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Parashat Vayera contains the story of the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah, and God’s
destruction of those cities. Sodom has an outsize resonance in later material, both within the
Tanakh and in rabbinic literature, and even down to today, when “Sodom” has become a
byword for all sorts of evil and depravity. But what was Sodom’s sin actually? Why did God
destroy it? And what did the rabbis think was the lesson here?

A large section of chapter 5 of Pirkei Avot is devoted to talking about different permutations
of four types of people. The first of these permutations talks about different middot, literally
“measures”, and figuratively “attributes” or “characters”, found among humanity:

.םוֹדסְתדַּמִוֹז:םירִמְוֹאשׁיֵוְ,תינִוֹניבֵהדָּמִוֹז—ךְלָּשֶׁךָלְּשֶׁוְילִּשֶׁילִּשֶׁרמֵוֹאהָ.םדָאָבָּתוֹדּמִעבַּרְאַ
.עשָׁרָ—ילִּשֶׁךָלְּשֶׁוְילִּשֶׁילִּשֶׁ.דיסִחָ—ךְלָּשֶׁךָלְּשֶׁוְךָלְּשֶׁילִּשֶׁ.ץרֶאָהָםעַ—ילִּשֶׁךָלְּשֶׁוְךָלְּשֶׁילִּשֶׁ

There are four types of character in human beings:
One who says, “What’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is yours”—this is an
average character. And some say: This is the character of Sodom.
“What’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is mine”: this is an uneducated person.
“What’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is yours”: this is a righteous person.
“What’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is mine”: this is a wicked person. (Avot
5:10, my translation)

The word I’ve translated as “average”, beinoni, literally means something like “in-between”, as
in not tending to an extreme on either end of a scale. This broad characterization of humanity
seems fair enough. But then the Mishnah adds that “some say” that what characterizes the
beinoni person, the “in-betweener”, is also what characterizes Sodom.

So what did really characterize Sodom, at least in the Torah narrative? The Torah does not
explicitly indict Sodom for any one particular crime; instead, it refers to Sodom’s wrongdoings
as being “wicked and sinful” (Gen. 13:13), but their specific wrongdoings or sins are never
enumerated. Much has already been written about what exactly the “sin of Sodom” was, and
how the inhabitants of Sodom became the quintessential evildoers and paragons of immorality.
Rabbi Steven Greenberg correctly points out that the main tenor of rabbinic condemnation
militated against the inhabitants of Sodom for their lack of hospitality and charity. This
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understanding finds its roots in Scripture: the prophet Ezekiel condemns Sodom explicitly
for these failings:

ֺועֲהיָ֔הָה֣זֶ־הנֵּהִ ֹדסְן֖ ֹלןוֹי֖בְאֶוְינִ֥עָ־דיַוְהָיתֶ֔וֹנבְלִוְהּ֙לָהיָהָ֤טקֵ֗שְׁהַתוַ֣לְשַׁוְםחֶלֶ֜־תעַבְשִׂןוֹא֨גָּךְתֵ֑וֹחאֲם֣ א֥
׃יתִיאִֽרָרשֶׁ֥אֲכַּןהֶ֖תְאֶריסִ֥אָוָינָ֑פָלְהבָ֖עֵוֹתהנָישֶׂ֥עֲתַּוַהנָיהֶ֔בְּגְתִּוַֽ׃הקָיזִֽחֱהֶ

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. In their haughtiness, they committed abomination before Me; and so I
removed them, as you saw. (Ezek. 16:49–50, Revised JPS translation)

With this condemnation in mind, we can turn back to Pirkei Avot and understand how the
“average” characteristic—“what’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is yours”—could be equated
with Sodom. The situation being described is one of abundance and plenty, in a time of
peace and tranquility. In such a world, the inhabitants of Sodom chose not to look after the
vulnerable.

The closest we get to an explicit condemnation of any particular crime is the reason given by
God’s messengers/angels, when they tell Lot to bring his family out of the city:

׃הּתָֽחֲשַׁלְיָ֖יְוּנחֵ֥לְּשַׁיְוַיָ֔יְינֵ֣פְּ־תאֶם֙תָקָעֲצַהלָ֤דְגָ־יכִּֽהזֶּ֑הַםוֹק֖מָּהַ־תאֶוּנחְנַ֔אֲםיתִ֣חִשְׁמַ־יכִּֽ

For we are about to destroy this place; because the outcry against them before
GOD has become so great that GOD has sent us to destroy it. (Gen. 19:13,
Revised JPS translation)

This translation smooths over a number of difficulties with this verse. The most salient one is
that there’s an uncertain pronoun reference: the translation simply says “the outcry against
them”, but it doesn’t say whose outcry, and the Hebrew is even more vague: tza’akatam
simply means “their outcry”, so a more literal translation might be something like “for great
is their outcry before the Lord”. Radak’s commentary makes the reference explicit: the outcry
came from the victims of the inhabitants’ crimes. Then God heeded the cry and exacted
retribution on the perpetrators.

The word tza’akah, “outcry”, is the same word the Torah will apply repeatedly to the Israelites’
outcry to God under Egyptian slavery (e.g. Ex. 3:7 and Deut. 26:7). In the case of Sodom,
the Torah contrasts the tza’akah of its victims with the tzedakah—the righteousness—that
Abraham is instructed to teach his descendants. In fact, the text throws these two concepts
into stark relief by putting them in adjoining verses, and letting the auditory consonance
hint at the contrast:

ןעַמַ֗לְטפָּ֑שְׁמִוּהקָ֖ דָצְתוֹשׂ֥עֲלַיָ֔יְךְרֶדֶּ֣וּ֙רמְשָֽׁוְוירָ֔חֲאַוֹ֙תיבֵּ־תאֶוְוינָ֤בָּ־תאֶהוֶּ֜צַיְרשֶׁ֨אֲן֩עַמַ֩לְויתִּ֗עְדַיְיכִּ֣
ֹיּוַ׃וילָֽעָרבֶּ֖דִּ־רשֶׁאֲתאֵ֥םהָ֔רָבְאַ־לעַ֙יָיְאיבִ֤הָ ֹדסְתקַ֛ עֲזַיָ֔יְרמֶא֣ הדָ֖בְכָיכִּ֥םתָ֔אטָּחַ֨וְהבָּרָ֑־יכִּהרָ֖מֹעֲוַם֥
ֹל־םאִוְהלָ֑כָּ ׀ וּשׂ֣עָילַ֖אֵהאָבָּ֥הַהּתָ֛קָעֲצַכְּהַהאֶ֔רְאֶוְאנָּ֣־הדָרְאֵֽ׃דאֹֽמְ ׃העָדָֽאֵא֖

[God said,] “For I have singled him [Abraham] out, that he may teach his children
and his descendants after him to keep the way of the Lord, to do righteousness
[tzedakah] and justice, in order that the Lord may bring about what He had
spoken of for Abraham.” And the Lord said, “The outcry [za’akah] of Sodom and
Gomorrah is so great, since their sin is so severe. I will go down and see whether
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they have acted according to the outcry [tza’akah] that has come before Me, and
if not, I will know.” (Gen. 18:19–21, my translation)

And this sound-alike pun isn’t unique to this text, either. There’s a prophetic parallel: when
Isaiah excoriates Israel for its sins, he says:

׃הקָֽ עָצְהנֵּ֥הִוְהקָ֖ דָצְלִחפָּ֔שְׂמִהנֵּ֣הִוְט֙פָּשְׁמִלְוקַ֤ יְוַ…

… God looked for justice [mishpat], but behold, bloodshed [mispaḥ];
For righteousness [tzedakah], but behold, outcry [tza’akah]. (Isa. 5:7, my transla-
tion)

An opinion in Pirkei Avot attributes the “characteristic of Sodom” to the beinoni, the in-
between person. But if that’s really all this is, doesn’t God’s reaction seem like a bit of an
overreaction? After all, why destroy a city full of “average” people? Radak said the outcry
was from Sodom’s victims of oppression, but Ezekiel seems to say that these victims were
not necessarily victims of active acts of oppression, but rather victims of passive indifference.

There is a principle in Jewish law known as kofin al middat s’dom, meaning something like
“We compel one not to act in the characteristic of Sodom”. The basic concept is that when it
costs nothing, a court may oblige someone to allow what benefits another. The Talmud brings
down this principle in several places, both explicitly and implicitly. One is at Eruvin 49a;
Rashi’s commentary glosses “the characteristic of Sodom” as “what’s mine is mine”, echoing
Pirkei Avot. But Rabbi Shmuel Strashun notes a difficulty with this gloss: the attribute
“what’s mine is mine” is called the beinoni (“average”) character by Pirkei Avot, and the
identification of it with Sodom is a minority opinion (“some say”).

Why does Pirkei Avot not group the inhabitants of Sodom with the category of the
wicked—“what’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is mine”? There’s a paradox here: the
beinoni, the average person, is not a villain, yet the “average” is Sodom. Rabbi Shimon ben
Tzemach Duran, the Tashbetz, offers a resolution by noting that this kind of attitude can
become habitual. The endpoint isn’t wickedness specifically; the endpoint is middat s’dom,
when the habit can grow into refusing to help even when it costs nothing:

וֹנכֵשְׁוּ,םוּלכְּרסֵחָוֹניאֵשֶׁהמֶּבַּוּלּפִאֲהנֶּהַיְאֹלּשֶׁאֹביָ,וֹזהדָּמִוילָעָרבַּגְתִּםאִ,ללָכְּהנֶּהַמְוֹניאֵשֶׁהזֶוְ
.םוֹדסְתדַּמִהתָיְהָוֹזוְ,האָנָהֲוּנּמֶּמִלבֵּקַמְוֹניאֵוֹרבֵחֲוֹא

As for the person who never does anything good for anyone else, if this character-
istic overcomes him, he will come to not do anything good for anyone else even
when it costs him nothing, and he will refrain from doing anything good for his
neighbor or friend. This is “the attribute of Sodom”. (Magen Avot to Avot 5:10,
my translation)

The Bartenura reaches the same conclusion. He points out that there is no contradiction: one
who becomes used to saying “what’s mine is mine” will eventually slide down the slippery
slope and refuse to do good things, even when that person will lose nothing. He paraphrases
a midrash (Sanhedrin 109a) that explicitly charges Sodom with restricting travel (“to stop
suffering wayfarers”), because they wanted to keep all their natural wealth for themselves.
They were miserly with God’s earth and the natural abundance of their land when it would
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have cost them nothing to be kind to strangers.

In the way the Torah tells the story, the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and their inhabitants
are destroyed without any specific person ever being named as the antagonist of the story.
The king of Sodom, who appears in Gen. 14, could have made an excellent narrative focal
point. Yet the Torah doesn’t present it this way. Like the “average” person, there is no obvious
villain. The outcry reaches God because it is the whole society—not one “bad guy”—which
lives in this way. The closest we get to a “bad guy” is an angry mob surrounding Lot’s house;
the antagonist of the Sodom story is, well, Sodom itself: “the people of Sodom … young and
old, the whole nation” (Gen. 19:4, my translation). By not focusing on any characters other
than “the people of Sodom” and “the whole nation”, the Torah shines the spotlight on the
whole society.

The principle of kofin al middat s’dom applies when helping costs nothing. That’s why the
“average” characteristic—“what’s mine is mine, and what’s yours is yours”—isn’t bad in and
of itself. But the habit can grow. And a habit isn’t only personal—society develops its own
habits too.

Abraham, of course, is the contrasting figure. He runs toward strangers at the beginning of
this parashah (Gen. 18:2); in the rabbis’ reading, the inhabitants of Sodom decide not to
suffer wayfarers. The mob at Lot’s door enforces this attitude violently (Gen. 19:4). Abraham
is chosen to “teach his children and his descendants after him … to do righteousness and
justice”. And just as habits grow by learning and reinforcement, so too do counter-habits.
Abraham is charged with teaching a derekh, a path. This is the path of righteousness and
justice, of generosity and hospitality, that cultivates habits that keep us pointed past beinoni
towards the ḥasid, past the “in-between” towards righteousness and lovingkindness.

Sodom made a habit of “what’s mine is mine”. Abraham’s charge is to teach his descendants
the opposite habit: “what’s mine is yours”.
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