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Scripture, Exegesis & Mysticism
4 The centrality of Scripture and its exegesis for Origen

“[Rather than philosophy] Origen's real concern was with the interpretation of Scripture. This was the 
repository of all wisdom and all truth… the interpretation of Scripture lies at the very heart of his 
mystical theology. It was certainly the heart of his life’s work: most of his writings consist of exposition 
of Scripture… For him the Song of Songs was the book on the summit of the mystical life, the union 
of the soul with God.” (A. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, p.54)

4 Exegesis is not simply an academic exercise
“Understanding Scripture is not for Origen simply an academic exercise but a religious experience. 
The meaning found in Scripture is received from the Word, and the experience of discovering the 
meaning of Scripture is often expressed in ‘mystical’ language; he speaks of a ‘sudden awakening’, 
of inspiration, and of illumination.” (A. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, p.64)

4 “Intellect and heart are not separable”
“[For Origen] the discernment of truth, the resolution of difficulties, the grasping of meaning is a 
personal and relational matter. To know only at second hand, in teachings and stories, fails to provide 
‘the full and perfect satisfaction for the soul's desire and love’. Intellect and heart are not separable, 
love and understanding are unthinkable in isolation from one another.” (R. Williams, The Wound of 
Knowledge, p.40)
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St Jerome on Origen’s Homilies…
“While Origen surpassed all writers in his other books, in his Song of 
Songs he surpassed himself… And this exposition of his is so 
splendid and so clear, that it seems me that the words, The King 
brought me into His chamber, have found their fulfilment in him…

It is not strong meat that I offer here; instead of that, with greater 
faithfulness than elegance I have translated these two treatises 
which he composed for babes and sucklings into the speech of every 
day, to give you just a sample of his thinking, so that you may reflect 
how highly his great thoughts should be esteemed, when even his 
little ones can so commend themselves.”

(Letter from Jerome to Pope Damasus, Prologue to the Homilies on 
the Song of Songs, p.265)
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Origen’s Warning…
But if any man who lives only after the flesh should approach [the Song of 
Songs], to such a one the reading of this Scripture will be the occasion of no 
small hazard and danger.

For he, not knowing how to hear love's language in purity and with chaste ears, 
will twist the whole manner of his hearing of it away from the inner spiritual man 
and on to the outward and carnal; and he will be turned away from the spirit to 
the flesh, and will foster carnal desires in himself, and it will seem to be the 
Divine Scriptures that are thus urging and egging him on to fleshly lust!

For this reason, therefore, I advise and counsel everyone who is not yet rid of 
the vexations of flesh and blood and has not ceased to feel the passion of his 
bodily nature, to refrain completely from reading this little book and the things 
that will be said about it. For they say that with the Hebrews also care is taken 
to allow no one even to hold this book in his hands, who has not reached a full 
and ripe age.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Prologue 1, pp.22-23)
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The Song of the Bridegroom
But we must now enquire for the first time
what are the songs in relation to which
this song is called ‘The Song of Songs.’

I think they are the songs that were sung of old
by prophets or by angels…

All those, then, that were uttered by them,
were the introductory songs
sung by the Bridegroom’s friends;

But this unique song is that
which the Bridegroom Himself
was to sing as His marriage-hymn,
when about to take His Bride;

In which same song the Bride no longer wants the Bridegroom’s friends to sing to her,
but longs to hear her Spouse who is with her, speak with His own lips; wherefore she says:

Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Prologue 4, pp.46-7)
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The Bride Longs for the Direct Kiss of the Word
I [the Bridal Church] pour out my petition
to Thee, the Father of my Spouse,
beseeching Thee to have compassion at last upon my love,

and to send Him, that He may now no longer speak to me
only by His servants the angels and the prophets,
but may come Himself, directly,
and kiss me with the kisses of His mouth.

That is to say, may pour the words of His mouth into mine,
that I may hear Him speak Himself, and see Him teaching.

The kisses are Christ’s, which He bestowed on His Church
when at His coming, being present in the flesh,
He in His own person spoke to her the words of faith
and love and peace, according to the promise of Isaias
who, when sent beforehand to the Bride, had said:

Not a messenger, nor an angel, but the Lord Himself shall save us.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book One 1, p.60)
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Exegetical Insights are Kisses from the Word
For as long as [the soul] was incapable of receiving
the solid and unadulterated doctrine
of the Word of God Himself,
of necessity she received ‘kisses,’ that is, interpretations, 
from the mouth of teachers.

But, when she has begun
to discern for herself what was obscure,
to unravel what was tangled,
to unfold what was involved,
to interpret parables and riddles and the sayings of the wise
along the lines of her own expert thinking,

Then let her believe that she has now received
the kisses of the Spouse Himself, that is, the Word of God. 

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book One 1, p.61)
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The Soul Begs for a Kiss of Insight from the Word
As often, therefore, as we find some problem
pertaining to the divine teachings and meanings
revealed in our heart without instructors’ help,
so often may we believe that kisses have been given to us
by the Bridegroom-Word of God.

But, when we seek the meaning of something of this sort
and cannot find it, then let us make this prayer our own
and beg from God the visitation of His Word, saying:
‘Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth.’

For the Father knows each single soul’s capacity and understands the right time for a soul
to receive the kisses of the Word in lights and insights of this sort.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book One 1, p.62)
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The Fragrance of the Son

Fragrant with sweet oils He comes;

And He could not otherwise approach the Bride,
nor was it fitting for the Father to send His Son
to the marriage in any other wise.

He has anointed Him with divers perfumes,
He has made Him the Christ,
who comes breathing sweet odours.

(Homily on the Song of Songs 1.3, p.271)
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“The fragrance of thy perfume is above all spices”
(Song of Songs 4:10)



The Sweet Fragrance of Salvation

Every soul draws and receives to itself the Word of God
according to the measure of its capacity and faith.

But when souls have thus drawn the Word of God to themselves,
and have ingrafted Him into their minds and understandings,
and have experienced the pleasantness of His sweetness and odour, 

When they have received the fragrance of His ointments and have grasped at last the reason for His coming, 
the motives of the Redemption and Passion, and the love whereby He, the Immortal, went even to the death 
of the cross for the salvation of all, then these maiden souls, attracted by all this as by the odours of a divine 
and ineffable perfume and being filled with vigour and complete alacrity, run after Him and hasten to the 
odour of His sweetness, not at a slow pace, nor with lagging steps, but swiftly and with all the speed they 
can; even as did he who said: I so run, that I may obtain.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book One 4, pp.75-6 (with ref to 1 Cor. 9:24))
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“Thy name is as ointment emptied out.
Therefore have the maidens loved Thee, have they drawn Thee.

We will run after Thee into the fragrance of Thine ointments.”
(Song of Songs 1:3-4)



The Soul’s Beauty Draws the Bridegroom 
Down from Heaven

If He will condescend
to make my soul His Bride too
and come to her,
how fair must she then be
to draw Him down from heaven to herself,
to cause Him to come down to earth,
that He may visit His beloved one!

With what beauty must she be adorned,
with what love must she burn
that He may say to her
the things which He said to the perfect Bride,
about thy neck, thine eyes, thy cheeks, thy hands, thy body, thy shoulders, thy feet!

(Homily on the Song of Songs 1.3, p.272)
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The Adaptive Food of the Word

And let it not surprise you
that He should be called the apple tree,
as well as the tree of life and various other things;
seeing that He also bears the title of the true Bread,
and the true Vine, and the Lamb of God, and many others.

For the Word of God becomes all these things
to each and every one according as the capacity
or the desire of the participant requires;
in just the same way the manna also, although it was one food, 
yielded its flavour to each person after his desire.

So He does not offer Himself only as bread to those who 
hunger, and as wine to those who thirst, but He presents 
Himself also as fragrant apples to those who crave delights.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book Three 8, pp.197-8 )
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“Strengthen me with ointments,
encompass me with apples,

because I am wounded by Charity”
(Song of Songs 2.5) 



The Pursuit of the Elusive Word
When I consider the difficulties of finding out the meaning of the
words of Scripture that we have here adduced, it seems to me
that I am [like] a man who pursues his quarry by means of
the power of scent, such as a wise dog has.

For sometimes it happens that when the hunter, following
a hot trail, thinks that he has come close to the hidden lairs,
he is all of a sudden forsaken by the track-marks.

And, having urged his hound to pursue the scent more carefully,
he goes back along the same trails that he had traced before,
until he finds the place where his quarry, now thoroughly aroused,
has secretly betaken itself on to another trail.

When the hunter finds this, he follows it up with more alacrity,
more sure now of his prey and more certain that he is on the right tracks.

So, when the tracks of the explanation that we thought to find have in some way failed us, we likewise hope 
that after a little search and after pursuing a plainer sort of explanation than appeared possible before, the 
Lord our God may deliver the prey into our hands.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book Three 13, pp.229-30)
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The Absence of the Bridegroom
The Bride then beholds the Bridegroom;
and He, as soon as she has seen Him, goes away.

He does this frequently throughout the Song;
and that is something nobody can understand
who has not suffered it himself.

God is my witness that I have often perceived
the Bridegroom drawing near me
and being most intensely present with me;

Then suddenly He has withdrawn and I could not find Him, though I sought to do so.
I long, therefore, for Him to come again, and sometimes He does so.

Then, when He has appeared and I lay hold of Him, He slips away once more;
and, when He has so slipped away, my search for Him begins anew.

(Homily on the Song of Songs 1.7, pp.279-80)
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The Heart of the Word
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And now let us enquire what the inner meaning holds…

Sometimes [the ground of the heart] is simply called ‘the heart’, as,
for example: Blessed are the clean of heart… But if the occasion be that
of a meal… it is called the ‘bosom’ or ‘breast’; as, for instance, where John
speaks in the Gospel about the certain disciple whom Jesus loved,
that he reclined in His bosom or on His breast…

We are undoubtedly given to understand that John on this occasion reposed on the ground of Jesus’ heart 
and amid the inward meanings of His teaching, there seeking and searching the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge that are hid in Christ Jesus. And indeed I think the term ‘the bosom of Christ’ is not unfitting, if it 
be taken as denoting the place of holy teachings.

… therefore, let us understand the ground of the heart as being denoted by the breasts in the passage 
before us, since it is evidently a drama of love; the words spoken will then mean: ‘Thy heart, O Bridegroom, 
and Thy mind - that is, the teachings that are within Thee, or the grace of teaching - surpass all the wine that 
is wont to gladden a man's heart.’

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book One 2, pp.63-4)

“For Thy breasts are better than wine”
(Song of Songs 1.2-3 - Septuagint)



The Wound of Love

If there is anyone anywhere who has at some time
burned with this faithful love of the Word of God;

If there is anyone who has received the sweet wound
of Him who is the chosen dart, as the prophet says;

If there is anyone who has been pierced with the loveworthy
spear of His knowledge, so that he yearns and longs for Him
by day and night, can speak of nought but Him,
would hear of nought but Him, can think of nothing else,
and is disposed to no desire nor longing nor yet hope, except for Him alone

If such there be, that soul then says in truth: ‘I have been wounded by charity.’
And she has received her wound from Him of whom Isaias says:
And He hath made me as a chosen dart, and in His quiver hath He hidden me.

(Commentary on the Song of Songs: Book Three 8, p.198)
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“Strengthen me with ointments,
encompass me with apples,

because I am wounded by Charity”
(Song of Songs 2.5)



The Last Word…

I want to be a man of the Church.
I do not want to be called by the name of some founder of a heresy,
but by the name of Christ, and to bear that name which is blessed on the earth. 
It is my desire, in deed as in spirit, both to be and to be called a Christian.

If I, who seem to be your right hand and am called Presbyter
and seem to preach the Word of God,
If I do something against the discipline of the Church and the Rule of the Gospel
so that I become a scandal to you, the Church,
then may the whole Church, in unanimous resolve,
cut me, its right hand, off, and throw me away.

Origen
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