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Who Was P’lotit? 
Sermon by Rabbi Elie Weinstock 

October 27, 2007 
 

 About three weeks ago, there was an article in the New York Times 

entitled, “When Reality TV Gets Too Real.” The author described the latest 

generation of reality TV shows. For those who don’t watch TV or, like me, 

just can’t stand these shows, it has become popular to produce shows about 

the lives and experiences of ordinary people. Alternatively, these shows take 

ordinary people and put them into challenging situations. Now, they’ve 

come up with something new. They document people’s problems. On a 

recent episode of “Intervention,” a new reality documentary series on the 

A&E network about people’s addictions and destructive behavior, the crew 

filmed “Pam,” an alcoholic. Pam, as was often unfortunately the case, was 

drunk. As she made her way to the front door, film crew in tow, she stopped 

at the refrigerator to take a swig of vodka before grabbing her keys and 

heading for the door. In the background, the voice of the producer can be 

heard, “You have had a lot to drink. Do you want one of us to drive?” Pam 

indignantly replied, “No, I can drive. I can drive.” She mumbled as she 

headed for the door, got into her car, managed a three-point turn out of her 

parking lot, and drove off. Nobody stopped her. Luckily, no one was hurt.  
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 The article highlights some of the sticky situations these new reality 

shows get into as they film all sorts of destructive behavior – and do nothing 

to intervene. What if Pam had gotten into an accident and killed herself or 

others? What about caring about the well-being of their subjects or human 

life in general? That doesn’t seem to matter. And even more, legally, the 

producers of these shows are treated like witnesses: they bear no 

responsibility to intervene. No responsibility at all.  

 The article quotes executives in the reality TV industry who feel the 

pressures of creating these shows. They claim that being absolved of legal 

responsibility for his documentary subjects does not make shooting the 

program any easier.” “I’ve had children of alcoholic parents there watching 

their mother in a drunken stupor…the trauma…is horrible, just horrible,” 

said one producer. Yet the shows still get made. Noted another executive, 

“It’s a very, very delicate balance.”  

 I think it is a very delicate balance between reality and insanity! I 

know people have different tastes in what is entertainment. But this is 

disturbing. “Being human means being conscious and being responsible.” So 

wrote Victor Frankl, the famed neurologist, psychiatrist, and Holocaust 

survivor in “The Doctor and the Soul: From Psychology to Logotherapy.” 
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We might be conscious to film these show, but our irresponsibility begs the 

question of where is the humanity!  

 It was this sort of irresponsibility that led to the destruction of S’dom. 

What exactly was the sin of S’dom? Some possibilities are inferred from the 

text and others are mentioned in the Midrash, but it can all be summarized as 

“Middas S’dom – Sodomite Behavior.” What is Middas S’dom? Pirkei Avos 

(5:13) teaches: “Ha-omeir sheli sheli v’shelcha shelach, zo mida beinonis, 

v’yesih omrim zo midas Sodom – If one says what’s mine is mine and what’s 

your s is yours, this is an average character type but some say it is the 

characteristic of S’dom.” 

 On the one hand, the Mishna describes someone who respects 

boundaries, and that is certainly average and appropriate. Sort of like keep 

your hands to yourself or live and let live. But others feel this is Sodomite 

behavior. Why? It is uncaring and rejects any sense of responsibility for 

anyone else. It is not caring or interfering as a drunk driver grabs her keys 

and starts up her car. Judaism rejects these characteristics. Put differently, as 

the old saying goes, “It’s not enough to just make Shabbos for yourself!”  

And as Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew 

Congregations of Great Britain, has put it, “The Jewish story is a story of 

responsibility.”  
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Rabbi Sacks authored a book called, “To Heal a Fractured World,” 

with the subtitle, “The Ethics of Responsibility.” In it, he draws upon the 

ideas of Hans Jonas, a 20th century German-born philosopher, who wrote a 

book entitled “The Imperative of Responsibility.” That is us! That is who we 

are! Not all faiths necessarily share this commitment. Bu as Rabbi Sacks 

writes: “To be a Jew is to accept responsibility. The world will not get better 

of its own accord…Judaism is God’s greatest ever call to human 

responsibility.”   

And that is who the people of S’dom were not, which led to their 

destruction. There are, at least, two main problems with S’dom. Each 

represents a shortcoming which may be rectified with a call to responsibility.  

1. The people of S’dom were not gomlei chasadim – doers of 

kindness. They were simply miserable people who did not care. The sages 

call upon the words of the prophet Yechezkel (16:46-50): 

“Behold, this was the sin of your sister S’dom: she and her daughters were 

proud, sated with food, complacent in their prosperity; they gave no help to 

the poor and needy.  Rather, they became haughty and committed 

abominations in My presence; then, as you have seen, I removed them.” 

 They gave no help and worse. The Talmud in Sanhedrin (109) gives 

several examples as to how the people of S’dom treated others. They preyed 
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on travelers, hijacking them, and robbing them. They mistreated wayfarers. 

If a guest was invited in, they made sure he regretted it. If he was a tall 

person, they provided a bed that was too short and cut his legs off. If the 

guest was short, the bed would be long, and they’d stretch him so that he 

would fit. And if he’d survive the lodging, the food would be horrible – 

either too much or no salt, which led to Lot’s wife’s punishment.  

The solution to this type of behavior is obvious: do the opposite and 

take responsibility for others. As Rabbi Sacks formulates the obligation: “If 

someone is in need, give. If someone is lonely, invite them home. If 

someone you know has recently been bereaved, visit them and give them 

comfort. If you know of someone who has lost their job, do all you can to 

help them find another.” The Jewish people are described by the Talmud as 

“gomlei chasadim.” Part of our identity is the fact that we do chesed. If we 

didn’t act in such a manner, our very Jewishness would be called into 

question. In a general or communal sense, we stand for chesed, support for 

UJA and other charities. In a particular sense, we take responsibility to 

provide for those in need – whether it be money, food, time, or other forms 

of support. 

 The people of S’dom did not engage in these actions; we do. It is 

often helpful to be reminded of what we are responsible to do and to hear of, 
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and be inspired by, cases of exceptional acts done by ordinary people. For 

example, Rabbi Sacks tells the story of the late Professor David Baum, one 

of Britain’s leading pediatricians who developed new techniques that 

lowered infant mortality. He then moved on to the next challenge to improve 

healthcare facilities in Brazil, Ethiopia, Thailand, and Russia. One of the last 

things he did, before suffering a fatal heart attack while participating in a 

bicycle ride to raise money for a child care center he was building in 

Kosovo, was to create a pediatric unit for Palestinians in Gaza. How’s that 

for being a gomeil chesed, for responsibility, and anti-S’dom behavior? 

There are numerous individuals like David Baum, and even more of 

them whom we have not heard about, to inspire us to respond to the needs of 

others. As a noted Holocaust historian aptly put, “Thou shalt not be a 

bystander!”  

 2. There is another root of S’dom’s downfall that we must undo as we 

fulfill our mandate of responsibility. They lacked the character trait of 

rachamim – mercy or compassion. They were not rachmanim. It was bad 

enough that they did no acts of kindness, but they also lacked the capacity to 

even try. 

“Ha-af tispeh tzaddik im rasha – Will you also destroy the righteous 

along with the wicked?” “Chalilah lecha – How dare You?!” rails Avraham 
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to God and so begins his famous debate with Hashem over the fate of 

S’dom. It turns into a negotiation over just how many non-wicked people 

there might be in the towns. Ultimately, however, there are not enough to 

protect the town. Not even ten. Avraham is defeated and the cities’ 

destruction will commence. In a sense, S’dom is destroyed because there just 

weren’t a few good men. There weren’t enough people willing to stand up 

and do the right thing. No one took responsibility. Moreover, they outlawed 

trying to do the right thing. And here we come to P’lotit. States the Midrash 

(Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 25): “Rabbi Yehuda said: They declared in S’dom 

that whoever would give bread to the poor and needy would be put do death 

by fire. P’lotit, the daughter of Lot, was married to one of the prominent 

members of the city. She saw a poor man struggling in the town’s main 

street and felt bad for him…What did she do? Each day, when she went out 

to draw water, she’d take food from the house and put it in her bucket to 

feed the poor man. The people of S’dom wondered how this poor person 

could be surviving. When they found out it was P’lotit, they immediately 

took her to be burned…” 

S’dom’s behavior was horrible enough, but, even worse, was the 

institutionalization of cruelty. It was illegal to help, to show concern, or to 

take responsibility. It became a crime punishable by death. This was not the 
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only example. The sages relate examples of corrupt judges, unfair 

punishments, and frivolous penalties for nebulous charges that were typical 

in S’dom. It is one thing to make the wrong choice and not help when you 

can. It is quite another when to do nothing is an enshrined virtue.  

This is why there were no good men. Only P’lotit stands out as a 

response to such an environment. Thankfully, even with terrible reality TV 

shows, we don’t live in such a time or place. But we do need to be reminded 

to embody a mentality of compassionate responsibility. This is part of our 

being Jews. In addition to being described as gomlei chasadim, the Talmud 

calls the Jewish people “rachmanim”. Being rachmanim is also an essential 

part our religious identity. The term literally means merciful, but it is 

sometimes hard to distinguish the difference between being merciful and 

being gomlei chasadim. A gomeil chesed does the right thing for another 

person – which S’dom did not and we must. A rachaman, internalizes the 

necessity – like P’lotit – to do what is right and just even if it is not what 

everyone else does. It requires a sensitivity and awareness and cannot be 

taken for granted.  

It is this rachmanim aspect of our responsibly religious DNA which 

leads the Jewish community and the State of Israel to strive for what is right. 

Look at the historic response of the State of Israel to the needs of people in 
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crisis around the world – even her enemies. Rabbi Sacks writes of how, 

several years ago at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Swtizerland, he 

found himself talking with the Grand Mufti of Bosnia. The Mufti told of the 

gratitude his community felt towards Israel for their assistance during the 

unrest there. So much so, that many babies born during the conflict were 

named “Israel” as a gesture of thanks. And it makes sense for rachmanim to 

be the ones to step forward in times of need. In Kosovo in 1999, the Jewish 

community took charge of the city’s 23 primary schools in Pristina, a major 

stabilizing influence for the war-torn area. How many Jews in that 

community? Eleven.  

These are, on the one hand, concrete actions, but they are motivated 

by sensitivity to responsibility that is not automatic and requires 

reinforcement – especially in the world today. These are the acts of 

rachmanim. The story is told of Rabbi Dov Ber of Lubavitch, the second 

Rebbe of the Chabad movement, who was once studying Torah intently 

while his baby son was crying. He was son engrossed in his learning that he 

did not stop to see what was wrong. (And he was not trying to Ferberize him 

either!) His father, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi – the Alter Rebbe – came 

downstairs and rocked the baby back to sleep. He then went to his son, still 

focused on his studies, and said, “My son, I do not know what you are 
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studying, but it is not Torah if it makes you deaf to the cries of a child.” As 

rachmanim, we have a responsibility to be sensitive to the need to step up 

and do what is right even as we often do engage in acts of kindness. 

Beware of reality TV. Beware of a society which tolerates such a 

wholesale abandonment of responsibility. We had one of those before called 

S’dom, and it didn’t work out. Our tradition is one built on a commitment to 

doing just the opposite – to care, to show concern, to engage in concrete acts 

of kindness, to be gomlei chasadim. We must also follow in the footsteps of 

P’lotit and ensure that our actions are informed by sensitivity to the needs of 

others in the truest tradition of rachmanim. In this way, we will live up to the 

blessing God gave to Avraham that we embody a message to the world 

“la’asos tzedaka u’mishpat – to always be engaged in charity and justice.” 


