Lot’s Wife Lives
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I.
éêÉé~êÉ=íç=Ü~îÉ=óçìê=ãáåÇë=Ääçïå. Mine certainly was when, a few weeks ago, I was reading
an article by Rabbi Yehuda Sarna – now the Executive Director of the Bronfman Center for Jewish
Student Life at New York University – when he was a YU student in the late 90s.
Among the many famous stories we read this morning, one stands out for how it captures our
imagination. Fleeing Sodom’s destruction, Lot and his family are told not to turn back, yet his wife
does. What happens next?
She turns into salt, right?
Nope. Not at all. We’re misreading the verse.
There’s a couple of reasons to reconsider our traditional understanding of this story. The first is
that God is not known for turning people into other things. Granted, there are a few examples of
metamorphosis in the Torah: the serpent is punished with metamorphosis in Parashat Bereishit,
his legs are removed; and Moshe’s staﬀ turns into a snake and back again in Sefer Shemot, but,
neither of these are as drastic as Lot’s wife turning into salt. It’s either a unique punishment – never
again seen in the entire Torah – or a misunderstanding.
And, second, even if this is a punishment, what is she being punished for? While she disobeys a
direct command, Lot does, too. He doesn’t leave when first commanded and, instead, hesitates.
There’s a greater justification for God punishing Lot than Lot’s wife. It seems unnecessarily harsh
for God to punish Lot’s wife when her husband is equally guilty of violating a command.
These seems good reasons for skepticism. For rethinking our understanding of this story. But it’s
not so simple: the Torah itself claims that this unnecessarily harsh and never-again-seen kind of
punishment does happen.
ציב ֶ ֽמַלח׃
֥ ִ ח ָ ֑ריו ַוְּתִ֖הי ְנ
ֲ ַו ַּת ּ ֵב ֥ט ִא ׁ ְש ּ֖ת ֹו ֵמַא

Lot’s wife looked back, and she thereupon turned into a pillar of salt (Gen. 19:26).
It’s all very well taking issue with the narrative – but that’s what it says!
Or does it?
Because, there’s another way to read this verse. Those of you familiar with leining will notice that
the trop, the musical notation for the Torah reading, places an etnachta, a break, in the middle of
this verse:  ַו ַּת ּ ֵב ֥ט ִא ׁ ְש ּ֖ת ֹו ֵמַאֲח ָ ֑ריו, “Lot’s wife looked back,” and then the Torah adds a pause before continuing  ַוְּתִה֖י ְנ ִ ֥ציב ֶֽמַלח׃. And herein lies the ambiguity. To what is the word vatehi referring? We think
it means Lot’s wife, but it could mean something else. There’s another option. As argued by, among
others, R. Chizkiya b. Manoach, the 13th-century commentator, in his work Chizkuni. He adds two
words into the verse to clarify its ambiguity:
ציב ֶ ֽמַלח׃
֥ ִ ח ָ ֑ריו ַוְּתִ֖הי כל הארץ ְנ
ֲ ַו ַּת ּ ֵב ֥ט ִא ׁ ְש ּ֖ת ֹו ֵמַא

Lot’s wife looked back; and the land had turned to salt.
Lot’s wife doesn’t look back and, in doing so, get turned into salt. She looks back and sees her
home, her neighbourhood, her town, covered in salt. And there’s a good reason to think this is the
correct understanding beyond it resolving the issues I already mentioned. As Chizkuni notes,
Moshe himself describes the punishment of Sodom this way. In Parashat Nitzavim – we read it just
a few weeks ago – Moshe describes a type of punishment that might befall the Jewish people:
שב
ֶׂ ע
֑ ֵ לה ָב ּ֖ה ּ ָכל־
֙ ש ֵר ָ֣פה ָכל־ַא ְרָצ ּ ֒ה ֤לֹא ִתָּז ַר
ׂ ְ ָּגְפ ִ ֣רית ָוֶמַל֮ח
֥ ֶ ע ְו ֣לֹא ַתְצ ִ֔מַח ְו ֽלֹא־ ַיֲע
ְ
חָמֽת ֹו׃
ֲ ר ָה ַ֣פך ְיה ָ֔וה ְּבַא ּ ֖פ ֹו ּוַב
֙ ה ַא ְד ָ ֣מה ּוְצב ֹו ִ֔ים ֲאֶׁש
֙ מ ָר
ֹ דם ַוֲע
ֹ ֤ ּ ְ ֽכַמְהֵּפ ַ ֞כת ְס

All its soil devastated by sulfur and salt, beyond sowing and producing, no grass
growing in it, just like the upheaval of Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and
Zeboiim, which the LORD overthrew in His fierce anger (Deut. 29:22).
This story that we learn either as children or in the early stages of our religious journey is a misunderstanding. And that, I think, is mind-blowing. Lot’s wife was never turned to salt. She looked
back and saw Sodom covered in salt, to make sure nothing ever grows there again. It’s completely
destroyed.
But then, another question emerges. The narrative that follows Lot’s escape is deeply disturbing:
his daughters, thinking themselves the only people left in the world, commit to repopulation via
their father. It’s a harrowing enough story assuming their mother dead. But, if she’s alive and with
them in the cave, why doesn’t she say anything?!
There is a simple answer. Lot’s wife is a Sodomite. And while, in the English language, that word
has come to mean one thing, in Jewish tradition it means something very diﬀerent.
II.
The mishnah in Pirkei Avot (5:10) describes diﬀerent attitudes we can have towards our material
wealth. One of which is described as follows:
. ז ֹו ִמַּדת ְסד ֹום, ְוֵיׁש א ֹוְמ ִרים. ז ֹו ִמָּדה ֵבינ ֹוִנית,ָהא ֹוֵמר ֶׁש ּ ִלי ֶׁש ּ ִלי ְוֶׁש ּ ְלָך ֶׁש ּ ָלְך

One who says “what is mine is mine, and what is yours is yours” – this is a typical
attitude. But there are some who say this makes one a Sodomite.
It’s normal, says this mishnah, for us to think that what we have earned is ours, and what others
have earned – or what they have not earned – is theirs. Each keeps his or her own and owes nothing
to anyone else nor is owed anything by anyone else. But there’s another type of person who exhibits
this attitude. One who is selfish. One who is self-absorbed. One who feels they need not partake in
wider society. One who is consumed solely by materialistic gain. This is what Judaism understands
the word “ מדת סדוםsodomy” to mean – this was the great crime of the people of Sodom. Their refusal
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to ever help others. This is why a mob turns up at Lot’s home after he brings in his guests. In Sodom,
you aren’t supposed to take in those in need. Lot’s house was his house; these other people in need
have no right to it, and Lot should not oﬀer it.
Where is Lot’s wife while her daughters are with her husband? The very same place she is when
her husband oﬀers her daughters to the mob to placate their urges: right next to him. But she doesn’t
care. If something doesn’t aﬀect her literal self, it something doesn’t aﬀect her financial bottom line,
Lot’s wife does not exist in the story. She only appears when her home is about to be destroyed,
when her possessions are about to disappear. That’s when she takes action.
And this side of her personality is underscored by the person she is juxtaposed to in the Torah.
Right after the Torah describes Lot’s wife turning to see her land covered in salt the Torah briefly
pans towards Avraham, watching from a distance:
ם
֙ ד
ֹ עַמד ָׁש ֖ם ֶאת־ ּ ְפ ֵ ֥ני ְיה ָֽוה׃ ַוַּי ׁ ְש ֵ ֗קף ַעל־ ּ ְפ ֵ ֤ני ְס
֥ ָ בֶקר ֶאל־ַ֨ה ּ ָמ֔ק ֹום ֲאֶׁשר־
ֹ ֑ ּ ַוַּי ׁ ְש ּ ֵכ ֥ם ַאְב ָרָ֖הם ּ ַב
שן
ֽ ָׁ טר ַהִּכְב
ֹ ֖ טר ָהָ֔א ֶרץ ְּכִקי
ֹ ֣ ה ִקי
֙ א ֶרץ ַהִּכ ּ ָכ֑ר ַו ַ ּ֗י ְרא ְוִה ֵ ּ֤נה ָעָל
֣ ֶ מ ָ֔רה ְו ַ ֽעל־ ּ ָכל־ ּ ְפ ֵ ֖ני
ֹ ַוֲע

Next morning, Abraham hurried to the place where he had stood before the LORD,
and, looking down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and all the land of the Plain, he
saw the smoke of the land rising like the smoke of a kiln (Gen. 19:27–28).
The imagery and the contrast are striking. Lot’s wife, a resident of Sodom, turns back to look at
her city – a city where, only moments ago, lived her friends, her neighbours, her wider society –
and all she sees is the salt. Avraham, looking out at the city in which he knows no one save and has
been told is full of evil people sees the smoke. What’s the diﬀerence? The salt is sown into the ground
to prevent its growth, the smoke is the buildings and the people. When Lot’s wife looks back, she is
drawn to the beauty of Sodom that is no more – the Torah has already told us that it is the most
beautiful area of the land – and its produce, its materiality, that has been destroyed. But she doesn’t
notice the smoke, like Avraham. She isn’t bothered by the death. Because she’s a Sodomite: she cares
more about the beauty of the land and the coins jingling in her purse than the suﬀering of people.
III.
We are so distracted by the dramatic image of a woman turned to salt that we don’t notice the true
horror captured by the verse. A woman so consumed by her own selfish needs that she can’t notice
death surrounding her. She does not have even the most basic level of human decency! And with
that, the Torah makes very clear who should fuel our ideals: Avraham. Avraham who sees the humanity in everyone, who sees the value in everyone – he begs God to save people he knows are evil
– that’s the kind of person we should be.
Lot’s wife is a cautionary tale for us. Not because it scares us into thinking that, should we ignore
God, we’ll be turned to salt, but because it terrifies us into realizing that, if we are not sensitive to
the suﬀering of others, if we do nothing about it because we only care about what aﬀects our bank
balance and no more, than we will be like her. Not a pillar of salt but a living, breathing monster.
God could inflict no punishment as harsh as the natural consequence of becoming Lot’s wife.
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