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Embedded within the more memorable portions of Parshat Naso, we find an intriguing little law that explains what is to be done by a person who defrauds his neighbor, denies his deed under oath, but finally wants to come clean. “When a man or a woman shall commit any sin that men commit, to do a trespass against the Lord, and that person be guilty; Then they shall confess their sin which they have done: and he shall recompense his trespass with the principal thereof, and add unto it the fifth part thereof, and give it unto him against whom he has trespassed.” (Num. 5:6-7) In other words, the wrongdoer has to confess his sin, and give back the principal plus a fifth. If the wronged party is no longer around, the amount is presumably payable to his estate. This leads to the following provision in the next verse: “But if the man has no kinsman to recompense the trespass unto, let the trespass be recompensed unto the Lord, even to the priest; beside the ram of the atonement, whereby an atonement shall be made for him.” (Num. 5:8)

We have already seen most this law, in Lev. 5:20-26. Rashi anticipates our question—what is new here?—and offers two answers: 1) The concept of “vidui,” or confession, is introduced in this parasha—that is, one must publicly confess the act before restitution can be made; and 2) the Torah closes a loophole by telling us that in the event the defendant dies with no heirs, restitution should be paid to the kohen. From this second insight comes the name of this halakha, “gozel et ha-ger,” or “thievery from a convert,” since legally speaking, the convert will have no next of kin, other than children, to inherit him.

One of the most intriguing elements of the law is a built-irony in the situation of a kohen taking restitution for a convert. The kohen is in effect playing the part of the convert’s family, when in any other case we would say the kohen is furthest, in familial terms, from the convert. After all, a woman convert cannot marry a kohen. 

The second thing that jumps out is a point well articulated by Jacob Milgrom the JPS Torah Commentary on Numbers: “The priestly laws stipulate confession only in those cases in which deliberate sin against God is permitted to be expiated by sacrifice (Lev. 5:1-4; 16:21). [The innovation here] leads to the conclusion that even if one has deliberately offended God, as in the case of a false oath, this deliberate sin [b’zadon] is reduced to an inadvertancy [b’shgaga] and qualifies for sacrificial expiation if the sinner shows remorse and then acknowledges the sin by confession his crime and accepting the blame.” 

As Milgrom points out, the theological import of this innovation is no trivial thing. What we have here is nothing less than the legal representation of the underlying values of the Covenant: that God recognizes human failings and replaces justified strict justice (Din) with merciful forgiveness (Rachamim), if the human being makes an effort to improve himself. In rather legalistic fashion, the Torah here introduces an essential accommodation of individual human beings as people with free will, the ability to choose, and the ability to repent. The mitzvoth of Parshat Naso can be read as last-minute additions to the laws of the Tabernacle before the story of the Tabernacle is finished and the Israelites begin their march toward Canaan. The addition of this law and its accommodation of human foibles is nothing short of a theological necessity if the system of sacrifices and forgiveness is to have any meaning.

There is something poignant and beautiful in wrapping such a momentous theological innovation in a halakha about the convert. The convert is the person in the community who, more than anyone else, has made a theological statement with his life: cutting himself off from homeland, family, and his own tradition, he has embraced a new, demanding way of life, in the earnest attempt to better serve his Creator and thereby have a closer relationship with Him. As Maimonides writes in his letter to Obadiah the Convert (Responsa of Maimonides 393), it is not a mere formality that we refer to a convert as the child of Abraham and Sarah; indeed, the convert best exemplifies the existential risk-taking of our ancestors. He is their true inheritor. 

This is the person whom the Torah wants to be the “family” of the kohen, for the kohen must in a sense overcome the fact that he has been born into the priestly caste and ultimately choose to embrace God from the close perch he has been granted. Thus the Torah ties together the convert with the kohen, the person who represents not just someone born into Jewishness, but born into the cream of the crop of Jewish inheritance, in a symbolic statement of the need for the constant renewal of inherited office and tradition.

This challenge, of course, extends beyond the Kohanim, to the entire Jewish community: How do we avoid complacency in chosenness? How do we create institutions that not only leave room for, but indeed demand spontaneity?  It is a challenge we are obliged to embrace, for it rings truer for us today than perhaps even the Torah could have expected.

Shabbat shalom.

