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Facilitator’s Note: This class can be taught as either a 60-minute or 90-minute session, depending on your time
limitations. For a 60-minute class, omit Texts #4 and #6. For a 90-minute class, include the texts and allow more time
for discussion.

Introduction (5 minutes)
o Share this summary of the story of the People of Sodom (Genesis Chapters 13, 18–19).
In Genesis 13, Lot, Abraham’s nephew, goes to live in the city of Sodom. The People of Sodom are described as “very
wicked sinners against the Lord” (Genesis 13:13) though we are not privy to their specific transgressions.
The People of Sodom are next mentioned in Chapter 18, where God decides to tell Abraham what God will do with the
people of Sodom and Gomorrah. While it is not clear what their sin is, an “outcry” compels God to act. When Abraham
hears of Sodom’s fate, he enters into prayer asking God to save the people if a quorum of righteous people is found in
the cities.
It is only in Genesis 19, after God decides to destroy Sodom, that we see two angels come to Lot’s house in Sodom
on the eve of the destruction. The People of Sodom demand Lot send the angels out, “that we may be intimate with
them” (Genesis 19:5). Lot offers his daughters instead. But the two angels convince Lot to take his family and leave
the city, in order that they not be destroyed with it; they leave. The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah are destroyed with
“sulfurous fire from the LORD out of heaven” (Genesis 19:24).
o Introduce the session.
Lack of hospitality and sexual impropriety are oft-cited as the “sin of Sodom”, yet the text never clearly states their
sin. We will examine biblical and rabbinic texts that suggest explanations for God’s decision to destroy Sodom and
Gomorrah. What do these texts teach us about the People of Sodom?
In this session, we will encounter the People of Sodom. We will reflect on why it is so important for Abraham and his
descendants to know about the People of Sodom, their philosophy and their ultimate downfall. We will further consider
how Jewish law safeguards us from their value system.

Part One: God Tells Abraham About Sodom (7 minutes)
o Ask your participants to form groups of two or three for the chevruta style of learning. Chevruta, or
partnered learning, has the added benefit of two people sharing ideas and insights as they learn together.
o Ask your chevruta pairs to read Text #1 together and discuss the questions that follow.
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Text #1: Genesis 13:13, 18:17–21

13 Now the inhabitants of Sodom were very wicked sinners against the LORD.
17 Now the LORD had said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, 18 Since Abraham is to become a great and populous nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by him? 19 For I
have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the LORD by doing
what is just and right (tzedakah u’mishpat), in order that the LORD may bring about for Abraham what He has
promised him.” 20 Then the LORD said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so
grave! 21 I will go down to see whether they have acted altogether according to the outcry that has reached
Me; if not, I will take note.”
o Ask:
1. W
 hat was the sin of Sodom? Can you find any clues in the text?
2. W
 hy is it important for Abraham to know what is going to happen to Sodom? How do you understand God’s
rationale for informing Abraham?
3. W
 hat must Abraham teach his descendants about this incident?
What does God want Abraham to understand about tzedakah u’mishpat? What does tzedakah mean? It’s more than
charity; it’s going beyond the letter of the law (mishpat) to protect the vulnerable. It was this quality of tzedakah—defined in this context and not in its current meaning—that inspired many rabbinic commentaries and midrashim.
The text shows that God wants Abraham to “keep the way of the LORD by doing what is just and right (tzedakah
u’mishpat)” and implies that Abraham must understand the sin of Sodom and its punishment in order to accomplish this.

The Global Day of J ewish Learning

57

November 16, 2014

www.theglobalday.org

The
TitlePeople of Sodom: The Making of an Evil Society

Part Two: The Wickedness of Sodom (20 minutes)
The following sources offer explanations of the sin of Sodom and the “cries” that ascended to God as a result of
its evils.
o Ask participants to read Texts #2–4 in chevruta in order to understand the wickedness of Sodom. After
reading each text, have the chevruta pairs briefly summarize its message. After reading all these texts, ask
participants to answer the reflective questions.

Text #2: Ezekiel 16:49–50

49 Only this was the sin of your sister Sodom: arrogance! She and her daughters had plenty of bread and
untroubled tranquility; yet she did not support the poor and the needy. 50 In their haughtiness, they committed
abomination before Me; and so I removed them, as you saw.
Text #3 was written by Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, a 1st–2nd century commentator. He is frequently cited as Rabbi
Eliezer in the Mishnah and Talmud.

Text #3: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus. Midrash Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 25. Translated by Ne-

chama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit.

They issued a proclamation in Sodom, saying: Everyone who strengthens the hand of the poor and the needy
with a loaf of bread shall be burnt by fire! Pelotit the daughter of Lot was wedded to one of the magnates of
Sodom. She saw a certain very poor man in the street of the city and her soul was grieved on the account.
What did she do? Every day when she went out to draw water she put in her pitcher all kinds of provisions
from her house and she sustained the poor man. The men of Sodom said: How does this poor man live?
When they ascertained the facts they brought her forth to be burnt by fire. She said: Sovereign of all worlds!
Maintain my right and my cause at the hands of the men of Sodom! And her cry ascended before the throne
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of glory. In that hour the Holy One blessed be He said: “I will go down and see whether they have done altogether according to her cry which is come unto me”—and if the men of Sodom have done according to the
cry of the young woman, I will turn her foundation upwards and the surface downward.

Text #4: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 109b. English translation [bolded] and commentary [unbolded] by
Rabbi Steinsaltz in the forthcoming volume of Koren Talmud Bavli.

There was there one girl that would take bread out to poor people in a pitcher so the people there would
not see her. The matter became known, they smeared her with honey and placed her on the wall of the
city. The wasps came and ate her. This is what the verse says: “And the Lord said, Because the cry of
Sodom and Gomorra is great,” (Genesis 18: 20). Rav Yehuda said in the name of Rav: The word “great”
or Rabah alludes to matters of the girl (Rivah) who was killed due to this act of kindness. And due to this sin
they were punished.
o Reflective Questions:
1. W
 hat themes emerge out of these descriptions of the wickedness of Sodom? What words would you use to
describe Sodom’s wickedness?
2. W
 hy do you think the people of Sodom punish the compassionate so harshly?
3. A
 ccording to these texts, what causes God to address the sins of Sodom? What is so important about these
individual stories? How do they refine the general description of the sin of Sodom as stated by Ezekiel?

Part Three: The Attitude of Sodom (28 minutes)
From the texts that we have just studied, Sodom appears to be an incredibly evil, oppressive society. We will now look
at the mishnah in Ethics of Our Fathers that describes the attitude of the People of Sodom.
o The following mishnah may produce some discomfort in your participants, as most of us live in societies that
are rights-based and centered on the principle of “mine is mine and yours is yours.” How could this be the
attitude of Sodom?

Text #5: Ethics of Our Fathers 5:10. English translation from Soncino Press edition adapted by on1foot.org.
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There are four attitudes in people: 1) One that says, “Mine is mine, and yours is yours.” This is a neutral
type; some say this is a Sodom-type of attitude. 2) One that says, “Mine is yours and yours is mine,” is an
unlearned person. 3) One that says, “Mine is yours and yours is yours,” is a pious person. 4) One that says,
“Mine is mine, and yours is mine,” is a wicked person.
o Ask:
1. W
 hich of these four attitudes best characterizes the society in which you live? Give examples.
2. D
 oes the statement “Mine is mine and yours is yours” strike you as an evil statement? Or would you
characterize it as neutral and reasonable? Does it surprise you that this is the attitude associated with the
people of Sodom? Why?
3. D
 oes this make our society wicked?
Rabbi Judah Loew was a 16th century scholar best known as Maharal. In his book Netivot Olam, Maharal describes the
progression from an attitude of “mine is mine and yours is yours” to the violence and oppression that characterized
Sodom.

Text #6: Maharal. Netivot Olam: Netiv G’milut Chasadim.

One who does not wish to act benevolently in any matter will come to be so strict until he ends up with theft
and total violence. In the beginning he is strict and does not want to forego his rights [to his own property]
and in the end when he sees anything that could possibly belong to him he takes it with force, and then when
he becomes accustomed to this behavior he ends up [engaging in] complete violence [even when it does not
belong to him at all]. For so we see with the people of Sodom for their character was to not forego their rights,
as our rabbis said: “What is mine is mine and what is yours is yours is the attitude of Sodom” [Ethics of Our
Fathers 5:10].
o Ask:
1. A
 ccording to Maharal, what is the inevitable progression from a “mine is mine” attitude to complete violence
and oppression?
2. D
 o you agree with Maharal that “mine is mine” is a dangerous attitude for a society? Why?
3. H
 ow might this text offer insight into the sins of poor hospitality and sexual violence that Sodom is best-known
for? Could these be symptoms of a deeper issue?
Maharal believes that the selfishness of “mine is mine” is a slippery slope from protecting one’s own self-interest
to violence.
Rabbi Steinsaltz offers the following explanation of the attitude of Sodom and the implications of “mine is mine”.
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Text #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Ethics and Halakhah.” The Essential Talmud.
“He who says ‘yours is mine and mine is mine’ is a wicked man; ‘yours is yours and mine is yours’ is a pious
man; ‘mine is mine and yours is yours,’ this is the average, but there are those who say that it is a Sodomite
rule [i.e., cruel].”
Tension therefore exists between the view according to the law, “mine is mine and yours is yours,” and blind
adherence to the letter of the law in every event, which is “a Sodomite rule.”
There is an aggadic tradition that regards Sodom not necessarily as the center of wild and indiscriminate
corruption but as a place in which the legislation was evil because of a combination of malice and excessive
respect for the letter of the law.
If a man repents of an oral guarantee and goes back on his word, no court can force him to carry out his
promise, but he is cursed: “He who punished the men of Sodom will punish those who do not keep their
word.”
And, generally speaking, a man who insists on his legal right to deprive another of enjoyment when he himself
has nothing to lose is accused of midat Sodom.
o Ask:
1. In your own words, summarize Rabbi Steinsaltz’s characterization of Sodom’s attitude.
2. In your opinion, is strict adherence to the letter of the law cruel or admirable? Why?

Part Four: Jewish Law—Radically Different (10 minutes)
Yaakov ben Asher, who lived in Cologne, France and Toledo, Spain in the 13th and 14th centuries, is known by the title
of his work, Tur. Moshe ben Chayim Alshish, who lived in Safed, (Israel) during the 16th century, is known by the title of
his work, Torat Moshe.

Text #8: Tur. Yoreh Deah, Laws of Tzedakah, 247. English translation adapted from AJWS, Where Do You
Give? A Tzedakah Curriculum.

A person should not ask, “How can I spare my money to give to poor people?” because he should know that
the money is not his but rather a deposit with which to do the will of the depositor (God), which is to distribute
some of it to the poor.

The Global Day of J ewish Learning

61

November 16, 2014

www.theglobalday.org

The
TitlePeople of Sodom: The Making of an Evil Society

Text #9: Torat Moshe. Commentary on Leviticus 19:9. English translation adapted from AJWS, Where Do
You Give? A Tzedakah Curriculum.

Do not think that you are giving to the poor from your own possession, or that I (God) despised the poor person by not giving him as I gave you. For he is My child, as you are, and his share is in your grain; and I have
decided for your benefit to give him his share from your property.
o Ask:
1. H
 ow would you characterize the social attitudes reflected in these texts?
2. H
 ow is the attitude reflected in these texts radically different from “mine is mine and yours is yours”
(as described in Texts #2-4)?
3. H
 ow might a person act if he or she realizes that all his or her belongings are a “deposit” from God? What kind
of society could we create if we treat our belongings as deposits, rather than our own property?

Conclusion (5 minutes)
We have reflected upon the oppression that can result when we act according to the principle of “mine is mine and
yours is yours.” We have considered the case study of Sodom, and reflected on why it is so important for Abraham
and his descendants to know about the downfall of Sodom and its philosophy. We have considered how Jewish law
safeguards us from this orientation by reminding us that all belongs to God, and is not really “mine” or “yours.”
o Ask:
1. What kind of society does God want Abraham to create?
2. In what ways has today’s Jewish community been successful in creating an ideal society? In what ways
are we still working to build that society?
Abraham and his descendants need to know about Sodom when they construct their own system of justice. Sodom
was built upon a system of absolute individual rights and a “mine is mine and yours is yours” attitude which ultimately
lead to terrible acts of oppression and injustice. Abraham and his descendants must go beyond such a narrow
orientation and construct a society built upon tzedakah u’mishpat (justice and righteousness)—looking beyond
individual interests to help others.
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Part One: God tells Abraham about Sodom
Text #1: Genesis 13:13; 18:17–21

13 Now the inhabitants of Sodom were very wicked sinners against the LORD.
17 Now the LORD had said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, 18 Since Abraham is to become a
great and populous nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by him? 19 For I have singled him
out, that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is just and right
(tzedakah u’mishpat), in order that the LORD may bring about for Abraham what He has promised him.” 20 Then the
LORD said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave! 21 I will go down to see whether
they have acted altogether according to the outcry that has reached Me; if not, I will take note.”

Part Two: The Wickedness of Sodom
Text #2: Ezekiel 16:49–50

49 Only this was the sin of your sister Sodom: arrogance! She and her daughters had plenty of bread and untroubled
tranquility; yet she did not support the poor and the needy. 50 In their haughtiness, they committed abomination before Me; and so I removed them, as you saw.
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Text #3: Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus. Midrash Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 25. Translated by
Nechama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit.

They issued a proclamation in Sodom, saying: Everyone who strengthens the hand of the poor and the needy with a
loaf of bread shall be burnt by fire! Pelotit the daughter of Lot was wedded to one of the magnates of Sodom. She saw
a certain very poor man in the street of the city and her soul was grieved on the account. What did she do? Every day
when she went out to draw water she put in her pitcher all kinds of provisions from her house and she sustained the
poor man. The men of Sodom said: How does this poor man live? When they ascertained the facts they brought her
forth to be burnt by fire. She said: Sovereign of all worlds! Maintain my right and my cause at the hands of the men of
Sodom! And her cry ascended before the throne of glory. In that hour the Holy One blessed be He said: “I will go down
and see whether they have done altogether according to her cry which is come unto me”—and if the men of Sodom
have done according to the cry of the young woman, I will turn her foundation upwards and the surface downward.

Text #4: Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 109b. English translation [bolded] and commentary [unbolded] by
Rabbi Steinsaltz in the forthcoming volume of Koren Talmud Bavli.

There was there one girl that would take bread out to poor people in a pitcher so the people there would not see
her. The matter became known, they smeared her with honey and placed her on the wall of the city. The wasps
came and ate her. This is what the verse says: “And the Lord said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorra is
great,” (Genesis 18: 20). Rav Yehuda said in the name of Rav: The word “great” or Rabah alludes to matters of the
girl (Rivah) who was killed due to this act of kindness. And due to this sin they were punished.
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Part Three: The Attitude of Sodom
Text #5: Ethics of Our Fathers 5:10. English translation from Soncino Press edition adapted by on1foot.org.

There are four attitudes in people: 1) One that says, “Mine is mine, and yours is yours.” This is a neutral type; some say
this is a Sodom-type of character. 2) One that says, “Mine is yours and yours is mine,” is an unlearned person. 3) One
that says, “Mine is yours and yours is yours,” is a pious person. 4) One that says, “Mine is mine, and yours is mine,” is
a wicked person.

Text #6: Maharal. Netivot Olam: Netiv G’milut Chasadim.

One who does not wish to act benevolently in any matter will come to be so strict until he ends up with theft and total
violence. In the beginning he is strict and does not want to forego his rights [to his own property] and in the end when
he sees anything that could possibly belong to him he takes it with force, and then when he becomes accustomed to
this behavior he ends up [engaging in] complete violence [even when it does not belong to him at all]. For so we see
with the people of Sodom for their character was to not forego their rights, as our rabbis said: “What is mine is mine
and what is yours is yours is the attitude of Sodom” [Ethics of Our Fathers 5:10].

Text #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “Ethics and Halakhah.” The Essential Talmud.
“He who says ‘Yours is mine and mine is mine’ is a wicked man; ‘yours is yours and mine is yours’ is a pious man;
‘mine is mine and yours is yours,’ this is the average, but there are those who say that it is a Sodomite rule [i.e., cruel].”
Tension therefore exists between the view according to the law, “mine is mine and yours is yours,” and blind adherence to the letter of the law in every event, which is “a Sodomite rule.”
There is an aggadic tradition that regards Sodom not necessarily as the center of wild and indiscriminate corruption
but as a place in which the legislation was evil because of a combination of malice and excessive respect for the letter
of the law.
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If a man repents of an oral guarantee and goes back on his word, no court can force him to carry out his promise, but
he is cursed: “He who punished the men of Sodom will punish those who do not keep their word.”
And, generally speaking, a man who insists on his legal right to deprive another of enjoyment when he himself has
nothing to lose is accused of midat Sodom.

Part Four: Jewish Law—Radically Different
Text #8: Tur. Yoreh Deah, Laws of Tzedakah, 247. English translation adapted from AJWS, Where Do You

Give? A Tzedakah Curriculum.

A person should not ask, “How can I spare my money to give to poor people?” because he should know that the
money is not his but rather a deposit with which to do the will of the depositor (God), which is to distribute some of it
to the poor.

Text #9: Torat Moshe. Commentary on Leviticus 19:9. English translation adapted from AJWS, Where Do
You Give? A Tzedakah Curriculum.

Do not think that you are giving to the poor from your own possession, or that I (God) despised the poor person by
not giving him as I gave you. For he is My child, as you are, and his share is in your grain; and I have decided for your
benefit to give him his share from your property.
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