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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24)

Essay 15. Fire and brimstone

“The L-rd rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the L-rd out of
Heaven.”
— Gen. 19:24
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The reason for the overthrow of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah is similar to what
was said for the generation of the Flood:

“] have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with
lawlessness because of them; I am about to destroy them with the earth.”! There
is a parable of a king who had a son, and he delivered him to his tutor. When
his son offended, who was flogged? The tutor was flogged.

- Gen. Rabbah 31:7

So too here, in the case of Sodom and Gomorrah, since the main sin of theirs was only
because of the great goodness that affected their land, therefore it too was crippled, “it would
neither sow nor produce.”” Rather, there, regarding the Flood, there was a general corruption;
because of this, [G-d] returned to active involvement and repaired the world so that the people
and animals on Noah’s ark could repopulate the world. That is something that is not the case
here in Sodom and Gomorrah where there was a private corruption; i.e., as a localized
destruction, it could be rendered inhabitable and there would still be plenty of other places in the
world where people could flourish.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Gen. 6:13.
2 Deut. 29:22.




Also, the land stands for justice, as it is said, “By justice a king sustains the land,”* but
here to the contrary, “There were four judges in Sodom: Shakrai [‘a liar’], and Shakrurai [‘a
habitual liar’], Zayfai [‘a forger’], and Matzlei Dina ]‘a perverter of justice’].”*
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And “brimstone and fire.” Why were they punished with fire? For they were corrupted
by sin with hot water [i.c., semen], and with hot water they were judged,” as was the
generation of the Flood.

Also, they were punished by being struck with blindness, for they sinned with the eye,
for they had an evil eye, and coveted the money of others and also coveted the women of their
friends, and measure-for-measure they were struck in the eye. This is the reason that
Sodomite salt blinds the eye.® The salt placed on a table shields against calamities, as discussed
in the following essay, i.e., Essay 16, but the first calamity that the salt did not shield them
from was being struck with blindness.
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Just as the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave them a taste of goodness from the World-
to-Come, as the rabbis of blessed memory said,® so too did he give them a taste of bad from
Gehenna, which is “darkness and the shadow of death.”® He rained down upon them the fire
of Gehenna, and brimstone, because they didn’t feel the need in their lives to repent, as is
brought in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 51:3 on the verse, “The L-rd rained upon Sodom and
Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the L-rd out of Heaven.”

3 Prov. 29:4.

4 Sanhedrin 109b.

3 Sanhedrin 108b.

¢ Eruvin 17b.

7 The first edition read “07w%”, and the translator has corrected it to match the text of the Midrash.
8 Zohar 1:109a.

% Job 10:21.



Why were they punished with brimstone? The Midrash states: “Rabbi Yudan said: Why
does a person smell the stench of sulfur and his soul abhors it? Why? Because [the soul]
knows that it will be condemned by [sulfur] in the future [i.e., in Gehenna].” It is difficult to
understand why there remains in this world something that is a hint precisely of Gehenna in
the sense of smell, and all the more so that the transgressions in this sense are the least of the
senses.
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It can be said that the rabbis of blessed memory said: “What is it from which the soul
derives benefit, but the body does not derive benefit from it? You must say: That is a
fragrance.”!”

They also say that, “A person’s soul will testify against him” every day,!' and knows
that punishment will be exacted from him for his sins. But the body is sunk in desires of the
world and always thinks, “And tomorrow will be just the same, or even much grander!”'?
Therefore, in the sense of smell, which the soul alone enjoys, a hint of Gehenna remains, in
order that it remembers the punishment. When you create a warning for man, give him this

sign, and since he senses that, it is possible for him to repent.
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10 Berachot 43b.
1 Ta’anit 11a.
12 Isaiah 56:12.



