THE OPEN BOOK
Parashat Vayera

Genesis 18:1 – 22:24


(Originally published by Harvard Hillel)


Parashat Vayera begins with a tale of two visions.  The opening verse describes G-d as appearing to Avraham, while the second verse has Avraham seeing three men approaching.  Rashi suggests that Avraham asked G-d to wait while he tended to his guests, and that the episode teaches us that proper interpersonal behavior takes priority over private spiritual experience.  Rashbam and Rambam, however, suggest that the three men appear as part of the Divine vision Avraham receives.

After Avraham provides for his guests’ needs, they announce that his long-barren wife Sarah will finally become pregnant and give birth to his male heir.  They then leave in the direction of Sodom, home of Avraham’s recently rescued nephew (and one-time heir) Lot.  Avraham walks with them to see them off.  


The men’s first order of business in Sodom is to demonstrate that the city’s culture is irredeemably evil, and merits total destruction.  Their second order of business is to see whether Lot and his family are irredeemably part of that culture.  Both tasks are accomplished rapidly.  Lot meets the men at the gate and takes them to his home, demonstrating hospitality parallel if not quite equal to Avraham’s.  The city’s inhabitants then surround the house and demand that he give the visitors up to them, probably for the purpose of homosexual rape.  But the mob is miraculously struck blind, and the visitors drag Lot and his daughters to safety as G-d utterly destroys the city in a rain of sulfur and salt.  Lot’s wife looks back and becomes a pillar of salt.


Why must the evil of Sodom be demonstrated rather than simply asserted?  When Lot first moves to Sodom, in 13:13, the verse states that “The men of Sodom were wicked and sinful to G-d, very much so” without providing any detail or consequences.  When Sodom is overrun in war, Avraham restores its fortunes and apparently its society without comment, although his adamant refusal in 14:22 to take any of Sodom’s property, lest it be seen as responsible for his wealth, may be a signal of grave disapproval.  But in 18:21 G-d announces that Sodom is on trial for its life, and so evidence is necessary.    


Before the evidence can be taken, however, Avraham appears (18:23-33) as counsel for the defense.  He begins with a formal statement of unworthiness and humility, but moves almost immediately to a pointed challenge of G-d’s standards: “Shall the Judge of all the land not do justice?”  Avraham accuses G-d of being willing to destroy the righteous together with the wicked.  He argues the converse, that G-d should spare the wicked together with the righteous; whether he is actually after justice or mercy is not made clear.  After some bargaining, G-d agrees to spare Sodom if ten righteous inhabitants can be found.  The Sodomites’ treatment of His messengers meets with no protest outside of Lot’s household, and thus seals the city’s fate.


Avraham’s appearance as defense counsel is apparently by invitation.  While the Torah does not record how Avraham learns of the trial, 18:17 describes G-d’s intention to inform him.



“G-d said: Am I concealing from Avraham what I plan to do?”
Why does G-d feel compelled to share His plans with Avraham?  Does He usually tell Avraham all his plans?  Perhaps.  Amos 3:7 contends that “The Lord Hashem does nothing unless he has revealed His secret to His servants the prophets”.  But in that case, why does G-d even consider concealing the trial and fate of Sodom, and what convinces Him to confide in Avraham after all? 


Meshekh Chokhmah( suggests that all human beings seek to be remembered.    Avraham had just finished saving the people of Sodom at great personal risk, and thought his heroism would be sung for generations.  He would have been psychologically devastated to see his great accomplishment destroyed without warning.  This point can be narrowed to the specific figure of Lot, whose rescue was the point of Avraham’s restoration of Sodom.  

Here we must note, though, that Avraham may never be told that Lot survives the eventual destruction.  If G-d felt compelled to tell Avraham of Lot’s possible future, it seems strange for Him to then conceal what actually occurs, especially when the truth would cheer Avraham.  Furthermore, while these explanations do well in locating this episode within the narrative flow of Avraham’s life, they seem to ignore the rationale or rationales that G-d Himself provides in 18:18-19, to which we now turn.

 “G-d said: Am I concealing from Avraham what I plan to do? But Avraham will indeed become a great nation, and all the families of the land will be blessed through him.  For I have known him so that (l’maan asher) he will instruct his children and household to follow in his footsteps.  They will observe the Path of G-d, to do tzedakah (justice, or: charity, or: righteousness) and mishpat (equity, or: justice, or: legality).  So that (l’maan) G-d will bring upon Avraham that which He spoke regarding him.”

Let us separate out the various elements of G-d’s statement.  First, we are given two indicators of Avraham’s impending greatness: (1) he will be the father of a great nation and (2) all the families, i.e. nations, will be blessed through him.  Second, G-d has chosen Avraham so that he will instruct his progeny in G-d’s ways, teaching them to act with justice and equity.  Third, Avraham must accomplish the aforementioned so that G-d will fulfill his previous statements regarding Avraham.  Now we must ask: Would concealing the fate of Sodom affect any of these elements?  If yes, how and why?


Some interpreters focus on the clause “will become a great nation” and suggest that, as Avraham’s descendants will be numerous, he has an interest in preserving land.  G-d thus feels compelled to consult him before rendering Sodom and its surroundings permanently infertile.  Others, moving from the particularistic to the universal, focus instead on the phrase “and all the families of the land will be blessed through him.”  They read this as a continuation of G-d’s promise to Avraham in 17:5 that he will be the father of many nations, not only of Israel, and that Avraham therefore has the parental right to be informed before his children are punished.  


Sforno( moves on to the next phrase and sees Avraham’s ability to instruct his descendants as motivating G-d’s conversation with Him.  Atypically, this leads him, in my opinion, to underplay the text’s significance.  He suggests that the section should be read as “Why not tell him?  After all, he will use it (the story and moral of the destruction of Sodom) as an object lesson for his children, reminding them to carefully follow the path of G-d etc.”  A midrash offers a parallel solution, although it sees the key phrase is “tzedakah umishpat,” translated as “charity and justice.”  Despite his natural inclination toward charity, Avraham is fully capable of understanding the need for justice, and therefore will not be religiously unmoored by witnessing G-d as punisher.  


I have not yet found a commentary which sees the causal phrase as “so that G-d will bring upon Avraham that which he spoke regarding him”.  Can such an interpretation be constructed?  What would “that which He spoke regarding him” refer to? When considering this question, notice that the personal pronouns in this section regress from the first person (“For I have known him”) to the third person, (“That which He spoke regarding him”).  Where does G-d’s monologue end?

While the readings above provide more or less plausible explanations of why G-d told Avraham, most fail to prepare us for the vehemence of Avraham’s response.  I suggest that this vehemence indicates strongly that G-d was rightly concerned that the destruction of Sodom would indeed shake Avraham’s faith.  A midrash beautifully illustrates this by depicting Avraham as obsessing daily about whether the comprehensiveness of the Flood implied that G-d had destroyed the righteous together with the wicked; were Noah and family really the only human beings of their time to deserve survival?  In this interpretation, G-d is compelled to tell Avraham so that Avraham will continue to see the “path of Hashem” as a model he wishes his descendants to follow.

More radically – what would G-d have done had Avraham not been convinced?  I suggest that in this interpretation Avraham’s agreement to G-d’s standard of justice is prerequisite for the destruction of Sodom.  He might simply have argued for charity, and contended that complete devastation was incompatible with G-d’s merciful character.  By entering into negotiations, he conceded that destruction could be justified, and thus sealed Sodom’s fate; there was no test of worthiness that Sodom could pass.  If destruction was possible, it was necessary.

A modern poem sums this interpretation up well if disturbingly.

Thoughts of A Losing Defense Attorney

“Shall the Judge of all the land not do justice?”

It was such a great line, I

couldn’t resist, and He

seemed to take it well

at the time.

But when I woke the next morning

to the smell of sulfur

I wondered 

whether asking G-d to act justly

had been a good idea

after all.


Here we must point out that Avraham’s accusation is bitterly ironic, as G-d’s destruction of Sodom is pure and visible justice of a type not ordinarily seen in our world.  Rashi cites a midrash on the opening verse of Genesis which contends that G-d initially sought to create the world with justice, but added mercy when He saw that it could not otherwise survive.  Perhaps the recognition that we cannot necessarily survive justice ourselves should motivate us to treat others with mercy.  At the same time we should recall that a world of mercy without justice was apparently never even considered by G-d.  
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