of the Shema has arrived, I shall not 
be distracted from loving Him!” (p. 136) 

§ Ask learners, “What, if anything distracts you from loving God?” Allow students 
to share, if any desire. Then explain that pain can be an exceptionally effective 
distractor when it confronts a soul whose love makes no space for suffering. 

§ Now ask the group, “How can pain both distract from and necessitate intimacy with 
God, and subsequently, neighbor?” Listen for responses and guide the dialogue. 

• After the discussion, play this three-minute video and prepare to conclude with discipleship 
practices: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GoF2FwEhWcw&feature=emb_logo 

 
CONCLUSION (10 mins.) 

§ Assignments 
• Share that attentiveness (constant awareness of God) helps equip us for focused love, even 

amidst pain. In effort to foster attentiveness, learners will complete three assignments: 
§ For the next seven days, read the Shema aloud when you wake and just before you 

go to sleep. Pay attention as you speak. 
§ For the next seven days, practice mindfulness by focusing on God’s attributes (e.g. 

mercy, justice, consistency, love, etc.), and seek to model an attribute each day. If 
time allows, ask the group to name some attributes at this point in the session. 

§ In preparation for the next session, read Song 3:1-5. 
§ Working Definition 

• Reference the descriptions of intimacy that learners provided in session one. Now that they 
are concluding session two, ask students if they would change or contribute to this working 
definition in any way. Record any adjustments. 

§ Session Recap with Resources for Further Study 
§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 

 
 
FURTHER STUDY 

§ Additional Scriptures on Attentiveness 
• Psalm 139:7-18 
• 1 Timothy 4:16 
• Proverbs 3:6 
• Isaiah 51:4 
• Philippians 4:8 
• 1 Peter 1:13 
• Proverbs 4:25 

 
§ Recommended Reading 

The following books on discipleship would prove beneficial for many believers, but they may offer 
the most insight to those whose faith practice reflects the Praxis Model. Titles are listed in order of 
recommendation: 
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o Bill Mowry. The Ways of the Alongsider: Growing Disciples Life to Life (Colorado Springs: 
NavPress, 2016). 

§ Rationale: Mowry makes a strong case for relational discipleship, which could help 
address the Praxis Model’s tendency toward the individualistic. His discussion of 
paracletic language as the language of intimacy offers a thought-provoking 
contribution to discipleship training materials. Believers with a high pneumatology 
may find this resource especially refreshing. 

o Vance Pitman. The Life of a Jesus Follower: Bible Study Book. (Nashville: LifeWay 
Christian Resources, 2020). 

o Dana Allin. Simple Discipleship: Grow Your Faith, Transform Your Community. (Colorado 
Springs: NavPress, 2019). 
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CHAPTER 5 – SOUL-SEARCHING 
 

This chapter will examine Song 3:1-4, making brief mention of 3:5. Like much of 

the Song, this text is rhythmic and cyclical. It calls our attention to the rhythms of life and 

love through intentional sequences of language, place, emotion, action, silence, rest, and 

restoration. When read against the Shema, many of these sequences become even more 

pronounced. My reading will aim to accent those similarities and ultimately work toward 

discipleship.  

 
SONG 3:1-5 
Upon my bed at night 
I sought him whom my soul loves; 
I sought him, but found him not; 
I called him, but he gave no answer.  
 
"  “I will rise now and go about the city, 
in the streets and in the squares; 
I will seek him whom my soul loves.” 
I sought him, but found him not. 
 
# The sentinels found me 
as they went about in the city. 
“Have you seen him whom my soul loves?” 
 
$ Scarcely had I passed them, 
when I found him whom my soul loves. 
I held him, and would not let him go 
until I brought him into my mother’s house, 
and into the chamber of her that conceived me. 
 
% I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, 
by the gazelles or the wild does: 
do not stir up or awaken love 
until it is ready! 
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Upon my bed at night 

The term bed comes from mishkab, a word often translated “couch” or “bed” 

because it indicates a place of lying. Ellen Davis explains that in biblical tradition, the bed 

is also a place of prayer, where God is sought and revelations are given.!  There is some 

debate about whether the Shulammite is dreaming on her bed or consciously longing for 

her beloved, but the focus of our reading is not her level of cognizance. Rather, it is her 

physical position. The woman rehearses her longing while lying down – just as Israel is to 

rehearse the commandments when lying down (talk about them […] when you lie down 

and when you rise – Deut. 6:7). This posture parallel is amplified in Song 3:2 when the 

woman chooses to rise.  

The term night comes from ba-leiylot, a plural form of the Hebrew term for “night” 

that here suggests a recurring yearning for the beloved,"  which explains why some 

translations read “night after night.” Several interpretations have been offered about the 

significance of night in Song 3. Michael Fishbane images night as a period in which the 

soul is separated from spiritual clarity though it still hungers for a divine reality. He also 

sees night as the painful eras in Israel’s history that are marked by oppression and exile.# 

Gregory of Nyssa treats night as a divine darkness that hinders the soul from discerning 

through knowledge what it can only receive by faith.$ More broadly speaking, in Scripture, 

night is frequently associated with mystery, danger, unexpected encounters, and evil works 

(Gen. 19:33; Judg. 19:25; 1 Sam. 28:8; Ps. 6:6; Isa. 65:4; Mic. 3:6; Jn. 19:39), however it 
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can also implicate new beginnings and new possibilities (e.g. God cuts covenant with 

Abraham at night; Jacob is renamed Israel just before daybreak; the Israelites’ exodus from 

Egypt commences in the middle of the night; Jesus institutes Holy Communion at night; 

Jesus is resurrected before dawn; prison doors are miraculously opened at midnight).% With 

its reference to night, Song 3 just might be preparing us for a new demonstration of love, 

one that buds in desire and takes shape in danger.   

I sought him whom my soul loves; 

The word “sought” (biqesh) appears four times in Song 3:1-2 and six times 

throughout the Song itself (5:6, 6:1). Ellen Davis teaches that, while biqesh can denote an 

act of inquiring, its wider application signifies a “desire for life that should draw Israel to 

God.”& The latter understanding is fully evident in Song 3:1. Desire is the first way the 

Shulammite expresses seeking in this passage. 

The first of four mentions in Song 3, the phrase “whom my soul loves”'  serves as 

the strongest link to the Shema (“You shall love the L!" #  your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your might” – Deut. 6:5). Origen sees the phrase “whom 

my soul loves” as an endearing title for the Bridegroom that simultaneously emphasizes 

the totality with which the Shulammite must love.* Since the very words that declare her 

love announce her responsibility, the woman must learn to practice in deed what she 

expresses in word, even if those expressions are whispered in the recesses of her heart. The 
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quiet nature of her avowal challenges the woman to rise to the level of her own declaration 

in private (she will soon have occasion to do so in public). She responds to the challenge 

by stewarding productive unrest and allowing discontent to mature her desire.  

I sought him, but found him not;  
I called him, but he gave no answer.  
 

Seeking and finding persist throughout this passage, and the man’s absence 

intensifies the Shulammite’s desire for him.+ Yet, the initial search proves futile for the 

woman because it consists entirely of desire, and the ongoing absence of her beloved (night 

after night) suggests that desire in itself is, for her, no longer a place of discovery. 

Wholeness is. To find her beloved, the woman must pursue in a way that engages the 

totality of her being, not just her passion. She must seek her beloved like Israel is instructed 

to seek God when the nation’s own shortcomings result in God’s seeming absence: “From 

there you will seek the Lord your God, and you will find him if you search after him with 

all your heart and soul (Deut. 4:9).” 

The woman seeks but does not find and calls but receives no answer. This is the 

first instance of silence in Song 3. It is compounded by the sentinels’ silence in 3:3, the 

beloved’s silence in 3:4, and the silence of the daughters of Jerusalem in 3:5. Recurring 

silence magnifies the voice of the woman and indicates that in this text, love has to respond 

with action, not mere appeal.  

“I will rise now and go about the city,  
in the streets and in the squares;  
 

The term rise comes from qum, which means “arise, stand, stand up.” Qum is the 

same word used for the term “rise” in Deuteronomy 6:7, as we briefly alluded to earlier. 
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The woman’s decision to rise is especially audacious since the risks of venturing out into 

the night would be heightened for any young woman of her day.!,  Her choice also 

introduces another parallel between Song 3 and the Shema, which is movement from the 

home to the city (“talk about them when you are at home and when you are away” – Deut. 

6:7; “write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates” – Deut. 6:9). 

I will seek him whom my soul loves.” 
I sought him, but found him not. 
 

The Shulammite’s language confirms a new type of search, for she has already 

sought her beloved upon her bed. The use of language that speaks to the future instead of 

the past (I sought, found, called, gave) conveys a fresh determination to find her lover. The 

Shulammite’s progression from intent to action stimulates hope for an encounter with the 

beloved. But once again, her search proves unproductive.  

The sentinels found me, as they went about in the city. 
“Have you seen him whom my soul loves?” 
"

The word “sentinels” comes from shamar, a Hebrew verb that means “to keep, 

watch, preserve.” The sentinels’ job is to protect the city, and some scholars view their 

presence as emblematic of prophets in the Old Testament. For example, Fishbane alleges 

that, like the sentinels, every Jewish leader guards and oversees the people of Israel by 

teaching and interpreting the scriptures. He highlights that the beloved is revealed in Song 

3 only after the soul seeks direction from these figures.!!  Similarly, Jenson connects Israel’s 

ineffective search for God with an evasion of the prophets (watchmen) that God has sent 
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to help guide her.!"  While I do agree that prophets are at times representative of watchmen 

(Jer. 6:17; Hab. 2:1), I am not convinced that this specific text supports that interpretation. 

I hold this position for two reasons. First, Old Testament prophets provide guidance to 

Israel, but the sentinels in Song 3 do no such thing for this woman (who is an Israelite). 

She finds her beloved despite their silence, not in light of their instruction. Second, prophets 

share God’s concern for people, but these sentinels are only concerned about the city. They 

guard the establishment but do little to protect the most vulnerable, which in this case is 

the young woman. In fact, in Song 5, the sentinels actually inflict harm upon her. Although 

many Old Testament prophets speak of coming destruction, they do not themselves hurt 

God’s people. Thus, in my estimation, the sentinels do not signify prophetic figures. 

Rather, they represent Israel when she acts as if she has not heard from God or refuses to 

respond to God’s word. The sentinels are unwilling to hear (the first mandate of the 

Shema), and that reluctance precludes their ability to honor the subsequent command to 

love with all. As a result, instead of protecting people, they defend a power structure that 

grows increasingly antagonistic toward those most in need of protection.  

When the Shulammite asks the sentinels if they have seen the one her soul loves, 

she blends inquiry with admission. She has declared her soul’s love for the man before, but 

this is the first time she does so in hostile territory.!#  Reciting in public what she has uttered 

in private (1:7, 3:1-2), the woman poses a query about her beloved that the sentinels do not 

answer. Fortunately, her search is not contingent on their word. She does not need to hear 
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them explain where her lover is; she needs to hear herself proclaim why she is facing danger 

to look for him. In the absence of what she hopes for, the Shulammite needs to remember 

the purpose of her pursuit. When she does, words that began as a question flourish into a 

testimony.  

Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him whom my soul loves. 
I held him, and would not let him go 
 

Edmée Kingsmill offers compelling exegetical work on Song 3:1-4, emphasizing 

its linguistic and situational similarities to Proverbs 7:12-18, a text that discusses the 

Foolish Woman.!$  The points of commonality that Kingsmill raises to light are indisputable 

and worthy of attention, but what is also worthy of note is the stark difference of motive 

between the woman in Proverbs 7 and the Shulammite in Song 3. While both characters 

journey into the street at night looking for a man and, upon finding him, seize him, the 

Foolish (or loose) woman in Proverbs performs these acts out of infidelity, not love, and 

the fulfillment of her aim leads to death (of some sort). In contrast, the Shulammite’s 

actions in Song 3 are driven by love, and the fulfillment of her pursuit leads to a more 

disciplined love. It seems wise to weigh those factors as we consider parallels.   

At last, the Shulammite finds her beloved. Happening upon him quite unexpectedly 

despite her intense search, she crowns the joyful encounter with the fourth declaration of 

total love voiced in a single evening. She lays hold (achaz) of her beloved and refuses to 

let go. Suddenly the woman’s hands are no longer free but willingly bound to the one she 

loves. Willingly bound, perhaps, like hands wrapped in tefillin that cling to the 

commandments. In both the Song and the Shema, the voluntary binding of the hands 
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follows a proclamation of total love (“I found him whom my soul loves. I held him, and 

would not let him go” - Song 3:4; “You shall love the L!"#  your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your might… Bind them [the commandments] as a sign 

on your hand” - Deut. 6:5, 7). This hand/heart association is in agreement with a wider 

biblical presentation of hands as instruments that reflect the heart’s disposition.!% The 

Shema takes this connection even further, charging adherents to use their hands to not only 

reflect the heart but also keep it in check, as it were. Numbers 15:38-39, a portion of the 

extended Shema prayer, says “tell them to make fringes on the corners of their garments 

[…] You have the fringe so that, when you see it, you will remember all the commandments 

of the L!"#  and do them, and not follow the lust of your own heart and your own eyes.”  

until I brought him into my mother’s house, 
and into the chamber of her that conceived me. 
 

In her work on Song 3, Ellen Davis teaches that a woman seizing her lover and 

leading him through the city to her mother’s home would be counter-cultural in almost 

every way since “an unmarried woman was expected to stay at home, in what was 

commonly called “the father’s house,” until a suitable mate was found for her.”!& The 

phrase “mother’s house” appears twice in Scripture (Song 3 and Ruth 1), and many 

readings have been offered about its use in the Song. Davis sees the mother as a symbolic 

source of nurturance, identity, and life itself, and she reminds us that Israel is called 

“mother.” Israel’s children, having experienced exile, are brought back into the mother’s 

house and private chamber – secluded areas that might indicate the Temple.!'  Fishbane 

views the mother as characteristic of Sinai and suggests that the people of Israel find their 
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rebirth in the womb of tradition. He perceives the beloved being brought inward as a sign 

of spiritual renewal and ongoing spiritual transformation.!*  Paul Griffiths envisions the 

mother as Eve and the Shulammite as Israel, the Church, or Mary. If the Shulammite 

signifies Mary, he contends, she would welcome an opportunity to make love to the Lord 

so God could have place in her womb as lover and Holy Spirit and thereby reverse the 

dealings that made Eve the mother of all living.!+  Alter does not view the woman 

allegorically, but like Davis, does finds noteworthy the mention of a mother’s house and a 

woman leading a man in ancient Israel.",  All of these interpretations yield rich readings of 

the text, but I am stirred in a slightly different direction.  

By leading the man from the streets into her mother’s home, the Shulammite takes 

her beloved into every area that was once void of his presence. She applies presence to the 

memory of absence by journeying with him into the very spaces previously marked by 

unrest and emptiness. I cannot overstate the significance of this practice, especially for 

believers whose struggle to process trauma and crisis is exacerbated by a sense of God’s 

absence. Questions like “Where was God?” and “If God was there why didn’t God do 

anything?” are legitimate, but sometimes, they can intensify pain by teaching the soul to 

expect absence. So instead of asking God, “Where were You?,” we might say, “I couldn’t 

find You.” This approach retrains the soul to look for presence and supports the purpose 

of retracing. The type of retracing evident in Song 3 does not undo past events, but it does 

help prepare the Shulammite for the future by teaching her how to remember. Instead of 

emphasizing the void she felt night after night, the Shulammite can focus her memory on 
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the sight of her beloved in her mother’s house; instead of meditating on callous sentinels 

in the streets, she can focus on the moment of reunion with her beloved. The ability to 

remember well will strengthen her capacity to love well and empower her to tell without 

interruption the story she truly longs to live. This ability will prove vital for her in Song 5.  

I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the wild does: 
do not stir up or awaken love until it is ready! 
 

Regarding adjuration, Edmée Kingsmill explains that people often obligated 

themselves to an oath in the Old Testament, with God being called on as the pledge 

guarantor. Yet, in Song 3, the Shulammite issues an adjuration by gazelles and wild does."!  

Speaking as a sort of teacher, she charges the daughters of Jerusalem not to awaken love.""  

Though she has given this charge before (2:7), the Shulammite now speaks with greater 

authority because she has risked danger to follow after her beloved. She reminds the 

daughters of Jerusalem not to stir love until it pleases, that is, until the women are ready to 

practice mature love. Having grown in her own practice of love, the Shulammite is learning 

how to express love from her entire being. Appreciating that whole love will place a 

demand on her whole self,/"# she is now ready to work toward fullness in practice and in 

person.  
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INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP GUIDE – SESSION 3 
 

NARRATIVE OVERVIEW  

The third session probed some of the complexities around love of God and neighbor 

by discussing matters like disappointment, fruitless searches for God, and responses to 

God’s seeming absence. Focusing on themes of rising, rehearsing, and retracing, I 

emphasized the significance of taking initiative, concentrating on core truths in the midst 

of despair, and remembering well by retracing (and reclaiming) a sequence of events 

characterized by absence or inaction. Learners were quiet, but they seemed intensely 

reflective as I discussed these themes and possible ways to process the pain behind them. 

I hoped students would continue processing as they completed the assignments for this 

session. I also led a conversation about the silence of the sentinels. This discussion was 

particularly relevant given the silence-turned-complicity that we were observing from so 

many leaders, political and ecclesial, whose courage and moral leadership were and still 

are desperately needed.  

SESSION OBJECTIVES 

The third session highlighted challenges to intimacy in Song 3:1-5 and related that 

passage to the call for total love by exploring: 

! ! love as action. 

! ! the impact of absence. 

! ! the power of remembering well.  

DRAWING FROM DISCIPLESHIP  

This session drew from the Interpersonal Model, which approaches discipleship 

relationally and promotes fellowship with God and people. This model leans toward a love 
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ethic but can disempower believers if it fails to teach them how to cultivate personal 

spiritual disciplines. Of the four emphases in the definition of intimate discipleship (the 

vocation to wholeness whereby we learn to love well), the Interpersonal Model appeals 

primarily to learning, as it supports the types of faith formation and character education 

that are best implemented by an empowered community of believers.  

INTIMATE PRACTICE 

Gleaning from the Interpersonal Model’s association with community, this session 

considered ways to foster the discipline of discovery (and when needed, rediscovery) to 

nurture dynamic love. Challenging the model’s tendency to over-rely on community, this 

session accentuated disciplines that every believer must cultivate individually.  

MAIN TEXTS 

! ! Song 3:1-5 

! ! Mark 12:30-31 

! ! Deuteronomy 6:5  

KEY THEMES 

! ! Initiative 

! ! Seeking and Finding 

! ! Danger 

! ! Memory 

 



 95 
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SOUL-SEARCHING 
 
SESSION OUTLINE 
Opening (10 minutes) 

§ Greetings & Prayer 
§ Content Recap of Previous Session 
§ Introduction of Learning Focus for Week Three 
§ Visual Lectio Divina 

 
Soul-Searching (40 minutes) 

§ Reading of Song 3:1-5 
§ Rise (10 minutes) 

o Discussion of Song 3:1-2 
o Risks 

§ Rehearse (10 minutes) 
o Discussion of Song 3:3 
o From Question to Confession 

§ Retrace (20 minutes) 
o Discussion of Song 3:4 
o The Invitation 
o Dove’s Eyes 

 
Conclusion (10 minutes) 

§ Working Definition 
§ Assignments 
§ Session Recap with Resources for Further Study 
§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 
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S O U L - S E A R C H I N G  

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  3  

PREPARATION 
§ Preview this music video entitled, “Dove’s Eyes,” which will be used in the session. Click the 

following link to access the video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eteqyg8u3uY. 
 
 
SESSION FACILITATION 

§ OPENING (10 mins.) 
§ Greetings & Prayer 
§ Content Recap of Previous Session 
§ Introduction of Learning Focus for Week Three 
§ Visual Lectio Divina 

o Instead of asking learners to listen for a word or phrase that speaks to them, display the image 
on the previous page and ask, “If God used this picture to get a message to you, what would 
that message be?” Invite learners to voice their thoughts. Highlight and affirm variations 
of perspective, and then ask them to consider how they might respond to the message. 

§ If a learner says (s)he does not know what God is conveying or questions if God could 
be speaking at all, use the occasion to discuss ways that believers can remain faithful 
even when we don’t know what God is saying or when God is silent. Both experiences 
can transpire during the practice of faith. 

 
SOUL-SEARCHING (40 mins.) 

§ Reading of Song 3:1-5 
o Ask a student to read the text. 

§ Rising (10 minutes) 
o Discuss Song 3:1-2 - Upon my bed at night I sought him whom my soul loves; I sought 

him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer. “I will rise now and go about 
the city, in the streets and in the squares; I will seek him whom my soul loves.” 

§ Speak on the significance of “night” language. See exegetical notes and explain the 
state of unrest that prompts the woman to rise. 

• Note the linguistic parallel of rising in Song 3 and the Shema. 
• Explain that rising marks a new way of seeking (The Shulammite claims to 

have sought for the man from home in 3:1). She is initiating the engagement 
of love, not just longing for it. 

§ Discuss the risks associated with rising and going into the city. 
• Ask learners, “What risks are involved in seeking God?” Listen for responses. 
• Then ask, “What risks are involved in going after people you love?” Again, 

listen for responses. If no one comments about the risk of disappointment 
of not “finding” (literally or metaphorically) the one being pursued, mention 
that here. 

§ Rehearsing (10 minutes) 
o Discuss Song 3:3 – The sentinels found me, as they went about in the city. “Have you seen 

him whom my soul loves?” 
§ Pull from exegetical work to introduce the sentinels and their significance. Offer 

a few interpretations of who the sentinels represent before sharing the view 
outlined in exegesis. 

• Mention the sentinels’ silence in contrast to the Shulammite’s voice. 
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I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  3  

o From Question to Confession 
§ Discuss how the Shulammite receives no answer to the question about her lover’s 

whereabouts. She does not receive direction, yet she does receive clarity because she 
rehearses her proclamation of total love for the first time in public. Her words serve 
as a reminder of the reason she is seeking with such courageous fervency. 

§ Tell learners that they are about to enter a time of reflection. Ask them to still 
themselves, close their eyes, and ponder the following questions: 

• What is your “why”? What purpose do you need to remember in the face of 
risks? Allow two minutes for silent reflection. 

• After two minutes, ask learners to state their “why” (only if they are willing; 
nothing should be forced). 

o When students are ready to share, ask them to begin their statement 
of purpose by speaking their own names, as if addressing themselves, 
though in the presence of others. They can use this format: (“Name, 
you need to remember ...”). 

o Chronicle each purpose expressed. 
§ Explain that another form of seeking is remembrance, a theme prominent throughout 

Deuteronomy. 
§ Retracing (20 minutes) 

o Discuss Song 3:4 – Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him whom my soul loves. 
I held him, and would not let him go until I brought him into my mother’s house, and into 
the chamber of her that conceived me. 

§ Draw from exegetical work on Song 3:4 and explain that the Shulammite takes her 
beloved into every area that she could not find him. 

• She applies presence to the memory of absence and trains her mind to deepen 
the practice she developed in Song 1 – seeing her beloved in everything. Even 
emptiness. 

§ Lead a conversation about inviting God’s presence into areas that seem to be marked 
by divine absence. This invitation begins with a prayer to see more than our pain. 

• Widened vision helps restore our desire to seek, but the purpose of our search 
mustn’t be securing an explanation for pain, as if the rationalization of agony 
could undo suffering. Rather, the purpose is to welcome God in the very areas 
we have learned not to expect God, not to expect love, in hopes that we will 
discover a Presence that goes deeper than pain. 

o This welcome is a radical act of intimacy that some may not wish 
to perform. That is understandable. Yet, for those who desire 
intimacy with God but wrestle with questions of God’s seeming 
absence, this act may serve as a first step. 

• See if anyone wants to offer feedback on the idea of invitation. 
o Listen for responses and be ready to mention scriptures about biblical 

figures who felt distance from God (Psalm 10:1; Matthew 27:46; 
Psalm 38:21, etc.). 

 
§ Play “Dove’s Eyes.” 

o Mention that this ballad draws from the Song of Songs (see Song 1:15, 4:1, 5:12). 
o After the song ends, ask learners what they heard in the lyrics. 
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CHAPTER 6 – INTIMATE OPPOSITION 
 

Song 5 shares many parallels with Song 3 (i.e. a reflection on events from an 

indistinct level of consciousness, night, a transition from resting to rising, hand imagery, 

unsuccessful attempts at seeking and calling the beloved, movement from the house to the 

city, an encounter with the sentinels, silence, an adjuration to the daughters of Jerusalem, 

and the repetition of specific words). Having sought to discuss most of these elements in 

chapter five, I will not reexamine them here. Instead, I will focus on Song 5:6, 7, and 9 to 

highlight three expressions of intimate opposition that I believe speak to the Shema and the 

practice of discipleship. Other parts of the poem will be referenced throughout. 

 
SONG 5:2-16 
I slept, but my heart was awake. 
Listen! my beloved is knocking. 
“Open to me, my sister, my love, 
my dove, my perfect one; 
for my head is wet with dew, 
my locks with the drops of the night.” 
#/I had put off my garment; 
how could I put it on again? 
I had bathed my feet; 
how could I soil them? 
$/My beloved thrust his hand into the opening, 
and my inmost being yearned for him. 
%/I arose to open to my beloved, 
and my hands dripped with myrrh, 
my fingers with liquid myrrh, 
upon the handles of the bolt. 
&/I opened to my beloved, 
but my beloved had turned and was gone. 
My soul failed me when he spoke. 
I sought him, but did not find him; 
I called him, but he gave no answer./
' /Making their rounds in the city 
the sentinels found me; 
they beat me, they wounded me, 
they took away my mantle, 
those sentinels of the walls. 
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* /I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, 
if you find my beloved, 
tell him this: 
I am faint with love. 
+/What is your beloved more than another beloved, 
O fairest among women? 
What is your beloved more than another beloved, 
that you thus adjure us? 
!, /My beloved is all radiant and ruddy, 
distinguished among ten thousand. 
!! /His head is the finest gold; 
his locks are wavy, 
black as a raven. 
!" /His eyes are like doves 
beside springs of water, 
bathed in milk, 
fitly set.  
!# /His cheeks are like beds of spices, 
yielding fragrance. 
His lips are lilies, 
distilling liquid myrrh. 
!$ /His arms are rounded gold, 
set with jewels. 
His body is ivory work,  
encrusted with sapphires.  
!%/His legs are alabaster columns, 
set upon bases of gold. 
His appearance is like Lebanon, 
choice as the cedars. 
!&/His speech is most sweet, 
and he is altogether desirable. 
This is my beloved and this is my friend, 
O daughters of Jerusalem. 
 
I opened to my beloved, 
but my beloved had turned and was gone. 
 

The opening of the door also serves as an opening of the eyes for the Shulammite, 

whose desire collapses into disappointment when she realizes her lover is gone. The 

disappointment is especially penetrating because the woman knows her beloved’s absence 

could have been avoided.!  When the Shulammite does respond, her lover has turned and 
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gone. The word “turned” comes from chamaq, a term mentioned only twice in the Hebrew 

Bible (Song 5:6 and Jer. 31:22). It means “to turn away”"  but can also denote a sense of 

wavering or wandering, as it does in Jeremiah 31:22 when God says to Israel: “How long 

will you waver, O faithless daughter?” In the Song and Jeremiah, the use of chamaq is 

associated with languished love and hope for renewal. Jeremiah 31 acknowledges that 

Israel has wandered away from God, yet the text boasts of renewal and restoration because 

God’s love is everlasting. In Song 5, the turning away is a bit more subtle. The man turns 

away from the door because the woman has turned, ever so slightly, from the practice of 

whole love by engaging needless delay. She turns only for a moment, but a moment is all 

it takes.  

My soul failed me when he spoke. 

When the Shulammite returns to language involving the soul, we observe the first 

type of opposition in Song 5, internal opposition. The woman expresses that the fullness 

of her being goes out (fails) when her lover speaks (suggesting that his words impact every 

part of her), but the text does not verify that claim. When the man speaks, the Shulammite 

ponders whether she should respond to him and muses, “I had put off my garment; how 

could I put it on again? I had bathed my feet; how could I soil them?” It is not until she 

hears the man put his hand into the opening that she decides to leave the bed (Song 4:4-5). 

That she can be moved in every part of her being and remain motionless in bed discloses 

an internal opposition, a disjointedness in her own practice of love that manifests through 

hesitation and self-preservation. But what causes this kind of division? Ellen Davis offers 

the most persuasive argument in her discussion of torpor, a form of spiritual lethargy that 
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commonly follows times of intense gratification.# Relishing prior moments of gratification 

can actually assuage desire in the present and yield a delayed response to one’s beloved,$ 

because nothing threatens intimacy like routinization. Which explains why the Shulammite 

is best at love when she resists the routinization of intimacy and treats her beloved as 

different. She regresses in love when she treats him as important but not incomparable. If 

the woman is to practice whole love, she must also practice holy love – a love that is 

different from all others and that sees her beloved as different from all others. It is necessary 

for her to honor those distinctions for two reasons.  

First, a different kind of love merits a different type of conduct. The woman 

confirms her lover’s distinction, in part, by the way she responds to him, and her use of 

soul language anticipates the kind of conduct that responds immediately to intimate 

invitations (“open to me, my bride”) and initiates intimacy by seeking ways to cultivate 

love with all the heart, soul, and strength (“tell me, you whom my soul loves, where you 

pasture your flock” [1:7], “I will rise now and go about the city […] I will seek him whom 

my soul loves “[3:2]). Likewise, Israel responds to God’s invitation to intimacy by reciting 

the Shema, the ageless prayer that robes holiness in love by calling for complete devotion 

(“The Lord is our God. The Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all…”). 

For Israel and the Shulammite, love is not total if it is not different.   
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Second, seeing the beloved as unique mitigates the association of new encounters 

with former experiences. If the woman’s beloved is truly unlike any other, every time they 

meet can be unlike any other as well. Even if they come together for the same purpose, 

each encounter teems with a newness that can be accessed if presumption is set aside and 

both lovers are willing to continue learning one another. They must learn well to love well. 

The same principle holds true for every lover of God. In addition to being trained in 

practices, our souls must be trained in an expectation that welcomes divine intimacy and 

divine mystery. Staying close enough to love with all and distant enough to accept that we 

will never know all, we must safeguard the ability to be awed by our Beloved. 

I sought him, but did not find him; 
I called him, but he gave no answer. 
 

The Shulammite’s immediate reversion to old strategies amplifies the necessity of 

a different response (especially if she performed this search from the home, as she initially 

did in Song 3). Her thwarted attempt to seek and call the beloved% suggests that this test of 

love is not about how well she can find a lover who is absent; it is about how willing she 

is to respond to one who is present. The woman’s inability to discern what love is currently 

requiring of her not only reveals the need for the ongoing training of her soul but also points 

toward the second type of opposition in Song 5, one with which she is already painfully 

familiar.  

Making their rounds in the city 
the sentinels found me; 
they beat me, they wounded me, 
they took away my mantle, 
those sentinels of the walls. 
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During the search for her beloved in the city, the woman re-encounters sentinels 

who, likely mistaking her for a prostitute, strike her and strip away her covering.& By 

exerting power upon her as her brothers did in Song 1, the sentinels reacquaint the woman 

with external opposition. The opposition is external because it occurs beyond the confines 

of her typical daily experience (she is not often in the city) and because it operates from an 

exterior narrative of fear. That narrative feeds the lust for power, decries a love for people, 

and upholds systems that prove to be as lethal as they are legal. It represents everything the 

Shulammite must unlearn.  

The sentinels beat and bruise'  the Shulammite to punish her boldness.*  Striking her 

with so much force that blood vessels rupture underneath her skin, these guards, who have 

been commissioned to protect, treat the woman’s life and dignity as a plaything.+ Then, 

seeking to intensify the assault, the sentinels rip away the mantle that could have covered 

her injuries.!,  Their mishandling of the Shulammite contributes to a history of abuse and 

tension at the hands of men, but it also makes all the more notable the woman’s desire to 

love her beloved totally. Though ill-treated, the woman is resilient. She does not view 
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herself as the summation of abuse, and she teaches people how to see her by shifting the 

focus from what she has personally endured to what love can accomplish. In so doing, she 

affirms love’s ability to reach the entire person and models how to remember well by 

recalling and recommitting to what is absolutely true. This is what Israel does when she 

recites the Shema (Num. 15:40). 

What is your beloved more than another beloved, 
O fairest among women? 
What is your beloved more than another beloved, 
that you thus adjure us? 
 

After the Shulammite adjures the daughters of Jerusalem to relay a message to her 

beloved if they find him, the maidens pose a question that reveals what we will refer to as 

adjacent opposition, a form of resistance that stems from within the community. The young 

women ask a seemingly harmless question: “What is your beloved more than another 

beloved?”!!  In essence, they ask, “What makes him different than any other?” Since they 

probably know something about the beloved through observation or previous dialogues 

with the Shulammite, the maidens are not likely asking for information. They are posing 

the question to question her. They challenge the woman to justify her level of commitment 

to a man who is not different in their eyes, and yet, the Shulammite, who has been a sort 

of mentor to them and thus has no need to explain herself, seizes the opportunity to 

pronounce what makes her beloved so different. Just look at how she begins! “My beloved 

is all radiant and ruddy, distinguished among ten thousand” (5:10).!"  Then, tracing the 

contours of his stature with her memory, she finds a new way to follow and begins to 
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describe the man from head to legs.!#  She concludes the description by returning to his 

mouth, knowing that her last response to his words was fraught with internal opposition.  

The language she uses to pay tribute to her beloved seems royal, if not deific at 

points,!$  and yet, it maintains a very relevant quality because the Shulammite employs 

images germane to her setting.!% His lips are like the lilies that grow in the field where he 

pastures his flock (2:16; 6:3); his appearance is like the cedars of Lebanon, a place with 

which they are both familiar (4:8); his hair is black like the ravens that decorate Jerusalem’s 

sky (5:11); his head, arms, and ankles are like the gold used to construct King Solomon’s 

couch (3:10); his mouth drips with myrrh just as her fingers do (5:5); his eyes are like the 

doves used to describe her own gaze (1:15; 4:1). By tying his features to her surroundings, 

the woman situates love in her present reality. She does not visualize love as a thing to be 

engaged outside of lived experience but rather looks at the best of what is around her, the 

very best of her current and complicated situation, and uses it to depict the one she loves. 

This is a clear mark of mature love. Mature love, whole love, speaks to the whole person, 

so it does not have to fabricate an idyll that the mind can visit but the body can never 

inhabit. In fact, it requires the whole person to remain radically present when love seems 

most absent. The woman meets this requirement by acknowledging the opposition and 

abuse she has just encountered while holding fast to a memory that incites praise of the one 
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she loves. Her praise rings through this chapter with an anchored joy that finds its crescendo 

in Song 5:16, “This is my beloved and this is my friend.” 

Just as the Shulammite finds a new way to follow, she finds a new way to love. She 

can now love the man as a romantic partner and a friend.!& In Song 5:16, the word “friend” 

is translated from rea, a Hebrew term that means “friend, companion, neighbor.” This same 

word, rea, appears in Leviticus 19:18, where the Lord commands Israel, “you shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” One striking feature of the term rea is the variation of its use. 

It is the term utilized to describe God’s relationship with Moses in Exodus 33:11, which 

says, “Thus the L!"#  used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend (rea).” 

This text reveals a deep, intimate connection. Equally remarkable is the use of the term rea 

to describe the Egyptians in Exodus 11:2, when, just before the final plague, the Israelites 

are told to ask their Egyptians neighbors (rea) for articles of silver and gold. This broad 

spectrum of friend and neighbor language can deepen our comprehension of the weight of 

the Second Commandment, which Jesus pronounces when he couples the Shema with 

Leviticus 19:18 by saying, 
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INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP GUIDE – SESSION 4 
 

NARRATIVE OVERVIEW  

The final session emphasized love of neighbor, and two special guests joined the 

time of learning. The first spoke on hesitation and holiness and the second on love of 

neighbor. Between their contributions, I explained how the friend/neighbor language in 

Song 5:16 connects to that in Leviticus 19:18 and Mark 12:31, two texts that instruct love 

of neighbor as self. I revisited the conversation on mature love and discussed the need to 

model that love with people, especially those with whom we share difference. 

In preparation for this session, I thought a great deal about race, class, justice and 

the need to seek the welfare of the community. But I also felt a caution in equating 

advocacy with discipleship. This was, again, a question of being. If being a disciple is being 

an advocate, how can a person practice discipleship if he needs to be advocated for? While 

pondering this question, I reflected on a conversation with a colleague who served a large, 

affluent church that was very active in civic matters. The church had a feeding program for 

homeless citizens in the area, and one day, my colleague said, “They (homeless persons) 

always come to eat through the week. I just don’t know why we can’t them to come to 

worship on Sunday.” Having served a short while in the same church, I responded, “they 

don’t want to come worship until they can be viewed as worshipers, not as homeless people 

from the church’s feeding program who happened to come to worship.” Sometimes, the 

thrust to assist others makes us see need before we see people, and that, though unintended, 

is a form a dehumanization. Just as personhood should not be reduced to performance, it 

should not be reduced to suffering. Disciples must take care not to define ourselves by how 

much we can aid or conversely, how much we can endure.     
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SESSION OBJECTIVES 

The fourth session highlighted three forms of opposition in Song 5 and examined 

the implications of such opposition for the individual and wider community. It pursued the 

call for total love by exploring: 

! ! justice. 

! ! love of neighbor. 

! ! imaginative ways to follow. 

DRAWING FROM DISCIPLESHIP  

This final session drew from the Communal Model, which views discipleship as 

the Church’s responsibility to pursue social justice, aid the marginalized, and support 

community care. It is vital but can be seen as humanitarianism if it fails to articulate the 

narrative of faith that motivates advocacy and service. Of the four emphases noted in the 

definition of intimate discipleship (the vocation to wholeness whereby we learn to love 

well), the Communal Model appeals primarily to wholeness, as it seeks to attend to 

systemic brokenness through service, stewardship, prophetic resistance, and corporate 

repentance. 

INTIMATE PRACTICE 

Gleaning from the Communal Model’s association with wholeness, session four 

considered ways to foster the discipline of response while working toward a love that is 

both robust and restored. Challenging the Communal Model’s need for proclamation, it 

examined the Shulammite’s pronouncement of her beloved as a friend (neighbor). 

MAIN TEXTS 

! ! Song 5:2-17 
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! ! Mark 12:30-31 

! ! Deuteronomy 6:5  

KEY THEMES 

! ! Hesitation 

! ! Holiness 

! ! Friendship 
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FIGURE 14: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 4 – PAGE 1 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

INTIMATE OPPOSITION 
 
SESSION OUTLINE 

§ Opening (10 minutes) 
§ Greetings & Prayer 
§ Content Recap of Previous Session 
§ Introduction of Learning Focus for Week Four 
§ Blended Lectio Divina 

• “Communion” – Part I 
 
Intimate Opposition (35 minutes) 

§ Internal Opposition 
• Discuss Song 5:1-6 

§ External Opposition 
• Discuss Song 5:7 
• Poem to the Shulammite 

§ Adjacent Opposition 
• Discuss Song 5:9-16 
• Friend/Neighbor Language 
• “Communion” – Part II 

 
Conclusion (15 minutes) 

§ Session Recap with Resources for Further Study 
§ Class Reflections 
§ Working Definition 
§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 
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I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  
L O V E  I S  A  L E A R N I N G  P R O C E S S .  
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FIGURE 15: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 4 – PAGE 2 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

I N T I M A T E  O P P O S I T I O N  

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  4  

PREPARATION 
Review this music video entitled, “Communion.” Note the garden, friendship, and air/life motifs in its lyrics. 
Portions of the song will be included the final session. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=91hHw1YPqxE. 
 
 
SESSION FACILITATION 
OPENING (10 mins.) 

§ Greetings & Prayer 
§ Content recap of previous session 

o Review key points. 
o Invite learners to mention which seeking practice they chose (rising, rehearsing, retracing) 

and the reason for their selection. 
§ Introduction of learning focus for week four 
§ Blended Lectio Divina 

o Rather than reading a text aloud, ask learners to turn to Song 5 and re-read the chapter silently. 
(They will already be familiar with the passage from last week’s homework assignment.) 
Then, play a portion of the “Communion” song and ask learners to listen for any words 
or themes that remind them of Song 5. Start at 0:35 and stop at 3:40. 

 
INTIMATE OPPOSITION (35 mins.) 

§ Internal Opposition – Song 5:1-6 
o Review the introductory notes from the exegetical work on Song 5, which explain the many 

parallels between this text and Song 3. One of the greatest distinctions of this passage from 
Song 3 is hesitation (5:3) when the Shulammite’s beloved is present and actively seeking 
to be with her. It is the first occasion that she exhibits reticence in his presence. 

o Lead a discussion on hesitation and Dr. Davis’ teaching on torpor, which introduces 
the woman to a self-inflicted pain that could have been avoided with response. 

§ Ask the group, “Why do we delay responding to the things we most desire?” Listen 
for responses. Then share that the discipline of response is established in pre- 
response, a resolved readiness to act that anticipates and appreciates the next 
opportunity to love. To elude hesitation and the sting of missed opportunity, we 
must foster that readiness before we are tested. Offer ways to do that. 

§ External Opposition – Song 5:7 
o Discuss the Shulammite’s confrontation with the sentinels. Pull from exegetical notes and 

explain how the sentinels’ gross abuse of power exploits the woman’s social vulnerability. 
Mention that she represents those who are most in need of protection. 

§ Lead a prayer for individuals and people groups who continue to experience injustice, 
violence, and the loss of dignity or worse, life, at the hands of officials who have been 
appointed to protect. 

o Remind learners that the Song is a collection of poems. Now ask students to imagine their 
learning group encountering the Shulammite just after she has been beaten and exposed. 
What would they, as intimate disciples, say to the woman in her weakest state? 

§ Ask the group to work together to write a poem to the Shulammite. Each learner 
will contribute one sentence to the writing. The group will determine the 
arrangement of wording and select a representative to read it. (Be prepared to print 
the mail a copy to each learner the following week, just after the course ends.) 
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FIGURE 16: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 4 – PAGE 3 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

I N T I M A T E  O P P O S I T I O N  
 

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  4  

§ After hearing the reading, ask learners these two questions: 
• “Who is a vulnerable individual in your sphere that you personally know and 

love?” (If you don’t personally know and love someone who is vulnerable, 
your sphere is too small or your relationships are too shallow.) Listen for 
responses. 

• Then ask: “Have you offered support to that person as you just did the 
Shulammite?” 

§ Adjacent Opposition – Song 5:9-16 
o Describe how the Shulammite responds when the maidens question the distinction of her 

beloved. Resilient, she uses her mind’s eye to find a new way to follow and traces his figure 
from head to legs, all the while proclaiming his preeminence (distinguished among ten 
thousand). Again, the woman engages her memory to apply presence amidst absence. 

o She seals the proclamation of praise by saying, “This is my beloved and this is my friend.” 
§ Reference exegetical work on Song 5:16 and explain that the word “friend” is 

translated from rea, a Hebrew term that means “friend, companion, neighbor”. This 
same word, rea, appears in Leviticus 19:18, you shall love your neighbor as yourself. 

§ Lead a discussion on love of neighbor. 
• Explain that, often, when we think about love of neighbor, we reflect on ways 

to aid persons who have been underserved. And we should. Nuance that 
reflection by asking learners, “What would it look like to love neighbors who 
are in positions of great power and who use that power to hurt people and 
communities? Speaking from the vantage point of Song 5, what would it 
look like to love the sentinels and see them as neighbors?” 

o Listen for responses and stress that love of neighbor should not 
be romanticized or devalued with an expectation of ease. It is 
complex and hard and only possible through the God. 

o Also note that, because love is multi-faceted, it takes shape in 
different ways. Just as love can manifest as presence, forgiveness, 
care, and protection, it can also manifest as chastening, training, 
righteous indignation, fear of the Lord, and a host of other 
expressions. Part of learning to love well is finding ways to cultivate 
manifestations of love that are lacking or underdeveloped in our 
souls, because developed love adds dimension to our discipleship and 
makes us better friends, neighbors, and followers. 

o Now, remind the group that Christ calls us friends, and revisit the “Communion” song. Start 
at 11:20 and stop at 14:08 (the end of the video). 

 
CONCLUSION (15 mins.) 

§ Session recap with resources for further study 
§ Class Reflections 

o Invite students to share reflections about the class. If needed, begin the dialogue by asking 
questions like, “Has your understanding of discipleship changed since taking this class? 
If so, how?” “What, if anything, surprised you during this course?” or “Is there anything 
you’d like to say to your fellow learners?” 
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FIGURE 17: INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP CURRICULUM GUIDE 
SESSION 4 – PAGE 4 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

I N T I M A T E  O P P O S I T I O N  
 

 

I N T I M A T E  D I S C I P L E S H I P  –  S E S S I O N  4  

§ Working Definition 
o Once more, see if the group’s collective understanding of intimacy has changed at this point 

in the course. Restate the descriptions of intimacy that students provided in session three, and 
ask if they would alter or add to those descriptions. Lead the group in a brief conversation 
about their working definition of intimacy, and underscore any significant variations you 
have recorded over the last three weeks.  

§ Final Questions & Comments 
§ Prayer & Dismissal 

 
 
FURTHER STUDY 

§ Additional Scriptures on friends and neighbors: 
o John 15:12-15 
o Proverbs 27:17 
o James 2:8 
o Romans 13:10 
o Proverbs 17:17 
o Galatians 5:14 
o Luke 6:31 
o Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 

 
§ Recommended Reading  

The following books on discipleship would prove beneficial for many believers, but they may offer 
the most insight to those whose faith practice reflects the Communal Model. Titles are listed in 
order of recommendation: 

o Tony Evans. Kingdom Disciples Bible Study Book. (Nashville: Lifeway Christian Resources, 
2018). 

§ Rationale: This accompaniment resource to Evans’ Kingdom Disciples book views 
discipleship in light of the Kingdom of God, a focus that appeals to the Evangelistic 
Model. In both works Evans includes a chapter entitled “A Deep Intimacy,” where he 
discusses the importance of knowing God through power and suffering. Since the 
Communal Model often utilizes power in order to prevent suffering, this book may 
offer a helpful perspective for that work while encouraging a more deliberate 
approach to gospel articulation.  

o W. Jay Moon. Intercultural Discipleship: Learning From Global Approaches To Spiritual 
Formation. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017).  

o Vincent Bacote. The Political Disciple: A Theology Of Public Life. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2015).  

 
§ Music 

o https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tWOShp2EPOE 
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CONCLUSION 
 

I will conclude with a dialogue that attends primarily to the pedagogical component 

of this study. The discussion will outline course preparation, describe the learning group 

and class structure, lift up thoughts from each session, provide suggestions for future study, 

analyze the class evaluation, and close with reflections on intimate discipleship, both as a 

course and a way-of-life.  

PREPARATION, LEARNING GROUP, AND CLASS STRUCTURE 

To invite participation in the discipleship course, I drafted an announcement about 

the class and submitted it to my church’s administrative office for inclusion in weekly 

email correspondence. The announcement presented a brief overview of the class, 

explained that it would be offered via Zoom, and welcomed interested members to email 

me for more information. Upon receiving messages from those parishioners, I responded 

with an email that contained a detailed explanation of the study, a University-approved 

consent form with instructions for completion, a preliminary survey regarding familiarity 

with the Song, the Shema, and Christian discipleship, and a request for prospective students 

to contact me if they had any questions. After I received a signed consent form and survey 

from each participant, I shared the Zoom link prepared for the learning group.  

The learning group was comprised of 30 students, and it was diverse in age, gender, 

educational attainment, marital status, Christian experience, and even faith community. 

Ages ranged from the early thirties to late sixties; many students held advanced degrees 

but one was unable to complete high school; a slight majority (17 of 30) were married; and 

some students came to the faith in recent years while others were reared in the Christian 

tradition since birth. Of those raised in the Christian faith, most were nurtured in Baptist or 



 116 

Holiness denominations,!  but a small number grew up Catholic. The variance in 

denominational background led to deeper, more complex discussions of the Song and of 

Scripture in general, as students were able to view the text through the eyes of different 

traditions. Still, the greatest and least expected point of diversity came from faith 

community. Fifteen members of our church’s second location heard about the class and 

decided to join, ultimately constituting 50 percent of the learning group. I knew most of 

the participants from the second location by name, but some I did not know at all.   

I facilitated this four-week discipleship study from August 13 to September 3, 2020, 

leading online sessions every Thursday at 7:00 pm during that period. I allotted one hour 

for each session and, for the most part, observed the structure and content of the curriculum 

guide. I began crafting the guide near the onset of Covid, so I had to make significant 

changes to best serve the learning group (e.g. offering the class virtually rather than in-

person, replacing handouts with PowerPoint presentations, teaching on Thursday nights 

instead of Sunday mornings, removing class activities and discussions that were beneficial 

but not essential). I prayed, prepared, and felt my way through the four-week class, seeking 

to improve every session. Without question, this course was the most challenging and 

rewarding of any I have ever taught, in part because I learned more than I imparted. Having 

had some time to reflect on the learning experience, I will share some of the insights 

gleaned during each week of study. 

REFLECTIONS 

Week one was a foundational session that was heavily informed by the preliminary 

survey that participants were asked to complete. On that survey, 23 of 30 learners indicated 
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that they did not know what the Shema was or how it was used, so the first session focused 

chiefly on the Shema and significance for Jews and, because of Jesus’ New Testament 

reference to the Shema, for Christians as well. This session was more instructional than 

dialogical, and students offered little feedback. A few learners posed fundamental 

questions (What was the name of the book you mentioned, and where can I order it? How 

do you spell nefesh?), but many remained quiet and simply took notes. I was surprised by 

the silence and wondered if I had delivered the content well. I ended the session with angst 

and self-question, but over the next few days I began to receive calls, texts, emails, and 

Facebook messages from learners who wanted to continue conversation about the Shema. 

I was delighted to speak with them but soon noticed a concerning pattern: every person 

who contacted was a member of my faith community (the location at which I worship). 

Only then did I consider how important relational equity was for a course on intimate 

discipleship. When I planned for this class, I envisioned a small study with five 

parishioners from my church who participated in a discipleship class that I taught last 

winter. Those participants requested another discipleship class, and I assumed they would 

comprise the learning group for this course as a continuation of discipleship study. I had 

built relational equity with them, and my plans for the course reflected that assumption. I 

had failed to consider how to cultivate equity with a larger learning group of blended faith 

communities. So I went back to the basics. I took to Facebook and sought to learn more 

about the students I did not know well. Then I contacted a few learners and asked, “Is there 

anything you would change from the first week? How can we make the next session 

better?” I collected their ideas and implemented each suggestion the following week."   
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Week two was livelier. I opened the session by saying, “Today is Haley’s# birthday! 

Let’s show her some love in the chat!” Most of the anxiety had subsided because everyone 

had a better sense of how the class would flow, and learners were familiar with the Song. 

The second session highlighted three types of love in Song 1 and challenged students to 

assess the quality of their own love. The theme seemed to resonate deeply with the class, 

and when I asked if anyone wanted to share, one student said, “Minister Lydia, I really 

thought I had mature love, but I realize I was functioning out of passionate love. I was able 

to examine myself as you taught.” Several class members agreed, as I did, and the session 

ended well. I could tell learners were thinking critically without feeling condemned. Four 

days later, one of the students spoke to me about a conversation with a fellow learner who 

expressed deep enjoyment for the class. I appreciated that feedback for two reasons. First, 

it showed me that learners were grasping content across educational levels, because the 

student who expressed enjoyment for the class was the one who did not complete high 

school. Second, it showed me that learners were building relationships with one another. I 

was judging the efficacy of the class based on feedback given to me, but I did not account 

for the dialogues happening among learners. The students were fostering and deepening 

relational equity with one another, and that was vital to the assurance of a safe learning 

environment, which would prove critical for week three.  

Week three was the most challenging, as it addressed some of the reasons believers 

are disinclined to pursue intimacy with God or faithful love of neighbor. Using Song 3 as 
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a focus text, I led the class in discussions about the dangers (risks) of following, the struggle 

to find God in darkness, the silence of those who could provide guidance, and how we can 

begin to work through memories marked by God’s seeming absence or distance. It was a 

heavy session, but a necessary one. During our time together, I noticed something 

interesting. Learners used the chat feature to comment as they had before, but this particular 

week their comments were not directed to me; they were directed to God. People were 

praying via chat – asking God to teach them and to keep speaking to them, expressing their 

assurance that God was in our midst, and more than anything, simply calling on the name 

of the Lord. When I opened the floor for feedback, no one said anything. Learners seemed 

to just want to talk to God, be with God. I dismissed the class and prayed that God would 

continue ministering to each learner. In hindsight, I wish I had provided an extra five or 

ten minutes after each session in case a student wanted to further the conversation or simply 

debrief. As the facilitator, I needed to debrief as well. Thankfully, I was able to do so with 

a Duke classmate during two of the four weeks. 

Week four, the final session, reviewed Song 5 and focused on hesitation, holiness, 

and how to love neighbor. Dr. Ellen Davis was gracious enough to join the session and 

speak a few minutes on holiness. Everyone listened in awe. When she logged off, I asked 

the class, “So what do y’all think?” Students unmuted and started clapping! They said 

things like, “You can tell she spends time with God,” “I felt the holiness of God as she 

spoke,” or “She knows God.” None of the comments involved her pedigree; all spoke to 

her intimacy. And that was refreshing for me. I took some time to speak and then invited 

Pastor Wayne Chaney to log in as our second guest. Pastor Chaney’s doctoral research 

involves the Second Commandment, and over the last few months we have gleaned from 
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one another’s work. I asked him to speak about love of neighbor in a hostile climate, as 

evident in our time and in Song 5. The class appreciated his thoughtful presentation and 

insightful directives. After he finished, I explained how the friend/neighbor language in 

Song 5:16 connects to that in Leviticus 19:18, which instructs Israel to love neighbor as 

self, and in Mark 12:31, which underlines this appeal through the Second Commandment. 

I returned to the conversation about mature love and discussed the need to express that kind 

of love in relationships with people, even (and especially) those with whom we differ. Once 

I finished teaching, each student had an opportunity to offer feedback about the class. Their 

comments were moving and humbling.  

STRUCTURAL CHANGES 

If I have an opportunity to teach this course again (and I hope I do!), I would implement 

three structural changes: 

1.! Limit the learning group to ten students. Intimacy with God cuts to the core of 

discipleship and lived experience, and the size of the learning group can impact the 

extent to which students can converse about intimacy during each session. A 

smaller class size would allow for more in-depth discussion every week. 

2.! Consider ways to help students assess intimate work. Unlike other classes at my 

church, this course did not require weekly assignments, papers, or exams. I chose 

not to request formal work for two reasons: I did not want students to feel pressured 

to intellectualize intimacy, and I did not want them to feel exposed in areas they 

may have desired to keep private. Each week, I asked students to engage a practice 

privately (e.g. reciting the Shema, reflecting on an idea as they spent time with 

God), and when we returned to the class, I invited them to share thoughts about 



 121 

their experience with those practices. If I taught the class again, I still would not 

require assignments, but I would provide more distinct ways to measure the 

awareness of work toward intimacy. I might do something like open each session 

by asking learners, “In one word, what does intimacy with God look like in our 

church this week?” or “In one word, what has love of neighbor looked like for you 

since we last met?” Queries like this might offer insight into students’ learning 

process without invading it.  

3.! Have a pre-class conversation, or expand the preliminary survey. Before the class 

began, I spoke with a few students who, like me, had been taught to avoid the Song 

until marriage. When the class began and I asked learners to share their thoughts 

on the Song, I realized that only a few students had even heard such ideology. 

Several learners had engaged prior studies on the Song and continued to hold it in 

high esteem. If I had conversed with more students before the class, I may have 

anticipated less antagonism toward the Song when preparing to teach. If I could not 

dialogue with interested participants before the class started, I would add the 

following questions to the preliminary survey: What thoughts, if any, do you have 

about the Song of Songs? Why are you interested in this class, and what do you 

hope to gain from it? Is intimacy with God or love of neighbor something you 

desire? Why or why not? These questions would allow me to gauge interest, 

outlook, and expectations and could help potential learners understand love as the 

foundation of this class.  
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CLASS EVALUATION 

After the class ended, I used Google Forms to create a brief course evaluation that 

sought to address four main areas: understanding of subject matter, resonance of key 

themes, application of content, and efficacy of the instructor. Since I decided not to require 

written assignments from learners, I depended heavily on these surveys to evaluate aspects 

of the course. I provided access to the survey by sending an email to all participants that 

contained a link to the evaluation and steps for completion. In that email, I explained that 

each submission would be entirely anonymous and requested that honest feedback be given 

within three days. I received 30 responses to the questions that follow.   

1.! Since taking the class, do you have a better understanding of discipleship, the 

Shema, and the Song of Songs? (The answer choices were “Yes”, “No”, or 

“Somewhat”.)  

I posed this question to assess understanding of subject matter. Ninety-six percent 

of the learning group marked “yes”, and four percent marked “somewhat”. I 

compared these responses to answers from the preliminary survey and noted the 

following: According to the preliminary survey, 28 of 30 learners had read the Song 

at least once, and most believed they had a solid understanding of Christian 

discipleship based on biblical teachings.$  

2.! Which session was most helpful to you? 

I posed this question to assess resonance with key themes and discipleship models. 

Since each session drew from one of the existing models, I hoped to gain insight 
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about how some members of the learning group might view discipleship. Fifty 

percent of the class found the second session most helpful, which accented types of 

love and gleaned from the Praxis Model. The Praxis Model highlights Christian 

teachings, practices, and habits, and resonance with it could suggest that some 

learners in my setting heavily associate discipleship with spiritual disciplines. Of 

the remaining 50 percent, almost thirty percent found the first session most 

beneficial, which focused on the Shema and drew from the Evangelistic Model. I 

believe this session was helpful to learners due to its teaching on the Shema, but I 

also think it resonated with learners because soul-language is common in our 

church. Sometimes we refer to people as souls, speak of unhealed wounds as “holes 

in the soul,” or use the term “soul” in worship to indicate the depth of being.% The 

regular use of soul language in our congregation may have predisposed learners to 

the soul language in the Shema and the Song.  

3.! After participating in this course, have your thoughts or practices of intimacy with 

God changed? If so, how? 

I posed this question to assess application of content. Many of the responses were 

general, but some of the most insightful were:  

! ! “Yes, they have. Before the class, I wasn’t giving God all of me. To be 

honest I wasn’t giving him any of me. Now I am learning how to love him 

the way he loves me, by learning how he loves.” 

! ! “My thoughts have changed about the type of love I have for God. I learned  
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that love is taught, and I’m trying to get to the mature love-level! I will not 

be distracted from loving God.”  

! ! “Yes, I am now more cognizant of how I need to be more intimate with 

God. I am also aware of placing God in areas of my life that I left Him out 

and felt as though he wasn’t there.” 

! ! “I had never heard of the Shema before this class. You told us to recite it 

for seven days, but I kept going. I put it on my bathroom mirror, and now I 

pray it every morning and every night. It keeps me throughout the day.” 

4.! Now that you have completed this course, what does the following passage mean 

to you? Mark 12:30-31 – “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ [...] ‘You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

I posed this question to assess analysis of course content. Like its predecessor, many 

of its responses were general, however I found the following comments perceptive: 

! ! Loving my neighbor begins with how I love God. 

! ! As I love the Lord and neighbor as myself as it has been clearly defined, I 

experience a type of wholeness. 

! ! My love for God requires my all. When I give Him all of me, I can fully 

receive His love for me and then love myself the way He does. Only when 

I love myself with the love of God can I effectively love my neighbor the 

way God desires. Otherwise, my love for my neighbor “as myself” is 

subpar. 



 125 

5.! The final question regarded my efficacy as an instructor, and I listed four 

assessment statements that are conventional to course evaluations at our church. 

Students could answer “Yes”, “No”, or “Somewhat” to the following statements:  

! ! Instructor was an effective teacher. 

! ! Presentations were clear and organized.  

! ! Instructor stimulated student interest.  

! ! Instructor was available and helpful.  

All students responded “yes” to the prompts. Some offered further comments that 

spoke to efficacy in more detailed ways by replying to a prompt that read, “If you’d 

like to share additional feedback or reflections, please feel free to do so here:” 

! ! This class has caused me to reevaluate my love walk with God and mankind 

so that I will love with consistent maturity. It has brought Song of Songs to 

life in another whole way for me. The instructor taught each lesson not with 

just passion, but rather with commitment and solidarity. It was a true 

balance of history and spirit!  

! ! I’m so pleased to have reconnected with my first love, Jesus Christ. 

! ! I observed a correlation between this class and our (church’s) new 

members’ class. Upon reflection, I see that both courses stress an intimate 

relationship with God according to 1 John 4:8. 

! ! I didn’t know what the Shema was before this class, and I have never read 

the Song of Solomon. But I started. I remember you (instructor) saying the 

scriptures were like a conversation. I know the Song is talking about a 

couple, but when I read it, it is like I can hear God talking to me.  
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FINAL REFLECTIONS 

Love is a learning process, a lifelong one at that. Of this I have never been more 

certain. Teaching the intimate discipleship class afforded opportunities for extensive 

learning, and once the course ended and evaluations were complete, I had time to reflect 

apart from planning. Two unexpected incidents deeply shaped my reflections. The first was 

a loss and the second was a trip to the store.  

About a week after evaluations were submitted, two leaders in our church suddenly 

died. We received word of their deaths during the Ten Days of Awesomeness, and it was 

then that I realized awe and agony are not mutually exclusive. Awe does not shield us from 

anguish, even if it helps us work through it. The Shulammite taught me that in Song 5.  

Two days after the leaders’ memorial service, I went to the grocery store. On the 

way inside, a woman who appeared to be in her eighties caught my eye. Her shoulders 

were hunched, and she looked frail and alone. I walked toward her and said, “Ma’am, can 

I assist you with something?” She said, “Oh yes! I just need a small basket.” “Yes ma’am,” 

I said, as I left to retrieve a cart for her. When I returned with the cart, she looked up and 

said, “Thank you, honey. I have arthritis so it’s hard to pull the baskets apart.” Then, out 

of nowhere, she hugged me. And kept hugging me. I was startled at first, but instinctively, 

I hugged her back. I knew the reason she embraced me had nothing to do with a grocery 

cart and everything to do with the need to express and receive love. I had that same need, 

and I remember feeling relieved at her hug. But then, in the midst of relief, I felt a rush of 

fear. What if she has Covid!? What if she has a low immune system? It was a curious pain 

to fear the very thing I needed, to want to protect myself from that for which I longed. I 

lifted my hand from the stranger’s back, and she eased her embrace to lay hold of the cart.  
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As I left the store, I realized that that encounter captured the complexity of intimacy.  

Intimacy is necessary but risky. It does not come with easy answers or a list of 

assurances. It speaks to our depths before it appeases our intellect. It calls for love in the 

presence of fear, and every person has to choose how he or she will respond. Every person 

has to look upon God and neighbor and decide if love is worth the risk, for to love with all 

is to risk it all. But to refuse to love is to lose it all, because love is the substance that holds 

life together. That is why, despite the risks, intimate disciples seek to love and keep loving, 

to follow and keep following. Empowered by the God who first loved us, we respond to 

the call to love with all and advance the work of wholeness as we walk the way of intimacy. 
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APPENDIX A 
CLASS ANNOUNCEMENT FOR RESEARCH RECRUITMENT 

 
 
Sent to the administrative office of my local church for dissemination to members: 
 

We are sending out this email on behalf of Lydia Malone. As part of her study at 

Duke Divinity School, Lydia Malone will be teaching a four-week course on the Shema, 

the Song of Songs and Christian discipleship. Lydia will be holding the Bible study via 

Zoom on Thursday nights beginning in late August or September. Only members who are 

at least 18 years old and who want to participate as volunteers in her research should agree 

to sign-up for the Bible study. If you have any questions or are interested in participating 

in the study as a research participant, please send Lydia an email. Upon receipt, she will 

provide additional information about the class and a consent form. Those who complete 

the consent form will receive a preliminary survey and a Zoom session link. Please note 

that this specific Bible study has been organized by Lydia Malone for research purposes. 

The Christian education department is only helping Lydia announce this opportunity to the 

fellowship. All questions about participation need to be directed to Lydia’s email. 
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APPENDIX B 
FOLLOW-UP EMAIL TO INTERESTED PARTICIPANTS 

 
 
Blessings, 
 
I pray this finds you well. First, I want to thank you for expressing interest in our upcoming 

discipleship class! I believe God will use it to minister to all of us, and I am humbled that 

we have space for this learning opportunity. Second, I wish to share some important 

information about the class: 

1.! The discipleship course will be a four-week class that meets on Thursday nights at 

7:00 via Zoom. It will begin on Thursday, August 13, 2020. If that day/time 

conflicts with your schedule, please know that there's no pressure to take part. You 

may be able to join the class at a later date.  

2.! I am facilitating this class as part of my research for Duke, and every participant 

needs to complete a consent form to attend the course. Anyone who does not submit 

a consent form by the requested date will not be able to join the class. If you still 

want to take the class, please review and complete the form attached, and return it 

to this email by 12:00 pm Wednesday, August 12. Please let me know if you have 

any issues accessing or completing the form. If I don't receive a form from you, I 

will assume you have chosen not to participate in the course at this time.  

3.! On Wednesday, August 12, I will email the Zoom session information to everyone 

who has submitted a form.  

Thank you for your time and interest! Please don't hesitate to contact me if you have any 

questions or concerns.  

Every blessing, 
Min. Lydia 
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APPENDIX C 
CONSENT FORM 

 
Consent Form to Participate in Research on the Shema, Song of Songs, and Discipleship 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 

This research study is conducted by Lydia Malone, doctoral candidate at Duke Divinity 

School. 

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

The purpose of this study is to explore the Shema and Song of Songs in relation to 

discipleship.  

WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO? 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will join a four-week discipleship class that 

will be facilitated by Lydia Malone. Before the class begins, you will be asked to submit a 

preliminary survey about your familiarity with the Shema, Song of Songs and teachings on 

discipleship. 

HOW LONG WILL I BE IN THE STUDY? 

The class will take place over a four-week period on Thursday nights beginning in August 

2020 and will be offered in four (4) one-hour Zoom sessions. It is estimated that the 

preliminary survey will take less than five (5) minutes to complete.  

CONFIDENTIALITY 

If you choose to participate, your feedback may be included in Lydia Malone’s doctoral 

thesis, but your identity will not be revealed. She will keep this consent form in a secure 

location separate from your data. All data will be stored in Duke University’s secure cloud-
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platform, DukeBox, and will not be presented in any other meeting or forum. Lydia will 

retain study documentation until her thesis is approved.  

Zoom sessions will be video-recorded and reviewed by Lydia Malone. No other individual 

will see the recordings. Before you agree to take part in this virtual class, know that: your 

face will be visible to participants if you enable Zoom’s “start video” feature; your voice 

will be recorded and identifiable if you choose to make an audible comment to the learning 

group during a session; your name will be visible to all participants unless you access the 

session with a different login description; and any messages you place in the comment box 

can be seen by all learners unless sent privately to a fellow participant. 

VOLUNTARY NATURE OF PARTICIPATION 

Participation in this study is voluntary, so only those who wish to take part in Lydia 

Malone’s research should sign up for this class. You can choose not to participate at any 

point for any reason. However, if you consent to be in the study and choose to withdraw 

before the class concludes, you will be dropping out of the class.  

WHOM DO I CALL IF I HAVE QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS? 

For questions about the study, contact Lydia Malone via email or at the number provided, 

or her faculty advisor, Dr. Ellen Davis, at edavis@div.duke.edu. For questions about your 

rights as a participant in this research study, contact the Duke University Campus IRB at 

919-684-3030 or campusirb@duke.edu. 

STATEMENT OF CONSENT 

Please type and date below if you agree to take part in this study, which would require you 

to: 

! ! Complete a preliminary survey 
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! ! Participate as a volunteer in Lydia Malone’s research  

! ! Attend a four-week class on the Shema, Song of Songs, and discipleship, which 

will be offered on Thursday nights beginning in August 2020 and provided 

through four (4) one-hour Zoom sessions that will be recorded.  

 
 
     _________________                                         _____ 
Participant’s Name             Date 
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APPENDIX D 
PRELIMINARY SURVEY 

 
 

Should you choose to volunteer to participate in this study on the Shema, Song of 

Songs and Christian discipleship, please complete the following survey and email it with 

your consent form to Lydia Malone. If you have questions about the survey, please contact 

her by phone. Your responses to this survey are requested, but they will in no way affect 

your ability to take part in the class, and they will not have any bearing on your involvement 

with the church or the ministries within it. Survey information will simply help Lydia 

structure the class in a way that best serves the needs of the entire learning group.  

1.! Have you ever read the Song of Songs (also known as the Song of Solomon)? 
 Yes 
 No 

 
2.! If so, is the Song of Songs a text you read with any regularity (weekly, monthly, 

quarterly, annually)? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
3.! On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being the slightest and 10 being the highest, how well 

would you say you understand Christian discipleship based on biblical teachings? 

      
 

4.! Given your response to question three, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being the 

slightest and 10 being the highest, how well would you say you practice Christian 

discipleship based on your understanding of those biblical teachings?  

      
 

5.! Lastly, do you know what the Shema is and how it is used in Jewish circles?  
 Yes 
 No 
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APPENDIX E 
FINAL EMAIL REGARDING THE CLASS EVALUATION 

 
 
Blessings everyone, 
 
We’ve completed our class on Intimate Discipleship, and I want to thank each of you again 

for your participation. I know we are all especially grateful to Dr. Thompson for allowing 

this learning experience to take place. Now that the class has ended, I would like to request 

your completion of a course evaluation. I have drafted a brief evaluation form and placed 

a link to it below. If you are able, please click the link and complete the form by this 

Sunday. Every submission is entirely anonymous, so your honest feedback is welcomed 

and appreciated.  If you have questions about the evaluation or any difficulty accessing the 

link, please feel free to contact me. Otherwise, I will look forward to hearing from you! 

Thank you for your time and for every contribution you made to the course.  

 
Every blessing, 
Min. Lydia 
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APPENDIX F 
CLASS EVALUATION FORM – INTIMATE DISCIPLESHIP 

 
 

1.! Since taking the class, do you have a better understanding of discipleship, the 

Shema, and the Song of Songs? 

2.! Which session was most helpful to you? 

Session 1 – The Shema, The Soul, and The Song 

Session 2 – From Passion to Responsibility 

Session 3 – Soul-Searching 

Session 4 – Intimate Opposition 

3.! Please rate the instructor’s skill and responsiveness. 

Instructor was an effective teacher. YES     SOMEWHAT      NO 

Presentations were clear and organized. YES     SOMEWHAT     NO 

Instructor stimulated student interest. YES     SOMEWHAT    NO 

Instructor was available and helpful. YES     SOMEWHAT     NO 

4.! After participating in this course, have your thoughts or practices about intimacy 

with God changed? If so, how? 

5.! Now that you have completed this course, what does the following passage mean 

to you? Mark 12:30-31 – “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ [...] ‘You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

6.! If you’d like to share additional feedback or reflections, please feel free to do so 

here. 
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