Sedom and its discontents: How the rabbis read the wicked city
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1. Bereshit 13:13, 18:20, Yirmiyahu 23:14; Yechezkel 16:49

2. Sanhedrin 109a-b

A

§ The mishna teaches: The people of Sodom have no
share in the World-to-Come.

The Sages taught: The people of Sodom have no share
in the World-to-Come, as it is stated: “And the men of
Sodom were wicked and sinners before the Lord
exceedingly” (Genesis 13:13). “Wicked” indicates in this
world; “and sinners” indicates for the World-to-Come.
Rav Yehuda says: “Wicked” is referring to sins they
committed with their bodies; “and sinners” is referring to
sins they committed with their money. “Wicked” is
referring to sins they committed with their bodies, as it is
written with regard to Joseph and the wife of Potiphar:
“And how can | do this great wickedness, and sin
against God” (Genesis 39:9). “And sinners” is referring to
sins they committed with their money, as it is written:
“And your eye is wicked against your poor brother, and you
give him nothing...for it shall be reckoned to you as a
sin” (Deuteronomy 15:9). “Before the Lord”; this is
referring to blessing, a euphemism for cursing, God.
“Exceedingly” means that they had intent and sinned
and did not sin unwittingly or driven by lust.

It was taught in a baraita: “Wicked” is referring to sins
they committed with their money; “and sinners” is
referring to sins they committed with their bodies.
“Wicked” is referring to sins they committed with their
money, as it is written: “And your eye is wicked against
your poor brother and you give him nothing” (Deuteronomy
15:9). “And sinners” is referring to sins they committed
with their bodies, as it is written with regard to Joseph
and the wife of Potiphar: “And sin against God” (Genesis
39:9). “Before the Lord”; this is referring to blessing, a
euphemism for cursing, God. “Exceedingly [meod ]” is
referring to bloodshed, as it is stated: “Moreover
Manasseh shed very [meod ] much blood” (Il Kings
21:16).

77N DN7 'K DITO 'WIN
D1 X2N D719

[N7 I'N DITO 'WAR 2"'N
NNXIY 2N D71Y7 770
DITO 'WANI (A* A' N'UKXN])
TRn ‘N7 o'xLVNI OWD
n'RLNI T'NIYa DY

N2 D71v7

[9122 0'VI DTIN' 20 NN
D'V DINN D'RLNI

07 N'YUXIL) 2'NDT |D1A2
NYIN NYWYKR Y'NI (0
MNXONI NIXTD N72ITAN
D1INN2 D'RLVNI D'N7RY
n'NI (V1L DNAT) AT
DWN NOM1 1T ‘N7 Xun 2
D'XOINI DIDNNY TN
D'V NIN XNINNA

[9122 D'XVNI DIINN]
2'MDT DINNA D'

72'Y NI (VL 1V DNAT)
D'XLNI |I'AND )'NX

07 N'YUXIL) 2'NOT |91A2
IT 'n7 0'n7X7 'mroNi (v
NID'OY IT TRN OWN NdM]
XD 1 D0D7n) "N DT
NYINn 19Y ‘71 0T 02 (TV
TN NN (DY7wN)

['11]




Sedom and its discontents: How the rabbis read the wicked city

Miriam Gedwiser

B

The Sages taught: The people of Sodom became
haughty and sinned due only to the excessive goodness
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, bestowed upon them.
And what is written concerning them, indicating that
goodness? “As for the earth, out of it comes bread, and
underneath it is turned up as it were by fire. Its stones
are the place of sapphires, and it has dust of gold. That
path no bird of prey knows, neither has the falcon’s eye
seen it. The proud beasts have not trodden it, nor has
the lion passed thereby” (Job 28:5-8). The reference is to
the city of Sodom, which was later overturned, as it is stated
thereafter: “He puts forth His hand upon the flinty rock; He
overturns the mountains by the roots” (Job 28:9).

The people of Sodom said: Since we live in a land from
which bread comes and has the dust of gold, we have
everything that we need. Why do we need travelers, as
they come only to divest us of our property? Come, let
us cause the proper treatment of travelers to be
forgotten from our land, as it is stated: “He breaks open
a watercourse in a place far from inhabitants, forgotten
by pedestrians, they are dried up, they have moved
away from men” (Job 28:4).
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Cc

Rava taught: What is the meaning of that which is written:
“How long will you seek to overwhelm a man? You will
all be murdered like a leaning wall or a tottering fence”
(Psalms 62:4)? This teaches that the people of Sodom set
their sights on property owners. They would take one
and place him alongside an inclined, flimsy wall that was
about to fall, and push it upon him to kill him, and then
they would come and take his property.

Rava taught: What is the meaning of that which is written:
“In the dark they dig through houses; by day they shut
themselves up; they know not the light” (Job 24:16)?
This teaches that they would set their sights on property
owners. They would take one and they would give him
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balsam, whose smell diffuses, and the property owner
would place it in his treasury. In the evening, the people
of Sodom would come and sniff it out like a dog and
discover the location of the property owner’s treasury, as it
is stated: “They return at evening; they howl like a dog,
and go round about the city” (Psalms 59:7). And after
discovering the location they would come and dig there,
and they would take that property.The Gemara cites
verses that allude to the practices of the people of Sodom:
“They lie at night naked without clothing, and they have
no covering in the cold” (Job 24:7). And likewise: “They
drive away the donkey of the fatherless; they take the
widow’s ox as a pledge” (Job 24:3). And likewise: “They
trespass; they violently steal flocks and graze them”
(Job 24:2). And likewise: “For he is brought to the grave,
and watch is kept over his tomb” (Job 21:32).

Rabbi Yosei taught in Tzippori the methods of theft
employed in Sodom. That night three hundred tunnels
were excavated in Tzippori in order to employ those
methods. Homeowners came and harassed him; they
said to him: You have given a way for thieves to steal.
Rabbi Yosei said to them: Did | know that thieves would
come as a result of my lecture? The Gemara relates: When
Rabbi Yosei died, the gutters of Tzippori miraculously
overflowed with blood as a sign of his death.
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The people of Sodom would say: Anyone who has one ox
shall herd the city’s oxen for one day. Anyone who does
not have any oxen shall herd the city’s oxen for two days.
The Gemara relates: They gave oxen to a certain orphan,
son of a widow, to herd. He went and took them and
killed them. The orphan said to the people of Sodom:

Let anyone who has one ox take one hide and let anyone
who does not have an ox take two hides. The people of
Sodom said to the orphan: What is the reason for this?
The orphan said to them: The ultimate rule is parallel to
the initial rule; just as the initial rule is that anyone who
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has one ox shall herd the city’s animals for one day and
anyone who does not have any oxen shall herd the city’s
animals for two days, so too, the ultimate rule is: Let
anyone who has one ox take one hide and let anyone who
does not have an ox take two hides.

Furthermore, they declared in Sodom: Let one who
crosses on a ferry give one dinar as payment; let one
who does not cross on a ferry, but walks in the river, give
two dinars. In addition, when there was anyone who had a
row of bricks, each and every one of the people of Sodom
would come and take one brick and say to him: | am
taking only one, and you are certainly not particular about
so inconsequential an item, and they would do this until
none remained. And when there was anyone who would
cast garlic or onions to dry, each and every one of the
people of Sodom would come and take one and say to
him: | took only one garlic or onion, and they would do this
until none remained.
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There were four judges in Sodom and they were named
for their actions: Shakrai, meaning liar, and Shakrurai,
habitual liar, Zayfai, forger, and Matzlei Dina, perverter of
justice. These were the judgments that they rendered: In a
case of one who strikes the wife of another and causes
her to miscarry, they would say to the woman’s husband:
Give the woman to the one who struck her, so that she will
be impregnated for you again. In a case of one who
severed the ear of another’s donkey, they would say to
the owner of the donkey: Give the donkey to the one who
caused the damage, until the ear grows back. In a case of
one who wounds another, they would say to the injured
party: Give the one who wounded you a fee, as he let your
blood.
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And they instituted an ordinance: One who crossed the
river on a ferry gives four dinars, and one who crossed
the river in the water gives eight dinars. One time a
certain launderer came and arrived there. The people of
Sodom said to him: Give four dinars as payment for the
ferry. He said to them: | crossed in the water. They said
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to him: If so, give eight dinars, as you crossed in the
water. He did not give the payment, and they struck him
and wounded him. He came before the judge to seek
compensation. The judge said to him: Give your assailant
a fee, as he let your blood, and eight dinars, as you
crossed the river in the water.

NNAYT XN 2N DN
NNIN INIFTO 2 K7 X'
N7 20 7"N NATT N

NNT 7 PYUT RN
N'N2 NNAYT TIT XN

Eliezer, servant of Abraham, happened to come there,
and they wounded him. He came before the judge to
seek compensation. The judge said to him: Give your
assailant a fee, as he let your blood. He took a stone and
he wounded the judge. The judge said: What is this?
Eliezer said to him: The fee that is to be paid to me by
you, give it to that person who wounded me, and my
money will remain where it remains.

The Gemara continues to discuss the sins of the people of
Sodom: They had beds on which they would lay their
guests; when a guest was longer than the bed they would
cut him, and when a guest was shorter than the bed they
would stretch him. Eliezer, servant of Abraham,
happened to come there. They said to him: Come lie on
the bed. He said to them: | took a vow that since the day
my mother died | do not lie on a bed.
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When a poor person would happen to come to Sodom,
each and every person would give him a dinar, and the
name of the giver was written on each dinar. And they
would not give or sell him bread, so that he could not
spend the money and would die of hunger. When he would
die, each and every person would come and take his
dinar.
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This is what the people of Sodom stipulated among
themselves: Whoever invites a man to a wedding, his
cloak will be removed. There was this wedding, and
Eliezer, servant of Abraham, arrived there and they did
not give him bread. When he sought to dine, Eliezer
came and sat at the end, behind everyone. They said to
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him: Who invited you to here? He said to the one sitting
next to him: You invited me. That man said to himself:
Perhaps they will hear that | invited him and they will
remove the garment of that man, referring to himself. The
one who sat next to him took his cloak and ran outside.
And likewise, Eliezer did the same for all of them until
they all left, and he ate the meal.

MNAN N710T X9'07 2N
7"N NONT7 TN N0 N
[nInT ANX [N XInnY
NINT "2 'YnY KN'7'T K]
N7 'nuni N
77w [X12a 'RNT NINN
N2 2T KINN D'
IN712%7 T2y |1 X127 VNI
IN'R X'7DNI IN71D 17917 TV
NNTIVO?

There was a young woman who would take bread out to
the poor people in a pitcher so the people of Sodom
would not see it. The matter was revealed, and they
smeared her with honey and positioned her on the wall
of the city, and the hornets came and consumed her. And
that is the meaning of that which is written: “And the
Lord said: Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is
great [rabba]” (Genesis 18:20). And Rav Yehuda says
that Rav says: Rabba is an allusion to the matter of the
young woman [riva] who was killed for her act of kindness.
It is due to that sin that the fate of the people of Sodom was
sealed.
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3. Bereshit Rabbah 49:21 (Theodor/Albeck ed. Compare Vilna ed 49:6)

Rabbi Levi said, Even if | wanted to keep silent, the
judgment in the case of the young girl would not permit
me to keep silent.

There was an incident concerning two young girls who
went down to fill pitchers with water from the spring. The
one said to her friend, “Why is your face so sickly?” The
other said to her, “Our food is all gone and we are near
death.” What did the first one do? She filled her pitcher
with flour and switched them, each taking what was in
the hand of the other.

When they (the people of Sodom) became aware of this,
they took her and burned her.

The Holy Blessed One said, “The judgment in the case
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of the young girl does not permit me to keep silent.”

Thus it is written, If in accordance with her outcry...

(Genesis 18:21) It does not say “If in accordance with
their outcry", but rather “if in accordance with her outcry”

- the young girl’s.
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4. Bereshit Rabbah 50:1 (Theodor/Albeck ed.)

“And Lot was sitting at the gate of Sodom” — It is
written as “sat.” That very day they appointed him
a head justice. There were four head judges in
Sodom. Kavsheker, Davsheker, Davnechel,
Matehdin, and Kalapanerer, and Lot was the
arch-leader of them. When he would say what
they wanted, they say “gesh hal'ah, go ahead.”
When he would tell them things they did not want
they said “This one fellow came in to sojourn, and
he will needs play the judge.”
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5. Akedat Yitzchak Genesis Sha’ar 20

And behold, in truth, this was the sin of Sodom and
her surroundings, for they did not sin with a mere
lustful sin, like cities that have good rules and laws
that they do not follow, and it was also not enough
for [Sodom et al] that they be a city wide open,
without a wall of any proper rule or norm, but their
beginning was already lost with the purpose of
destruction, until they established for themselves
evil and disgusting things as [ostensibly] good and
just rules and laws, and they affixed them with
nails with fines and punishments, that they would
never violate them. And the principle towards
which they directed all their energy was to guard
their money, which is why they chose the
characteristic of “mine is mine and yours is yours,”
... not as a character trait but rather as a rule and
norm that one who benefits his fellow, even if he
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does not thereby lose anything, is liable for death,
and therefore our sages said “we compel regarding
the rule/characteristic of Sodom.”

And setting this down as a norm inevitably led
them to the extreme of all forms of evil and vice.
Know, for our pure Torah cautions in the extreme
that we should give each other benefit from our
money and bodies, with the giving of charity, and
providing for released slaves, and lending, and the
rest of the gifts, and helping with unloading and
loading [animals of others] or returning lost objects
or in anything that his fellow requires, that he
extend his hand to him, until it already places an
element of partnership with all of our dealings with
our friends and neighbors and all out people, and
even so a small minority in every generation obeys
and pays heed to uphold the force of these
commands, and more than them many are as deaf,
blocking their ears, who refuse to give of theirs a
big or small thing, and a great many who wish to
follow the characteristic of “mine and yours are
mine” and seek out various plots to take the money
of their fellows, which is more precious to them
than their own. All the more so, if the normative
basis was that every one should hold on to what is
his, and not benefit others, then one would find a
permissive strip for all sorts of evil, and it would be
mild in his eyes to rob people, as one who does a
mitzvah.
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