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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 

 אַחַת והְָיתְָה לְזוֹ. זוֹ דּוֹמוֹת שֶׁהָיוּ אֲחָיוֹת בִּשְׁתֵּי מַעֲשֶׂה
 בִּקֵּשׁ אַחֶרֶת. בְּעִיר נשְׂוּאָה ואְַחַת אַחַת, בְּעִיר נשְׂוּאָה
 מַיםִ וּלְהַשְׁקוֹתָהּ לָהּ לְקַנּאְוֹת מֵהֶן אַחַת שֶׁל בַּעֲלָהּ

 אֲחוֹתָהּ שֶׁהָיתְָה הָעִיר לְאוֹתָהּ הָלְכָה בִּירוּשָׁלַיםִ. הַמָּרִים
 לְכָאן. לָבאֹ רָאִית מָה אֲחוֹתָהּ, לָהּ אָמְרָה שָׁם. נשְׂוּאָה
 הַמָּרִים. מַיםִ אוֹתִי לְהַשְׁקוֹת מְבַקֵּשׁ בַּעֲלִי לָהּ, אָמְרָה
 אָמְרָה ושְׁוֹתָה. תַּחְתַּיךְִ הוֹלֶכֶת אֲניִ אֲחוֹתָהּ, לָהּ אָמְרָה

 מֵי ושְָׁתְתָה תַּחְתֶּיהָ והְָלְכָה אֲחוֹתָהּ בִּגְדֵי לָבְשָׁה לְכִי. לָהּ
 יצָָאת אֲחוֹתָהּ. לְבֵית וחְָזְרָה טְהוֹרָה, ונְמְִצֵאת הַמָּרִים
 כֵּיוןָ בְּפִיהָ. לָהּ ונְשְָׁקָה אוֹתָהּ חִבְּקָה לִקְרָאתָהּ, שְׂמֵחָה
 לְקַיּםֵ מֵתָה, וּמִיּדָ הַמָּרִים, בַּמַּיםִ הֵרִיחָה לְזוֹ, זוֹ שֶׁנּשְָׁקוּ

 ואְֵין הָרוּחַ, אֶת לִכְלֹא בָּרוּחַ שַׁלִּיט אָדָם אֵין שֶּׁנּאֱֶמַר: מַה
 ימְַלֵּט ולְֹא בַּמִּלְחָמָה, מִשְׁלַחַת ואְֵין הַמָּותֶ, בְּיוֹם שִׁלְטוֹן

 ח(. ח, )קהלת בְּעָלָיו אֶת רֶשַׁע
 

[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 

1 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 

 אֶלִיעֶזֶר מִשֶּׁבָּא עֲרוּפָה, עֶגְלָה בָּטְלָה הָרַצְחָניִם, מִשֶּׁרַבּוּ
 לִקְרוֹתוֹ חָזְרוּ נקְִרָא, הָיהָ פְּרִישָׁה בֶּן וּתְחִינהָ דִּינאַי, בֶּן
 ורְַבָּן הַמָּרִים, הַמַּיםִ פָּסְקוּ הַמְנאֲָפִים, מִשֶּׁרַבּוּ הָרַצְחָן. בֶּן

 עַל אֶפְקוֹד לֹא ד( )הושע שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר הִפְסִיקָן, זַכַּאי בֶּן יוֹחָנןָ
 וגְוֹ'. הֵם כִּי תְנאַָפְנהָ כִּי כַּלּוֹתֵיכֶם ועְַל תִזְניֶנהָ כִּי בְּנוֹתֵיכֶם

 אִישׁ יוֹחָנןָ בֶן ויְוֹסֵי צְרֵדָה אִישׁ יוֹעֶזֶר בֶן יוֹסֵי מִשֶּׁמֵּת
 אֵין ז( )מיכה שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר הָאֶשְׁכּוֹלוֹת, בָּטְלוּ ירְוּשָׁלַיםִ,

 נפְַשִׁי: אִוּתְָה בִּכּוּרָה לֶאֱכלֹ אֶשְׁכּוֹל
 
 
 

When murderers multiplied, the [ceremony of] breaking 
a heifer’s neck ceased. That was from the time of 

Eliezer ben Dinai, and he was also called Tehinah ben 
Perisha and he was afterwards renamed “son of the 

murderer”. When adulterers multiplied, the ceremony of 
the bitter waters ceased and it was Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai who discontinued it, as it is said, “I will not 

punish their daughters for fornicating, nor their 
daughters-in-law for committing adultery, for they 

themselves [turn aside with whores and sacrifice with 
prostitutes]” (Hosea 4:14). When Yose ben Yoezer of 

Zeredah and Yose ben Yohanan of Jerusalem died, the 
grape-clusters ceased, as it is said, “There is not a 

cluster [of grapes] to eat; not a ripe fig I could desire 
[The pious are vanished from the land, none upright are 

left among men” (Micah 7:1-2). 
 
 

Bemidbar 5:20 

תְּ י ואְַ֗ ית כִּ֥ חַת שָׂטִ֛ ךְ תַּ֥ י אִישֵׁ֖ את וכְִ֣ ן נטְִמֵ֑ ישׁ ויַּתִֵּ֨  בָּךְ֙ אִ֥
י אֶת־שְׁכׇבְתּ֔וֹ בַּלְעֲדֵ֖ ךְ׃ מִֽ  אִישֵֽׁ

But if you have gone astray while committed to your 
husband and have defiled yourself, if anyone other than 

your husband has had carnal relations with you”— 
 

Ramban on Bemidbar 5:20 

כָל אֵין והְִנֵּה טֵי בְּ פְּ בָר הַתּוֹרָה מִשְׁ לוּי דָּ נסֵ תָּ  זוּלָתִי בְּ
הוּא הַזֶּה, הָעִניְןָ לֶא שֶׁ ה קָבוּעַ ונְסֵ פֶּ יֵּעָשֶׂ רָאֵל שֶׁ ישְׂ  בְּ

הְיוֹתָם ם בִּ ים רֻבָּ ל רְצוֹנוֹ עוֹשִׂ סַק מָקוֹם…וּלְפִיכָךְ שֶׁ  פָּ
עָה הַזֶּה הָעִניְןָ נִּתְקַלְקְלוּ מִשָּׁ עֲבֵרוֹת, שֶׁ אָמְרוּ כְּמוֹ בַּ  שֶׁ

רָבוּ מז(: )סוטה סְקוּ הַנּוֹאֲפִים ״מִשֶּׁ  סוֹטָה״… מֵי פָּ
 

 

Now there is nothing amongst all the ordinances of the 
Torah which depends upon a miracle, except for this 

matter, which is a permanent wonder and miracle that 
will happen in Israel, when the majority of the people 

live in accordance with the Will of God…Therefore this 
matter [i.e., the effect of the water on the sotah] stopped 
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? 
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