Parashat Naso
Innocence by Ordeal
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The law of Sota is unique in the torah. It is the onlg@larhere we have a fixed miracle
to decide a halachic issue. The normal rulevis omnwa 85 — God and prophets and
miracles have no role in halachic processes. Secaiéyprocedure here contradicts the
normal halacha on another level. According to the mldrhalacha, the meaning of
Devarim 12:2-4 is that it is forbidden to erase or otherwisstroy the name of God. Yet
here the name of God is erased in the water. So wefiguist out what is the issue here
that brings the Torah to circumvent the normal hataphocess and procedure.

The answer to the questions seems to be as follawsh@ words of Rav Elchanan
Samet): “The need to decide by means of a miracle thdigued whether a woman
suspected of adultery was actually defiled or not, hasnplsiexplanation: the sin of
adultery, by nature, is not usually able to be proven byesd#es. It is committed in
secret, and therefore it is extremely rare that sucdéise would come before a court. As a
result, the sphere of adultery is almost completeitgaved from legal debate.

The test initiated by the husband is meant to takelt#oe pf this legal discussion, which
is almost always non-applicable. In this area wheraeamlaw is helpless ...Divine law
steps in as a replacement.”

You might object to the laws of sota and say thatttiheh caves in to the whims and
fantasy of the husband and thereby sacrifices the dighitye women. She is unfairly at
his mercy and is publicly humiliated only in order to $gtike husband’s selfish needs.
But it can be looked at and understood very differentlyptioeedure comes to save her,
to save the family, whether from the husband’s inseeardr from a legitimate suspicion
caused by her own actions. Poison enters the air wienvhatever reason a man
suspects his wife of adultery. A festering wound is opeaed,a dangerous rift may be
caused in family relations, and the matter cannot ipeded in the regular legal manner.
The procedure of Sota is a way of thus healing the tsftgdal, if you will, is to find the
women innocent and not to find her guilty

Note first that this is an ordeal that in natural temis cause no harm and no damage.
She is not thrown in a river to be miraculously savednfdrowning if she is innocent.
She is not branded with a red hot iron to be provengundty by being miraculously

saved from suffering any burn. Rather our case is oméhich supernatural intervention
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in necessary for any harm to befall her. The normédlmatural situation will bring forth
an outcome that ‘proves’ her innocent!

We will now see how our rabbis emphasized this undensigraf the purpose of the
procedure of Sota: (the sources)

This shiur is based on the VBM shiur of Rav Elchanan $am&arshat Naso

| benefited as well from the excursus’s at the backhef JPS Torah Commentary

numbers volume

1) Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Sota page 28a (a breita)
“Then the man shall be guiltless of iniquity, and hismam shall bear her iniquity”
(verse 31) - when the man is guiltless of iniquity, tHenwaters test his wife. If the man

is not guiltless of iniquity, the waters do not test hifew
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2) Mishne Torah of the Rambam, Hilkhot Sota, chapter 2, law 8

If a man has ever had any illicit sexual relations aadit, then the waters that bring a
curse will not test his wife... As it is written, 'And thean shall be guiltless of iniquity,
and thatwoman shall bear her iniquity': when the man is cleasimfthen the woman
bears her iniquity.
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3) Mishne Torah of the Rambam, Hilkhot Sota, chapter 3, laws 17-19
And all of these things apply only if the husband hageneinned himself (in this
regard). But if he engaged in any illicit relations, thie® waters do not test his wife, as
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we have explained. And if he did transgress and he ntagegife drink the water, this
adds to his [previous] sin, for he causes God's Name biotied out in the water for no
purpose, and he causes the waters of the sota to hgeakédafor his wife will tell others
that she did engage in adultery and the water did ndteesénd she will not know that it
was her husband's deeds that caused this.
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4) Mishna, Tractate Sota, chapter 5, mishna 1
Just as the water tests her, so does it test hinachkeerous partner).
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5) Rashi, Bmidbar, chapter 5, verse 14

‘Come upon him’ - prior to the seclusion,

'the spirit of jealousy, and he be jealous..." - our Saggplained: this is an
expression of warning, [with the husband] telling the wide not seclude yourself with

so-and-so.
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6) Mishne Torah of the Rambam, Hilkhot Sota, chapter 1, law 1 (on the basis of the
first Mishnain Sota)
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The jealousy about which the Torah speaks — 'and helesigetor his wife' - means that
he tells her, before witnesses: Do not seclude your#élfs@-and-so.
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7) Rashi, chapter 5, verse 14

'‘And she was defiled, or he was overcome... and she wasefiled' - in other words, he
warned her and she subsequently acted against his warning,i@mdtitknown whether
she was defiled or not.
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8) Mishne Torah of the Rambam, Hilkhot Sota, chapter 1, law 2

If she was secluded with him for long enough to becomdedefi then she is forbidden
to her husband until such time as she drinks the bittegrgvand the matter is clarified.
And at a time when the water of the sota is no lomgerse - she is forbidden to him
forever, and she leaves [the marriage] without her ketuba.
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9) Mishne Torah of the Rambam,Hilkhot Sota, chapter 1, laws 4-5

If there was no prior jealousy, and two witnesses came testify that she secluded
herself with a man and remained there long enough to leeaefiled, she isot
forbidden to her husband, nor does she drink [the water].

If the husband said to her, before two witnessesn@aspeak to so-and-so' (but did not

say 'Do not seclude yourself') - this is not defined ab®yesy [for the purposes of this
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law]. And then, even if she secludes herself with than, and there were witnesses, and
she remained long enough to become defiled - she is notiderbito her husband, and
she does not drink for this type of jealousy.
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10) Mishne Torah of the Rambam, Hilkhot Sota, chapter 2, law 1

A woman whose husband was jealous for her and she sédledeelf - she is not forced
to drink. If she confesses and declares, 'Yes, | whkdle she goes out without her
ketuba, and is forbidden to her husband forever, and mimtedrink. [But she and the
adulterer are not put to death because there are nessés to the actual sin.]

Likewise if she says, 'l am not defiled, and | shall drink," she is not forced to drink,
and she goes out without her ketuba [since her husbaeddyg to remain with her if she
agrees to the test].

And likewise if the husband says, 'l do not wish for teedrink'... then she does not
drink; she receives her ketuba and leaves, and she is farlimdén forever.
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11) Babylonian Talmud,Tractate, Chullin, page 141a
Mar said: Great is the value of peace between huskatdvife, for the Torah says: the
Name of the Holy One, written in holiness, is blotbed in the water!
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