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Was the Sotah Meant to be Innocent? 

 
1) Bamidbar 5:11-31 
 

ר׃  ה לֵּאמֹֽ ר ה׳ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֥ ה אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ (יא) וַיְדַבֵּ֥ י־תִשְׂטֶ֣ ישׁ אִישׁ֙ כִּֽ ם אִ֥ ל וְאָמַרְתָּ֖ אֲלֵהֶ֑ (יב) דַּבֵּר֙ אֶל־בְּנֵ֣י יִשְׂרָאֵ֔
ישׁ   ב אִ֣ עַל׃ (יג) וְשָׁכַ֨ ה ב֖וֹ מָֽ אָה וְעֵד֙ וּמָעֲלָ֥ יא נִטְמָ֑ ה וְהִ֣ הּ וְנִסְתְּרָ֖ רַע֒ וְנֶעְלַם֙ מֵעֵינֵ֣י אִישָׁ֔ אֹתָהּ֮ שִׁכְבַת־זֶ֒

אָה אוֹ  וא נִטְמָ֑ ה וְקִנֵּ֥א אֶת־אִשְׁתּ֖וֹ וְהִ֣ יו רֽוּחַ־קִנְאָ֛ ר עָלָ֧ שָׂה׃ (יד) וְעָבַ֨ א נִתְפָּֽ ֹ֥ וא ל הּ וְהִ֖ ין בָּ֔ יו  אֵ֣ ר עָלָ֤ ־עָבַ֨
אָה׃ א נִטְמָֽ ֹ֥ יא ל ישׁ אֶת־אִשְׁתּוֹ֮ אֶל־הַכֹּהֵן֒  רֽוּחַ־קִנְאָה֙ וְקִנֵּ֣א אֶת־אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ וְהִ֖ יא הָאִ֣ יא אֶת־   (טו) וְהֵבִ֨ וְהֵבִ֤

ה כִּֽ  ן עָלָיו֙ לְבֹנָ֔ א־יִתֵּ֤ ֹֽ מֶן וְל יו שֶׁ֗ ק עָלָ֜ א־יִצֹ֨ ֹֽ ים ל מַח שְׂעֹרִ֑ ה קֶ֣ ת הָאֵיפָ֖ יהָ עֲשִׂירִ֥ ת קְנָאֹת֙ ה֔וּא  קׇרְבָּנָהּ֙ עָלֶ֔ י־מִנְחַ֤
הּ לִפְנֵ֥י ה׳׃  עֱמִדָ֖ ן וְהֶֽ הּ הַכֹּהֵ֑ יב אֹתָ֖ ן׃ (טז) וְהִקְרִ֥ רֶת עָוֹֽ ת זִכָּר֖וֹן מַזְכֶּ֥ ים  מִנְחַ֥ יִם קְדֹשִׁ֖ ן מַ֥ ח הַכֹּהֵ֛ (יז) וְלָקַ֧

יִם׃ (יח) וְ  ן אֶל־הַמָּֽ ן וְנָתַ֥ ח הַכֹּהֵ֖ ן יִקַּ֥ ע הַמִּשְׁכָּ֔ ר יִהְיֶה֙ בְּקַרְקַ֣ ר אֲשֶׁ֤ עָפָ֗ רֶשׂ וּמִן־הֶֽ ן בִּכְלִי־חָ֑ יד הַכֹּהֵ֥ הֶעֱמִ֨
ה אִשָּׁ֔ אשׁ הָֽ ֹ֣ ת־הָאִשָּׁה֮ לִפְנֵ֣י ה׳ וּפָרַע֙ אֶת־ר וא וּבְיַד֤  אֶֽ ת הִ֑ ת קְנָאֹ֖ ת הַזִּכָּר֔וֹן מִנְחַ֥ ת מִנְחַ֣ יהָ אֵ֚ ן עַל־כַּפֶּ֗ וְנָתַ֣

ים׃ (יט)  ֽ רְרִ ים הַמְאָֽ ֖ י הַמָּרִ ב אִישׁ֙  הַכֹּהֵן֙ יִהְי֔וּ מֵ֥ א שָׁכַ֥ ֹ֨ אִשָּׁה֙ אִם־ל ר אֶל־הָֽ ן וְאָמַ֤ הּ הַכֹּהֵ֗ יעַ אֹתָ֜ וְהִשְׁבִּ֨
תְּ כִּ֥  לֶּה׃ (כ) וְאַ֗ ים הָאֵֽ ֖ מְאָרְרִ ים הַֽ ֥ י הַמָּרִ י מִמֵּ֛ חַת אִישֵׁ֑ הִנָּקִ֕ ה תַּ֣ ית טֻמְאָ֖ א שָׂטִ֛ ֹ֥ חַת  אֹתָ֔ וְאִם־ל ית תַּ֥ י שָׂטִ֛

ן  יעַ הַכֹּהֵ֥ ׃ (כא) וְהִשְׁבִּ֨ י אִישֵֽׁ בַּלְעֲדֵ֖ ֙ אֶת־שְׁכׇבְתּ֔וֹ מִֽ ישׁ בָּ ן אִ֥ את וַיִּתֵּ֨ י נִטְמֵ֑ ת־הָאִשָּׁה֮  אִישֵׁ֖ וְכִ֣ אֶֽ
ת ה׳ ה בְּת֣וֹ עַמֵּ֑ בְּתֵ֨ ה וְלִשְׁבֻעָ֖ ן ה׳ אוֹתָ֛ לְאָלָ֥ ה יִתֵּ֨ אִשָּׁ֔ ר הַכֹּהֵן֙ לָֽ ת הָאָלָה֒ וְאָמַ֤ לֶת   בִּשְׁבֻעַ֣ ֙ נֹפֶ֔ אֶת־יְרֵכֵ

ל יָרֵ֑  טֶן וְלַנְפִּ֣ יִ לַצְבּ֥וֹת בֶּ֖ מֵעַ֔ לֶּה֙ בְּֽ ים הָאֵ֙ ֤ יִם הַמְאָרְרִ אוּ הַמַּ֨ ה׃ (כב) וּ֠בָ֠   צָבָֽ ה  וְאֶת־בִּטְנֵ֖ ה הָאִשָּׁ֖  וְאָמְרָ֥
ים׃ (כד) וְהִשְׁקָה֙ אֶ  ֽ י הַמָּרִ ה אֶל־מֵ֥ פֶר וּמָחָ֖ ן בַּסֵּ֑ לֶּה הַכֹּהֵ֖ ת הָאֵ֛ ֥ ב אֶת־הָאָ כָתַ֠ ן׃ (כג) וְ֠ ן ׀ אָמֵֽ ת־ אָמֵ֥

ים׃ ֽ ים לְמָרִ ֖ מְאָרְרִ יִם הַֽ הּ הַמַּ֥ אוּ בָ֛ ים וּבָ֥ ֑ רְרִ ים הַמְאָֽ ֖ י הַמָּרִ ה אֶת־מֵ֥ אִשָּׁ֔ ת   הָ֣ ה אֵ֖ אִשָּׁ֔ ח הַכֹּהֵן֙ מִיַּד֣ הָֽ (כה) וְלָקַ֤
ן מִן ץ הַכֹּהֵ֤ חַ׃ (כו) וְקָמַ֨ הּ אֶל־הַמִּזְבֵּֽ יב אֹתָ֖ יף אֶת־הַמִּנְחָה֙ לִפְנֵ֣י ה׳ וְהִקְרִ֥ ת וְהֵנִ֤ ת הַקְּנָאֹ֑ ־הַמִּנְחָה֙ אֶת־ מִנְחַ֣

יִם׃  ה אֶת־הַמָּֽ ה אֶת־הָאִשָּׁ֖ ר יַשְׁקֶ֥ חָה וְאַחַ֛ יר הַמִּזְבֵּ֑ הּ וְהִקְטִ֖ רָתָ֔ ם־ אַזְכָּ֣ ה אִֽ יִם וְהָיְתָ֣ הּ אֶת־הַמַּ֗ (כז) וְהִשְׁקָ֣
ה  הּ וְנָפְלָ֖ ה בִטְנָ֔ ים וְצָבְתָ֣ רְרִים֙ לְמָרִ֔ יִם הַמְאָֽ הּ הַמַּ֤ אוּ בָ֜ עַל בְּאִישָׁהּ֒ וּבָ֨ ל מַ֣ ה  נִטְמְאָה֮ וַתִּמְעֹ֣ הּ וְהָיְתָ֧ יְרֵכָ֑

 רַ  ה זָֽ ה וְנִזְרְעָ֥ וא וְנִקְּתָ֖ ה הִ֑ ה וּטְהֹרָ֖ אִשָּׁ֔ א נִטְמְאָה֙ הָֽ ֹ֤ הּ׃ (כח) וְאִם־ל רֶב עַמָּֽ ה בְּקֶ֥ ה לְאָלָ֖ את   ע׃הָאִשָּׁ֛ ֹ֥ (כט) ז
יו ר֥  ר עָלָ֛ ר תַּעֲבֹ֥ ישׁ אֲשֶׁ֨ אָה׃ (ל) א֣וֹ אִ֗ הּ וְנִטְמָֽ חַת אִישָׁ֖ ה תַּ֥ ה אִשָּׁ֛ ר תִּשְׂטֶ֥ ת אֲשֶׁ֨ ת הַקְּנָאֹ֑ ה וְקִנֵּ֣א אֶת־ תּוֹרַ֖ וּחַ קִנְאָ֖
ה הָ  את׃ (לא) וְנִקָּ֥ ֹֽ ה הַזּ ת כׇּל־הַתּוֹרָ֖ ן אֵ֥ שָׂה לָהּ֙ הַכֹּהֵ֔ אִשָּׁה֙ לִפְנֵ֣י ה׳ וְעָ֤ יד אֶת־הָֽ ה אִשְׁתּ֑וֹ וְהֶעֱמִ֤ ן וְהָאִשָּׁ֣ ישׁ מֵעָוֹ֑ אִ֖

הּ׃  א אֶת־עֲוֹנָֽ וא תִּשָּׂ֖  הַהִ֔
 

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying:  
Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: If any man’s wife has gone astray and broken faith 
with him in that a man has had carnal relations with her unbeknown to her husband, and she 
keeps secret the fact that she has defiled herself without being forced, and there is no witness 
against her—but a fit of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought up about the wife who has 
defiled herself; or if a fit of jealousy comes over one and he is wrought up about his wife 
although she has not defiled herself—the man shall bring his wife to the priest. And he shall 
bring as an offering for her one-tenth of an ephah of barley flour. No oil shall be poured upon it 
and no frankincense shall be laid on it, for it is a meal offering of jealousy, a meal offering of 
remembrance which recalls wrongdoing. The priest shall bring her forward and have her stand 
before the LORD. The priest shall take sacral water in an earthen vessel and, taking some of the 
earth that is on the floor of the Tabernacle, the priest shall put it into the water. After he has 
made the woman stand before the LORD, the priest shall bare the woman’s head and place upon 
her hands the meal offering of remembrance, which is a meal offering of jealousy. And in the 
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priest’s hands shall be the water of bitterness that induces the spell. The priest shall adjure the 
woman, saying to her, “If no man has lain with you, if you have not gone astray in defilement 
while married to your husband, be immune to harm from this water of bitterness that induces the 
spell. But if you have gone astray while married to your husband and have defiled yourself, if a 
man other than your husband has had carnal relations with you”—here the priest shall administer 
the curse of adjuration to the woman, as the priest goes on to say to the woman—“may the LORD 
make you a curse and an imprecation among your people, as the LORD causes your thigh to sag 
and your belly to distend; may this water that induces the spell enter your body, causing the belly 
to distend and the thigh to sag.” And the woman shall say, “Amen, amen!” The priest shall put 
these curses down in writing and rub it off into the water of bitterness. He is to make the woman 
drink the water of bitterness that induces the spell, so that the spell-inducing water may enter into 
her to bring on bitterness. Then the priest shall take from the woman’s hand the meal offering of 
jealousy, elevate the meal offering before the LORD, and present it on the altar. The priest shall 
scoop out of the meal offering a token part of it and turn it into smoke on the altar. Last, he shall 
make the woman drink the water. Once he has made her drink the water—if she has defiled 
herself by breaking faith with her husband, the spell-inducing water shall enter into her to bring 
on bitterness, so that her belly shall distend and her thigh shall sag; and the woman shall become 
a curse among her people. But if the woman has not defiled herself and is pure, she shall be 
unharmed and able to retain seed. This is the ritual in cases of jealousy, when a woman goes 
astray while married to her husband and defiles herself, or when a fit of jealousy comes over a 
man and he is wrought up over his wife: the woman shall be made to stand before the LORD and 
the priest shall carry out all this ritual with her. The man shall be clear of guilt; but that woman 
shall suffer for her guilt. 
 
2) R. Joseph H. Hertz, The Pentateuch and Haftarahs, 589 
 
If a husband suspect his wife of unfaithfulness, he may bring her to the Sanctuary for an oath of 
purgation and the drinking of ‘the water of bitterness’. If she is innocent, no injuries result; if 
guilty, the combined oath and ordeal produce physical effects that proclaim her guilt to the 
world. This law is the only explicit instance in Scripture of trial by ordeal, an institution that was 
well-nigh universal in antiquity and a regular feature of Western European life down to the late 
Middle Ages. 
 
3) Ramban, Bamidbar 5:21 
 

 בישראל שיעשה קבוע ונס פלא שהוא, הזה הענין זולתי בנס תלוי דבר התורה משפטי  בכל אין והנה
מקום  של רצונו עושים רובם בהיותם  

 
Behold there is no law in the Torah dependent on a miracle except this matter, which is a fixed 
wonder and miracle that was done in Israel when most of them were doing the will of Hashem. 
 
4) Mishnah Sotah 1:4-7 
 

פָשׁוֹת. הָיוּ מַעֲלִין אוֹתָהּ לְבֵית דִּין הַגָּדוֹל שֶׁבִּירוּשָׁלַיִם, וּמְאַיְּמִין עָלֶיהָ כְדֶרֶ שֶׁמְּאַיְּמִין עַל עֵדֵי נְ 
הָרָעִים   וְאוֹמְרִים לָהּ, בִּתִּי, הַרְבֵּה יַיִן עוֹשֶׂה, הַרְבֵּה שְׂחוֹק עוֹשֶׂה, הַרְבֵּה יַלְדוּת עוֹשָׂה, הַרְבֵּה שְׁכֵנִים
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וְאוֹמְרִים לְפָנֶיהָ דְּבָרִים שֶׁאֵינָהּ  עוֹשִׂים. עֲשִׂי לִשְׁמוֹ הַגָּדוֹל שֶׁנִּכְתַּב בִּקְדֻשָּׁה, שֶׁלּאֹ יִמָּחֶה עַל הַמָּיִם.
  כְּדַאי לְשׁוֹמְעָן, הִיא וְכָל מִשְׁפַּחַת בֵּית אָבִיהָ:  

 
 חִם אָמְרָה טְמֵאָה אָנִי, שׁוֹבֶרֶת כְּתֻבָּתָהּ וְיוֹצֵאת. וְאִם אָמְרָה טְהוֹרָה אָנִי, מַעֲלִין אוֹתָהּ לְשַׁעַר הַמִּזְרָ א

כְֹהֵן ים. ו שֶׁעַל פֶּתַח שַׁעַר נִקָּנוֹר, שֶׁשָּׁם מַשְׁקִין אֶת הַסּוֹטוֹת, וּמְטַהֲרִין אֶת הַיּוֹלְדוֹת, וּמְטַהֲרִין אֶת הַמְּצֹרָעִ 
  הּ.אוֹחֵז בִּבְגָדֶיהָ, אִם נִקְרְעוּ נִקְרָעוּ, אִם נִפְרְמוּ נִפְרָמוּ, עַד שֶׁהוּא מְגַלֶּה אֶת לִבָּהּ, וְסוֹתֵר אֶת שְׂעָרָ 

  :  רַבִּי יְהוּדָה אוֹמֵר, אִם הָיָה לִבָּהּ נָאֶה, לאֹ הָיָה מְגַלֵּהוּ. וְאִם הָיָה שְׂעָרָהּ נָאֶה, לאֹ הָיָה סוֹתְרוֹ 
  

ירִים הָיְתָה מִתְכַּסָּה בִלְבָנִים, מְכַסָּהּ בִּשְׁחוֹרִים. הָיוּ עָלֶיהָ כְלֵי זָהָב וְקַטְלָיאוֹת, נְזָמִים וְטַבָּעוֹת, מַעֲבִ 
וְכָל הָרוֹצֶה לִרְאוֹת בָּא לִרְאוֹת,   מִמֶּנָּה כְּדֵי לְנַוְּלָהּ. וְאַחַר כָּ מֵבִיא חֶבֶל מִצְרִי וְקוֹשְׁרוֹ לְמַעְלָה מִדַּדֶּיהָ.

אל כג) וְנִוַּסְּרוּ  חוּץ מֵעֲבָדֶיהָ וְשִׁפְחוֹתֶיהָ, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלִּבָּהּ גַּס בָּהֶן. וְכָל הַנָּשִׁים מֻתָּרוֹת לִרְאוֹתָהּ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר (יחזק
  כָּל הַנָּשִׁים וְלאֹ תַעֲשֶׂינָה כְּזִמַּתְכֶנָה: 

 
לַעֲבֵרָה, הַמָּקוֹם נִוְּלָהּ. הִיא גִלְּתָה אֶת עַצְמָהּ בַּמִדָּה שֶׁאָדָם מוֹדֵד, בָּהּ מוֹדְדִין לוֹ. הִיא קִשְּׁטָה אֶת עַצְמָהּ 

, לְפִיכָ תִּלְקֶה הַיָּרֵ תְּחִלָּה  לַעֲבֵרָה, הַמָּקוֹם גִּלָּה עָלֶיהָ. בַּיָּרֵ הִתְחִילָה בָעֲבֵרָה תְחִלָּה וְאַחַר כָּ הַבֶּטֶן
 וְאַחַר כָּ הַבֶּטֶן. וּשְׁאָר כָּל הַגּוּף לאֹ פָלֵט 

 
They bring her up to the great court which is in Jerusalem, and [the judges] solemnly admonish 
her in the same way that they admonish witnesses in capital cases. And they say to her, “My 
daughter, much is done by wine does much, much is done by frivolity, much is done by youth, 
much is done by bad neighbors. For the sake of His great name which is written in holiness do it 
so that it may not be rubbed out on the water.” And they say to her matters which neither she nor 
all the family of her father’s house is worthy to hear. 
 
If she said, “I am defiled to you”, she gives him a receipt for her ketubah and goes out [with a 
get]. But if she says, “I am pure,” they bring her up to the east gate, Nicanor’s gate, where they 
give women suspected of adultery the water to drink, purify women after childbirth and purify 
lepers. A priest seizes her clothing if they are torn, then they are torn, and if they become 
unstitched, then they are unstitched, until he uncovers her bosom, and he undoes [the braids of] 
her hair. Rabbi Judah says: if her bosom was beautiful he does not uncover it, and if her hair was 
beautiful he does not undo it. 
 
If she was clothed in white, he clothes her in black. If she wore gold jewelry or necklaces, 
earrings and finger-rings, they remove them from her in order to make her repulsive. After that 
[the priest] takes a rope made of twigs and binds it over her breasts. Whoever wishes to look 
upon her comes to look with the exception of her male and female slaves, since she has no shame 
in front of them. All of the women are permitted to look upon her, as it is said, “That all women 
may be taught not to do after your lewdness” (Ezekiel 23:48).  
 
In the measure with which a person metes out to others, they mete out to him. She adorned 
herself for a sin; the Omnipresent made her repulsive. She exposed herself for a sin; the 
Omnipresent exposed her. She began the transgression with the thigh and afterwards with the 
womb; therefore she is punished first in the thigh and afterwards in the womb, nor does all the 
body escape. 
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5) R. Yechiel Michel Epstein, Aruch Hashulchan Even Ha-ezer 178 
 

  ויותר הוא ספק כאן אבל ממתינים היינו למות  והולכת היא שטמאה ידענו אם דוודאי הוא דטעמם ל" ונ
 כיון נמתין למה כ"וא  ש"כמ  לשתות שלא בידה שהרי לשתות מדהולכת היא שטהורה לוודאי קרוב

היא  שטהורה  תברר שהשתייה שצועקת  
 
It appears to me that the reason [we don’t wait for the pregnant Sotah to give birth] is that if we 
knew for sure she had sinned and was going to die, we would surely wait. But here it’s a matter 
of doubt, and it’s far more likely that she did not sin because she’s willing to drink [the bitter 
waters]. For it’s in her power to refuse to drink, as it’s written. If so, why wait? She’s essentially 
telling us that the drinking will demonstrate that she did not sin. 
 
6) Herbert Chanan Brichto, “The Case of the Sota and a Reconsideration of Biblical 
‘Law’,” Hebrew Union College Annual 46 (1975): 55-70. 
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7) Chullin 141a 
 

 גדול שלום שבין איש לאשתו שהרי אמרה תורה שמו של הקב"ה שנכתב בקדושה ימחה על המים

So great is peace between a man and his wife that the Torah said that the name of God that’s 
written in holiness shall be erased by the water. 
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8) R. Yaakov Kamenetsky, Emes le-Yaakov, ed. Doniel Neustadt, 2nd edition (1996), 
422. 
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9) R. Avi Shafran, “Understanding the Sotah Ritual,” My Jewish Learning.com 
 
So why is the sotah subjected to this ritual? 
 
Well, actually, she isn’t subjected. If she chooses to simply dissolve her marriage and forfeit the 
financial support promised her, the husband is compelled to grant her a divorce and she suffers 
no other penalty. And therein lies the second key to understanding the strange law of sotah. The 
ritual is not intended to punish the woman if she is guilty. It is to absolve her if she is innocent, 
and preserve love and trust in her marriage. 
 
The entire point of the sotah ritual, in other words, is to convince a husband who has every 
reason to be suspicious of his wife’s fidelity, since she secluded herself with another man. God is 
involved only to convince the husband that his wife is not adulterous. The husband’s jealousy 
will thus dissolve and allow him and his wife to resume their marriage in trust and love. The wife 
may have still done something wrong, but the husband’s worst suspicions have been divinely 
exploded. 
 
One can imagine the reconciliation that would certainly follow. That is why the talmudic maxim 
most associated with the sotah law is, “So great is peace between a man and his wife that the 
Torah commands that the name of the Holy One, Blessed be He, written in sanctity, should be 
erased onto the [sotah] water.” 
 
10) R. Emanuel Rackman, “The Case of the Sotah in Jewish Law: Ordeal or 
Psychodrama?” National Jewish Law Review 3 (1988): 49-64. 
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11) Aaron Twerski, “A Rejoinder to Dr. Norman Lamm,” Jewish Observer (Summer 
1988), 21 n.6. 
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12) Peter T. Leeson, “Justice, medieval style: the case that ‘trial by ordeal’ actually 
worked,” Boston Globe (Jan. 30, 2010) 
 
For the better part of a millennium, Europe’s legal systems decided difficult criminal cases in a 
most peculiar way. When judges were uncertain about an accused criminal’s guilt, they ordered a 
cauldron of water to be boiled, a ring to be thrown in, and the defendant to plunge in his naked 
hand and pluck the object out. The defendant’s hand was wrapped in bandages and revisited 
three days later. If it survived the bubbling cauldron unharmed, the defendant was declared 
innocent. If it didn’t, he was convicted. 
 
These trials were called “ordeals.” They reached their height between the 9th and 13th centuries, 
and the methods varied. In one variant, a piece of iron was heated until it was red hot. The 
defendant picked it up and carried it with her bare hand. In another, the defendant was stripped 
naked, his hands and feet bound, and he was pushed into a pool of holy water. If the defendant 
sank, he was acquitted. If he floated, he was condemned. 
 
Modern observers have roundly condemned ordeals for being cruel and arbitrary. Ordeals 
seem to reflect everything that was wrong with the Dark Ages. They’re an icon of medieval 
barbarism and backwardness. 
 
But a closer look suggests something very different: The ordeal system worked surprisingly 
well. It accurately determined who was guilty and who was innocent, sorting genuine 
criminals from those who had been wrongly accused. Stranger still, the ordeal system 
suggests that pervasive superstition can be good for society. Medieval legal systems leveraged 
citizens’ superstitious beliefs through ordeals, making it possible to secure criminal justice where 
it would have otherwise been impossible to do so. Some superstitions, at least, may evolve and 
persist for a good reason: They help us accomplish goals we couldn’t otherwise accomplish, or 
accomplish them more cheaply. 
 
Ordeals were based on a medieval superstition called “iudicium Dei” - the judgment of 
God. According to this belief, God helped man resolve judicial matters through trials of fire 
and water. The superstitious “logic” that underlay ordeals was based on divine 
intervention. God, the thinking went, saved innocent defendants from being burned in hot 
ordeals and allowed guiltless men to sink in water “over which He hath thundered” in cold 
ones. The ordeal, then, offered a way for God to render judgment. 
 
How might these trials have worked, without divine intervention? The key insight is that 
ordeals weren’t just widely practiced. They were widely believed in. It’s this belief - 
literally, the fear of God - that could have allowed the ordeals to function effectively. 
 
First, consider the reasoning of the defendants. Guilty believers expected God to reveal 
their guilt by harming them in the ordeal. They anticipated being boiled and convicted. 
Innocent believers, meanwhile, expected God to protect them in the ordeal. They 
anticipated escaping unscathed, and being exonerated. 
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The only defendants who would have been willing to go through with the ordeal were 
therefore the innocent ones. Guilty defendants would have preferred to avoid the ordeal - 
by confessing their crimes, settling with their accusers, or fleeing the realm. 
 
The next thing to understand is that clerics administrated ordeals and adjudged their 
outcomes - and did so under elaborate sets of rules that gave them wide latitude to 
manipulate the process. Priests knew that only innocent defendants would be willing to 
plunge their hands in boiling water. So priests could simply rig trials to exonerate 
defendants who were willing to go through with the ordeal. The rituals around the ordeals 
gave them plenty of cover to ensure the water wasn’t boiling, or the iron wasn’t burning, 
and so on. If rigging failed, a priest could interpret the ordeal’s outcome to exculpate the 
defendant nonetheless (“His arm is healing well!”). … 


