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Picture more than two million Israelites, men, women and children, on their way to 
the Promised Land, not only navigating through a vast wilderness but also trying to 
maintain the relatively newfound proper worship of God at the same time. How to 
maintain the purity of this assemblage? That is the focus of the Book of 
Numbers. Nasso, the second parashah, contains many elements of this purity. It 
concerns itself with the service of sanctified individuals and includes the priestly 
blessing.  
  
But it also chooses to address more personal threats, like the ritual surrounding a wife 
accused of adultery by her husband. Rabbinic literature uses the term sotah, or a 
woman who has strayed, in discussions of this parashah, but we do not see this actual 
word appear anywhere in the Bible.  
  
The sotah is one descriptor of a woman’s place in ancient Israeli society, sort of on the 
outside, looking in. But a woman could also become a nazir, a more elite member of 
the community, who dedicates her life to God. Either way, she still had no role in the 
administrative organization of the group. Does this help us to understand our 
perception of the role of women at the inception of the Israelite community? Or is 
this just one more piece of the puzzle? And is there a way to relate this confusion to 
the modern day?  
  
It almost seems like the role of women, within the Reform Movement, and 
within society as a whole, is still a work in progress. Just two examples: In the Reform 
Movement, we are still dealing with unequal pay between male and female 
rabbis. And in our society as a whole, efforts are still underway today to reduce and 
demean the hard-won power of women. Perhaps the message of the sotah is a lesson 
for us to do better for women. It teaches us not to harm women but to ensure that 
contemporary women have the power to make their own choices.  
  
Some of the commentary about Parashat Nasso, suggests that the passage about 
the sotah ritual might be our text at its worst. But it challenges us to create 
protections for women so we can all live at our best.  
  
Shabbat Shalom   
 


