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Ishay Rosen-Tzvi, “Sotah,” in The Shalvi/Hyman Encyclopedia of Jewish Women (2009)

The Torah...determines that a husband who suffers from “a spirit of jealousy” and suspects his wife must bring her
to the priest at the Tabernacle. There the priest performs a series of ritual acts: he offers a “meal-offering of
jealousy,” an offering of ground barley without oil or frankincense, unbinds the woman’s hair, makes her swear an
oath that she had sexual relations with no man other than her husband, writes the oath in a scroll and erases it in
water mixed with dust from the Tabernacle, and finally makes the woman drink the mixture.

This mixture, which the Torah calls “the bitter, curse-causing waters,” contains the oath and the curses that
accompany it, and ultimately determines the woman'’s fate. As the woman drinks the potion, the outcome of the
trial appears on her body, confirming or refuting her husband’s suspicions: If she is guilty, the water will cause the
woman to become infertile (the expressions “her thigh falls” and “her belly distends” are probably euphemisms for
harm to the sexual organs), but if she is innocent the water will do her no harm and even cause
her to become fertile.

1. A Tale of Two Sisters

Midrash Tanhuma Naso 9
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[There is] a story about two sisters who resembled each
other. Now, one was married in one city and the other
was married in another city. The husband of one of
them wanted to accuse her of infidelity and have her
drink the bitter water in Jerusalem. She went to that city
where her married sister was. Her sister said to her,
“What was your reason for coming here?” She said to
her, “My husband wants to have me drink [the bitter
water].” Her sister said to her, “I will go in your place
and drink it.” She said to her, “Go.” She put on her
sister's clothes, went in her place, drank the bitter water,
and was found clean. When she returned to her sister's
house, she joyfully went out to meet her, then embraced
and kissed her on the mouth. As soon as the one
kissed the other, she smelled the bitter water and
immediately died, in order to fulfill what is stated (in
Eccl. 8:8), “No human has control over the wind to
contain the wind, nor is there control on
the day of death [...].”

Ruth Calderon, “Sisters,” in A Bride for One Night (2014)

The narrator of this story, from his masculine perspective, fails to appreciate the complexity of the relationship
between the sisters. He regards their solidarity as a threat to the social order. Moreover, he is not aware that they
are competing over a limited resource— the love of a man, namely him. As the story unfolds, the older sister also

experiences love, and thus she, too, tastes life in all its vitality. How will she restore this vitality to her sister, to

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



whom it rightfully belongs? How will she return to the ordinariness of her own daily life? Solidarity is difficult to
maintain in a harsh world with scant resources...

As this story suggests, a woman suspected of adultery in the rabbinic period could find herself divorced with a child
in her womb, abandoned and penniless without even a dramatic story to share.

2. Whither the Sotah Ritual?

Mishnah Sotah 9:9
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Bemidbar 5:20
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Ramban on Bemidbar 5:20

M7 012 47A 12T NMIRD 'Y9YN 722 'K Ml Now there is nothing amongst all the ordinances of the
XY NYYIY YA 03] K79 KNG DTN 12V Torah Whlgh c_iepends upon a miracle, except for this
TR E e TR i s I matter, which is a permanent wonder and miracle that

709 712'9'H...0iPN 7Y ¥ 0'Yiy D) DNI'DA will happen in Israel, when the majority of the people
live in accordance with the Will of God...Therefore this

MY N2 ,NN2YR 17777M3Y NYen AT V0
matter [i.e., the effect of the water on the sotah] stopped

...”NVI0 M 1709 D'9XIIN 11N~ (T NLIO
v 11709 DXL W (m ) from the time that the people became debauched with
[sexual] sins, as the Rabbis have said: “When

adulterers became frequent, the water of sotah ceased,

3. The Great Enigma

Ruth Calderon, “Sisters,” in A Bride for One Night (2014)

The ritual of the bitter waters is a ceremony that developed in response to men’s primal fear of women. The womb
of a woman is the most secret of interior chambers, the great enigma that can never be fully known. When a
woman becomes pregnant, only she and God can know whose seed is inside her...

Big Question: How do you feel about reading these texts?
What do you want or wish to do in response to them?

Visit me at www.joshuarabin.com.
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