 

Naso (Numbers 4:21-7:89)
torah portion                            
The portion begins with the duties of the Levites in the desert. It then moves on to the fascinating section about a husband who suspects his wife of being unfaithful. He takes her to the Temple and after a complex ceremony, she swears she is innocent. If she is lying, then………. but I don’t want to give away the end of the plot – have a read for yourself. Next we move on to the concept of a Nazirite – someone who makes a vow not to drink wine, cut his hair or become spiritually impure. It’s an unusual combination of vows and there is method in the madness, but it’s for another time. A Nazirite is not to be confused with a Nazarene – someone from Nazareth. J---- only had long hair in the movies. I’m sure that in real life his hair was short – like any nice, non Nazirite, Jewish boy of those days. 

The portion ends with the offerings of the princes of each Tribe, which were brought during the dedication of the Tabernacle. 

davar torah

In this portion, the Torah recognizes that once a husband becomes jealous of his wife and believes she is cheating on him, there is little she will be able to do to assuage his doubts. So the Torah gives an option for her to clear her name. Part of the ‘Sota’ ceremony requires that God’s name is written on a piece of paper and dissolved into a bowl of water in the Temple. Normally, it is a very severe prohibition to erase God’s name; however, in this exceptional circumstance, we actually actively erase God’s name.

The Rabbis explain why: the purpose of the Sota ceremony is to bring harmony back into a home. God would rather his name is erased than see strife in a marriage.

I remember Elana a”h said to me numerous times that the best thing we can give our children is our own marriage being a happy one. And she didn’t mean pretending our marriage was a happy one because kids know these things. A happy marriage provides the security and stability that children need to really blossom – no matter what lunacy our government might preach about the great virtues of single parenthood.  

Not only does God allow his name to be erased to ensure harmony in a home - the Torah gives us an example of God actually lying to do so. Sara laughs when she is told she is going to have a child at age 90. She asks how is it possible to conceive now that Abraham is so old. When God relates the story to Abraham he tells him that Sara had asked how is it possible to conceive now that I am so old – so as not to cause trouble. 

If you ask most people what is their parents’ greatest pleasure, they will tell you their children. To me that’s very sad, because a couple’s greatest pleasure should be each other. The fact that people are enjoying their children more than each other means their marriages are not at all that they should be. Much as I love my children, I would have no hesitation in citing my marriage as a deeper pleasure. 

Generally, people are not enjoying their marriages because marriage is such a delicate balance: it really doesn’t take that much to upset the apple cart. It’s a constant challenge. Judaism understand that when successful, a marriage is the foundation stone of a Jewish home that will convey strong values to its progeny. But marriage is a great effort and small fights can turn into big fights without too much difficulty. And big fights can turn into much worse. So for something as precious and yet as delicate as marriage, God is willing to have his name erased and even lie in order to provide support.

If peace and harmony in a home are so fundamental, then it behoves us to consistently and consciously turn our attention to making things work.  Our marriages require our effort. They require nurturing; they require input and focus, time and energy. Marriage is a delicate but beautiful rose. Tended to and watered, it grows into something beautiful. Left alone, it withers and dies. 

