


It is with regret that I inform you that 
in our times, the institution of marriage 
has been pronounced dead. The notion 
that two people should undertake a 
solemn and legally binding commitment 
to love and support one another for 
the rest of their lives is now mocked 
by Western society as a ridiculous 
throwback to a bygone age from which 
mankind has now fortunately been 
emancipated. Why has marriage been 
so viciously murdered? The answer is 
simple: democracy. While democracy 
may be the best system of government 
in a world where dictatorship is likely to 
be abused, the doctrine of democracy 
promotes unrestricted moral autonomy 
for the individual. A democrat is 
thus empowered to be the arbiter of 
his own destiny, liberated from the 
burdensome shackles of nuptial duties. 
Indeed, the overriding ethos of our 
democratic generation is the pursuit 
of happiness and not holiness; human 
rights and not human obligations; 
freedom and not faithfulness. 
The Torah begs to differ. In parshat 
Naso, we encounter the law pertaining 
to a Sotah which demonstrates just 
how important marriage is and how 
punctiliously its sanctity should be 
guarded. A Sotah refers to a married 
woman whose husband has reason 
to suspect that she has committed 
adultery. If specific legal requirements 
are met, the husband must bring 
his wife to the Cohen. The woman is 
interrogated and instructed to take an 
oath attesting to her innocence. If the 
wife maintains that she is not guilty, she 
is then asked by the Cohen to drink the 

mayim ham’or’rim - bitter 
waters into which a scroll 
inscribed with Hashem’s 
name has been dissolved. If 
she was indeed unfaithful, 
t h e  p o t i o n  w o u l d 
miraculously cause her 
to die in an extraordinary 
fashion. However, if she 

was innocent, the waters would be a 
source of blessing, providing her with 
healthy and beautiful children. This 
process was designed to reinstate trust 
and love into a troubled marriage. Even 
G-d’s holy name was worth blotting 
out for the sake of shalom bayit - 
marital harmony. 
Now, immediately preceding this 
episode, the Torah articulates a 
person’s obligation to give the required 
tithes from his crop to a Cohen: ‘And all 
that is raised up of all the holy things 
that the Children of Israel draw near to 
the Cohen, it shall be his. A man’s holies 
(tithes); they shall be his.’
An aggadic Midrash homiletically 
interprets this to mean that one who 
keeps his tithes for himself and refuses 
to give them to the Cohen will be 
supernaturally punished so that his 
field’s fertility will be stricken and he 
will only produce the amount of crop 
constituting the tithe.
In the following verse, the topic 
switches to introduce the laws of a 
Sotah: ‘And Hashem spoke to Moshe, 
saying: Speak to the children of Israel, 
and say to them: If any man’s wife go 
astray, and act unfaithfully against 
him…’
Rashi highlights the juxtaposition 
of these two themes and remarks 
that they are indeed conceptually 
connected. He states that the Torah is 
telling us that someone who withholds 
his tithes and does not go to the Cohen 
to present them to him will receive 
Divine retribution and will end up 
having to visit the Cohen for a different 

reason: to bring to him his wife, who 
has become a Sotah, a suspected 
adulteress. This chastisement is a classic 
example of middah k’negged middah - 
measure for measure, whereby Hashem 
reprimands a person in way which 
directly mirrors his iniquity. 

In his opus Gur Aryeh, the Maharal 
presents a profound insight into 
Rashi’s statement. I was overwhelmed 
by its beauty.  Initially, the Maharal 
posits that when Rashi mentions that 
the miser will be forced to visit the 
Cohen to present to him his suspected 
wife, he does not necessarily mean to 
exclude the other possible reasons for 
a priestly visit. Indeed, he suggests 
that it could transpire that such an 
individual will have an encounter with 
the Cohen because he experienced 
a zav - emission, or became infected 
with tzara’at - leprosy. Both these 
afflictions require an atonement and 
purification process respectively, 
under the auspices of the Cohen. 

However, the Maharal then explores 
the possibility that, in fact, Rashi 
may have been emphasising that 
the tithe-witholder will be punished 
specifically by being made to bring 
his wife to the Cohen as a Sotah. This 
is because a rasha - wicked person 
may not be concerned with receiving 
his atonement and purification from 
the Cohen having had an emission or 
contracted tzara’at. Rather, he will 
attempt to conceal his predicament. In 
contrast, even a man of dubious virtue 
will want to discover whether or not his 
wife has been unfaithful! As a result, 
he will definitely bring his wife to the 

Cohen, thus receiving his ‘measure for 
measure’ penalty.
The Maharal adds that this reciprocal 
punishment carries an extremely 
exacting level of Divine design. This 
person did not want to give his 
property to the Cohen because he did 
not appreciate the priest’s amazing 
spiritual abilities. Indeed, the Cohen 
is the unique intermediary whose 
sacrificial services create shalom 
between Hashem and the Jewish 
people. Now, the Jewish people are 
often called the wife of Hashem in 
Biblical and Talmudic literature. When 
a Jew sins, it is as if Hashem’s spouse 
has gone astray and only the korbanot 
- sacrifices of the Cohen can restore 
peace between them. That is why the 
one who refused to recognize the 
importance of the Cohen’s efforts 
will be forced to bring his wife to 
the Cohen. Thus he will be shown 
through an unquestionable fashion 
that the Cohen does indeed possess 

the propensity to unify a 
shattered relationship.
The Torah’s message is 
clear: marriage is a sacred 
framework within which a 
person can learn how to 
develop a real relationship 
with the Hashem, the 
Celestial Husband of the 

Jewish people. This is the reason 
why the preservation of a healthy 
and joyous marriage is of paramount 
importance and this is indeed the 
underpinning of the Sotah process. 
Let us pray that the true preciousness 
of marriage can yet be resurrected, 
speedily in our days.
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