
   
 

 
 

Parshah Naso – May 21, 2021 – 10 Sivan, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

This week’s Torah portion (Parashat Naso) includes allusions to two obscure 
ancient rites that are each quite idiosyncratic relative to the larger Toraitic 
corpus.  The first of these is what Etz Hayim refers to as the “ordeal of the sotah,” 
a bizarre rite carried out when a husband suspected his wife of adultery and 
brought her before a priestly tribunal to have his accusation investigated.  The 
“test,” which relied on incantations and magic elixirs, seems, by modern 
sensibilities, unlikely to cast any light on the veracity of the husband’s charge (or 
his wife’s presumed denial) but almost certain to effect a complete rupture in a 
relationship which was undoubtedly already experiencing extreme strain. 

The second set of rituals are those which designate an individual as a nazir.  The 
term, which has no English equivalent, refers to a devotee who decides to take 
upon him- or herself an additional set of strictures above and beyond those 
dictated by Toraitic law, thus upholding a more extreme form of the faith than 
required of the general public (including the kohanim). 

Reading rabbinic commentaries about Parashat Naso, one could easily come to 
believe that the descriptive texts pertaining to the sotah and the nazir comprised 
the vast majority of the parashah, but in fact the two treatises together comprise 
only forty-two verses in a parashah that runs to 176 verses, the longest single 
portion in the entire cycle of annual readings. 

So, what does the rest of Parashat Naso deal with?  Well, its contents are 
varied.  They include the original articulation of the Priestly Blessings, in our time 
traditionally recited as a blessing for the entire congregation on major holidays as 
well as by parents over their children on Friday night; the donations of the tribal 
chiefs preceding the milu’im (the dedication of the Tabernacle); a brief but 
touching description of the cherubim that adorn the cover of the Ark, which 
became the basis for a Talmudic text describing these angelic forms turning 
towards one another in love when the sanctuary was in use and pivoting away 



   
 

 
 

from one another during the intervals between services; and, of course, there are 
the opening passages of the portion that describe in excruciating detail the role 
that each of the priestly subclans played in the transportation, assembly and use 
of the sacred vessels employed in Temple rites.  One need not wonder why all 
that schlepping wasn’t the focal point of the rabbinic commentary. 

And in that understanding of what draws our attention – and what fails to – is 
found a far deeper insight into an aspect of human nature which I believe is 
particularly relevant to our relationship with Israel in this moment – not only in 
this moment, but enduringly. By “our” here I refer not specifically to the members 
of this congregation or to the Jewish people more broadly but rather the world 
community. 

It is an essential quality of human nature, arguably a facet of our basic 
neurobiology, that our attention is drawn to the exceptional, the outliers and the 
extraordinary qualities of a person, a place, a set of events.  We see that which 
stands out from its background, and especially that stands out for disquieting 
reasons, far more easily and intuitively than we note the background itself, the 
prosaic, everyday qualities of the larger landscape.   

So, it tends to be when we direct our gaze at Israel.  Our focus, our conversations, 
our awareness are inevitably drawn to the relatively exceptional, high-profile 
aspects of the society and its functions, the high visibility – and often highly 
troubling – dimensions of the country’s political system, its fraught relations with 
its neighbors, and the fractures within the society itself.  These are all real aspects 
of Israel and are deserving of attention, dissection and response.  But when these 
dimensions of the society come to be taken as its defining characteristics – 
indeed, when the most problematic dimensions of Israeli politics and its relations, 
both internal and external, come to wholly define our discourse about the state – 
we miss the larger landscape in which these transpire: not just the political 
landscape but the cultural, artistic, religious, literary and intellectual dimensions 
of a place and people that are phenomenally rich, complex and dynamic.   



   
 

 
 

What is more, when we focus on the headline grabbers, we overlook all the 
schleppers, those individuals and organizations whose day-to-day activities, 
whose passion – indeed raison d’être – lies in laying the foundations for greater 
holiness.  It is on them whom we should be focusing and towards their efforts 
that we should be contributing our time and resources, for in their work lies the 
key to building a society that more completely embodies the dreams of the Holy 
Land and of justice that we have harbored for millennia. 

As a ceasefire takes hold in Israel and Gaza and, God-willing, again opens space 
for us to contemplate Israel in a light other than glow of missile and rocket trails, 
let us open our eyes, our hearts and minds to a vision of the society that we hope 
the Jewish state will grow to be, one that provides not only a safe, nurturing 
home to all its inhabitants, but also serves as a light on a larger world stage. 

 Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 


