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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1–22:24) 
 
Essay 16. The covenant of salt 
 
“You shall season your every offering of meal with salt; you shall not omit from your meal 

offering the salt of your covenant with G-d; with all your offerings you must offer salt.”  
– Lev. 2:13. 

 

אֲנָה וְאָמְרָה אַף הַמִּנְהָג  ילְפִי שֶׁאָמַר לָהּ לוֹט תְּנִי מְעַט מֶלַח לָאוֹרְחִים וְהִיא מֵ  ?לָמָּה נֶהְפְּכָה לְמֶלַח . "וַתְּהִי נְצִיב מֶלַח" פָּסוּק

בַּפָּרָשָׁה. וְאִם הַמִּנְהָג הָרַע רָצָה לוֹמַר שֶׁל הַכְנָסַת   עָלָיו הַשָּׁלוֹםוְכֵן הֵבִיאוּ רַשִׁ"י    .הָרַע הַזֶּה אַתָּה בָּא לְהַנְהִיג בִּמְקוֹם הַזֶּה
 .קֵּן לָהֶם לַסְּעוּדָהימֶּלַח וְלאֹ בְּכָל מַה שֶׁתִּ אוֹרְחִים, קָשֶׁה לָמָּה מֵיאֲנָה דַּוְקָא בְּ 

  
There is a verse: “Lot’s wife looked back, and she turned into a pillar of salt.”1 Why 

did she turn into salt? Because Lot said to her, “Give a bit of salt to the guests.” She refused 
and said, “Even this bad custom you will introduce into this place?”2 Rashi, may he rest in 
peace, similarly brought this on the parasha.3 If “bad custom” had the meaning of 
“welcoming guests,” it’s difficult why she specifically refused with regard to salt, and not 
with regard to everything that she prepared for them for a meal. 

  
שֶׂה  "ז סְעִיף ה') בְּשֵׁם הַמִּדְרָשׁ, שֶׁאִם יֵשׁ מֶלַח עַל הַשֻּׁלְחָן נַעֲ סוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בַּשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ וּבִלְבוּשׁ אוֹרַח חַיִּים (סִימָן ק

רְעָנוּת, וְעוֹד כְּשֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל מַמְתִּינִים זֶה לְזֶה הַשָּׂטָן מְקַטְרֵג עֲלֵיהֶם, וּבְרִית מֶלַח מְכַפֵּר וּהַשֻּׁלְחָן מִזְבֵּחַ כַּפָּרָה וְהַמֶּלַח מָגֵין עַל הַפּ
   עֲלֵיהֶם וְכוּ' עכ"ל.

 
It can be said that it’s brought in the Shulchan Aruch4 and in the Levush HaTechelet,5 

Orach Chaim (siman 167, se’if 5) in the name of the Midrash, that if there is salt on the table, 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 19:26. 
2 Gen. Rabbah 50:4. 
3 Rashi on Gen. 19:26. 
4 Rabbi Joseph Karo (1466–1575), author of the Shulchan Aruch, a codification of Jewish law following the same 

four-part structure of Rabbi Jacob ben Asher’s Arba’ah Turim, with the Orach Chayim being the first part, discussing 
the laws of prayer, the synagogue, the Sabbath, and holidays. The Shulchan Aruch generally follows the Sephardic 
rulings, though it has been supplemented with commentary by Rabbi Moses Isserles (1530–1572) (“the Rema”) that 
presents Ashkenazi rulings. 

5 Rabbi Mordechai ben Avraham Jaffe (c. 1530–1612) (“the Levush”), author of Levush Malchut, a ten-volume 
codification of Jewish law. One of these volumes, the Levush HaTechelet, is a codification of Jewish law for the Orach 
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the table becomes an altar of atonement,6 and the salt shields against calamities. Also, when 
Jews wash for a meal and sit down and are waiting for each other to finish washing, they are 
sitting in silence. As they are not discussing Torah at that point, they are bereft of mitzvot, and the 
Satan prosecutes them. But the covenant of salt atones for them, etc.7 Thus, it is important to 
have salt on the table, even if no one will use it. 

 
רֶץ מִמֶּנָּה יֵצֵא־לָחֶם" וְכוּ' "נָתִיב  ב טוֹבָה שֶׁהִשְׁפִּיעַ לָהֶם, דִּכְתִיב "אֶ וֹ אַנְשֵׁי סְדוֹם לאֹ נִתְגָּאוּ אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל ר וְאִמְרוּ בְּפֶרֶק חֵלֶק

וְכוּ', עָיִט"  עֵי  לאֹ־יְדָעוֹ  שְׁזָפַתּוּ  וְלאֹ  עָיִט  הַמַּזִּיקִים, כְּמוֹ שֶׁרוֹמֵז "נָתִיב לאֹ־יְדָעוֹ  וּמִן  הַדִּין  מִן  מִתְיָירְאִים  הָיוּ  אַיָּה"שֶׁלּאֹ    . ן 
לוֹט   שֶׁל  אִשְׁתּוֹ  הַשֻּׁלְחָן,וּכְשֶׁשָּׁמְעָה  עַל  מֶלַח  לְהָנִיחַ  רוֹצֶה  לִדְא  שֶׁהָיָה  אֵין  הַזֶּה  בִּמְקוֹם  וַהֲלאֹ  לוֹ  הַפּוֹאָמְרָה  מִן  רְעָנוּת, וּג 

אָמְנָם לוֹט שֶׁהָיָה מַאֲמִין לְדִבְרֵי   .אֶה מִנַּהָג רַע, דִּלְעוֹלָם אַל יִפְתַּח אָדָם פִּיו לְשָׂטָןוּכְשֶׁאַתָּה תַּתְחִיל לְהָנִיחַ מֶלַח עַל הַשֻּׁלְחָן נִרְ 
ֹ רְעָנוּת מְמַ וּהַמַּלְאָכִים וְהָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁהַפּ רְעָנוּת שֶׁל וּא, הָיָה רוֹצֶה מֶלַח לְהָגֵין. וְאֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁמֵּחֲמַת זֶה בָּא לָהֶם הַפּשְׁמֶשֶׁת לָב

  "."גָּפְרִית וָמֶלַח שְׂרֵפָה כָל־אַרְצָהּ 
 
They said in the 11th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, entitled “All Israel have a portion in 

the World-to-Come,” that the people of Sodom were only proud of the many favors that 
affected them, as it is written, “Earth, out of which food grows, is changed below as if into fire. 
Its rocks are a source of sapphires; it contains gold dust too. No bird of prey knows the path to 
it; the falcon’s eye has not gazed upon it. The proud beasts have not reached it; the lion has not 
crossed it.”8 For they weren’t afraid of Divine punishment and damaging forces, as hinted by 
the Scripture, “No bird of prey knows the path to it; the falcon’s eye has not gazed upon it.” 

When Lot's wife heard that he wanted to put salt on the table, she said to him, “Isn’t 
it so that in this place there’s no need to worry about Divine punishment, and when you start 
to put salt on the table, it appears to be a bad custom, for ‘a person should never open his 
mouth to Satan [and speculate about potential disasters].’ ”9 Indeed, Lot—who believed the 
words of the angels and who knew that Divine punishment was coming near, wanted the salt 
as a shield. It’s also possible that because of this, the Divine punishment came to them as 
“brimstone and salt burned the whole land.”10 

 
* * * 

 
Chayim section of Rabbi Jacob ben Asher’s Arba’ah Turim. It follows the Ashkenazi tradition, and is more explanatory 
than the Shulchan Aruch. 

6 See also Berachot 55a: “Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Elazar both say: As long as the Temple stood, the altar 
atoned for Israel’s [transgressions]. Now [that it is destroyed], a person’s table atones for his [transgressions].” 

7 This is also brought in the Beit Yosef, Orach Chaim 167 and in the Magen Avraham, Orach Chaim 167:14. 
8 Job 28:5–8. 
9 This is a teaching of Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, and it was taught in a Baraita in the name of Rabbi Yosei. See 

Berachot 19a, 60a; Ketubot 8b. 
10 Deut. 29:22. 


