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Some of us are old enough to recall when members of Congress would refer to 

each other on the floor with exaggerated politeness: my esteemed colleague, the 

good senator of the great state, and so on. Did that reflect some basic level of 

mutual respect? Did it make it easier to work as colleagues and craft compromise 

legislation that moved forward the concerns of our country? 

I participated in a summer program in Washington, DC, while I was in high school 

and had the opportunity to sit in the galleries and listen to Congressional debates. 

Then we had our own high school Congress, with similar rituals imposed. We 

certainly couldn’t call each other names, make ad hominem arguments, or insult 

one another. 

So when I was in Israel on my college junior year abroad and visited the Knesset, 

Israel’s parliament, I was shocked. It was chaos, yelling and screaming and often 

calling one’s enemies Nazis. The animosity and division were much closer to the 

surface, and Israeli politics were often a quagmire. 

In the section of the Torah portion that Sean chanted for us this morning, 

Abraham’s negotiation with God, there is the same exaggerated politeness that I 

had witnessed in Congress. I was particularly aware of it this year, as during the 

week I had been preparing to read the beginning of the Torah portion for our 

Friday evening service and found a similar style. Abraham is greeting three 



strangers, three men who appear at the entrance of his tent, in the heat of the 

day. He offers them a sip of water and a piece of bread, but then prepares a 

bounteous meal. The commentaries wonder about the politeness with which he 

greets these wayfarers. Is it just stylistic, either to Abraham or to the time period? 

Or did Abraham understand that these strangers were not men, but messengers 

of God? There is a hint of that in the Hebrew, but then why does he offer them 

food when the Bible understands that angels don’t eat? Or is this politeness the 

sign of something more, of the respectful way that Abraham treated everyone, 

not just the powerful Deity from whom he was seeking concessions, but also the 

hungry and thirsty stranger who approaches his tent? It made me wonder what 

effect it might have on our political atmosphere today, were such structures of 

politeness and respect normative once again. 

The negotiation is interesting for reasons beyond Abraham’s careful address of 

God. We often think of it as Abraham asking that the righteous be saved, but if we 

read carefully that’s not the only issue. The three angels each have a mission, and 

the mission of one was to save the righteous of Sodom and Gomorrah before the 

cities were destroyed. 

Notice what Abraham asks: “Perhaps there are 50 innocent within the city? Will 

You really wipe out the place and not spare it for the sake of the 50 innocent 

within it?” Abraham is not just trying to save the righteous, he is arguing to rescue 

the entire city. 

The Bible is often concerned with fairness, what the rabbis will later call midah 

keneged midah, measure for measure, what some nowadays might call karma, a 



kind of “what goes around comes around.” Jacob usurps the place of his older 

brother, and so Laban will cheat him, justifying it by saying, “It is not done in this 

place, to give the younger girl before the first born.” We find it in the rabbinic 

literature as well as in Pirke Avot, where Hillel, upon seeing a skull, says, "Since 

you drowned [others, others] drowned you. And in the end, those that drowned 

you will be drowned.” But Abraham is not seeking fairness with regard to Sodom 

and Gomorrah, he is seeking something different, something more: mishpat, 

justice.  

This kind of true justice is bigger than just following the law. With regard to 

Sodom we are told that they would cheat their neighbors while feigning fairness. 

For example, if a newcomer came to the city and planted crops, they would go 

out to his field, just before the harvest, and each person would collect just a drop 

less than the threshold of what the law could convict them on. In those days, 

walking through an orchard, for example, you could take some fruit to sustain 

you, but only up to a certain limit. But since everyone in town did it, the 

newcomer would end up with nothing left in his field to harvest. Later Jewish law 

would talk about this kind of behavior as naval birshut haTorah, a scoundrel using 

the law for his purposes. 

Another way of thinking about justice as more than fairness and obeying the law 

comes in a short passage from Pirke Avot, which also mentions Sodom and 

Gomorrah: 

There are four character types among people. [One who says] ‘What’s mine 

is yours and what’s yours is mine’ causes confusion. [One who says] ‘What’s 



mine is yours and what’s yours is yours’ is pious. [One who says] ‘What’s 

yours is mine and what’s mine is mine’ is wicked. [One who says] ‘What’s 

mine is mine and what’s yours is yours’ is of average character, but some 

say this is the character of Sodom. 

“I’m taking care of myself, thank you,” midah keneged midah, measure for 

measure, might seem like the okay way to be, but our ethical teachings require 

something more. Justice requires not just the saving of the innocent, but the 

saving of the city. Is that because the righteous will suffer in seeing the 

destruction of their former neighbors? Is it because, if there are righteous, there 

is still hope for the city- and perhaps that is why Abraham stops at ten, what the 

commentaries describe as the minimal administrative unit for communal 

organization? 

Bargaining assumes that compromise is possible, and healing our country will 

require more than fairness and everyone getting their just desserts. May we 

emulate our father Abraham, politely addressing every person and arguing for the 

possibility of repair. 


