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What is the stance, and what are the responsibilities, of a good person in a corrupt society? What does
it mean to be a good person in a corrupt society?

One possibility is revolution — that a good person is obligated to overthrow evil wherever he or she finds
it. But the costs of revolution are always high, success is rare, and not everyone finds the rebel stance
psychologically congenial.

A second possibility is withdrawal — the good person must live as if alone in the midst of evil. But if good
men do nothing other than withdraw, does this not assure the triumph of evil? And total withdrawal is
rarely practical — the society comes to collect its taxes and tolls regardless, and not everyone has the
multiple talents necessary to be wholly self-sufficient with regard to food, clothing and shelter, let alone
sanity.

So lekhatchilah or bediavad, religion must face the question of how its followers should behave while
members of a corrupt society. How should they relate to the norms of that society, especially when
those norms are embodied in law? Perhaps most challengingly, how should they react when they are
offered the opportunity to exercise power within that society? In modern terms, should Jews have
agreed to serve on the courts of apartheid South Africa, and the like?

Chazal read the story of Lot in Sodom as a case study. This is not a self-evident reading — one might
assume that Sodom was an anarchic society, that Lot and the angels are threatened by a mob which
lacks the constraint of law. But Chazal instead described Sodom as a hyperlegalistic rights-based society.
Middat Sodom, the character of Sodom, refers to someone who refuses to let others benefit from his
property even when that would cost him nothing, or according to the second position in Avot 5:10, to
someone who says “Mine is mine and yours is yours”.

Note that on Sanhedrin 109b Chazal describe Sodom as having a Procrustean bed — all visitors are
required to sleep on it, and those too long for it are shortened, while those too short for it are stretched.
But Eliezer, Avraham’s servant, asserts that he swore an oath after his mother’s death to never sleep in
a bed again — and he escapes unscathed, as Sodom would never force anyone to break an oath. Indeed,
the Procrustean bed is itself a very useful metaphor for law, when law is interpreted and applied
mechanically rather than humanistically.

Why did Chazal understand Sodom this way? | suspect that a close reading of verse 19:9 was at least a
partial impetus.

Genesis 19:9 V:IL' POD N'YUXI]
They said: Approach away! INK70 wa Nnxe
They said: The one came to dwell and he judged — VIDY LVOY'I A7 KA TNRN (NNN'I
judgment —

now, we will do worse to you than them! 'on 77 vy NNy
They pleaded with the man — with Lot — greatly TR - VI72 - Y'R] NX9'

They approached to break the door. 7T 27 W

Here are a series of detail questions:

1) Isn’t “approach away” an oxymoron?

2) Why do the people of Sodom speak twice?

3) Why do they switch from direct address to third person and back again?
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4) In what sense did Lot “judge”, let alone “judge judgment”, or “judge indeed”, however one translates
this grammatical form?

4) Why is Lot first identified as “ha’ish”?

5) Is there a substantive connection between the command gesh to Lot and the concluding vayikgshu to
break the door?

All of these relate to the overall question, which is rooted but not limited to the proper translation of
vayiftzeru — why do the people of Sodom negotiate with Lot rather than simply taking what they want?
Now the answer to the overall question might be that mobs are often cowed by individuals, but the
language seems to suggest that they had a particular relationship with Lot — note particularly Ramban
(appended), who generated my translation of nx9' as “pleaded”.

Chazal therefore read viow vIow as an accusation that Lot, who was chosen voi1w despite being an
outsider on the assumption that he had assimilated, is instead standing putting the law of Sodom itself
in the dock, is presuming to judge the law rather than according to the law.

Derashot HaRan #11 (appended) cites an unnamed, | presume non-Jewish, sage as saying “even a band
of thieves agrees to treat one another honestly”. For that purpose, itis best to choose an honest man as
their arbiter. But should one agree to be the judge for a band of thieves? Or is it better to let them tear
themselves apart?

My sense is that Chazal never reached a clear answer to this question —when, exactly, a society
becomes so corrupt that it is better to let it collapse than to participate in any way. Their recognition of
the dangers of hyperlegalism often comes across as self-parody, and | am always heartened by their
capacity to laugh pointedly at themselves. In other words, they knew that their own society was
subject to corruption, but they felt obligated and compelled to work within for its improvement, and yet
they recognized that at least theoretically there could be a point at which they would be enforcing the
laws of Sodom. | suspect that it is the failure to recognize that possibility which makes it most likely to
occur in practice, which is why we do well to remind our community of it today.

Shabbat Shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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