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Abstract

This article proposes that reading Genesis 18-19, the announcement of Isaac’s birth and
the destruction of Sodom, as a cohesive narrative unit (and as a reversal of Gen. 13)
reveals a deep structure of symmetry, opposition, and closure. Between counterpointed
righteous birth and destroyed wickedness, opposed constructs move in opposite movement
in dynamic synchrony and transformation. As the messengers of birth destroy Sodom, the
aged barren Sarah becomes young and fertile while the fertile Sodom turns to ash and salt.
Transacted opposition is established in the narrative’s deep structure or at the linguistic
level of literary association in similar and contrasted motifs, words, phrases, and word-

play.

Keywords: Sarah, Abraham, Sodom, Genesis, Narrative Structure

What happens when we read Genesis 18—19, the announcement of Isaac’s
birth and the destruction of Sodom, as one narrative unit? (They are one
paragraph in the Masoretic division and not two chapters.) Internal
parallels and contrasts become more sharply nuanced in the narrative’s
unified integrity: birth/destruction and extreme kindness, hospitality,
piety, modesty, and their extreme opposites. And between the counter-
pointed oppositions of birth/destruction and righteousness/wickedness
come others: young/old, fertility/destruction, day/night, city/plain, seeing/
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blindness, time/place, and more. Then we notice that they are not at all
static. Significantly, they move in opposed movement in transition and
transaction, in dynamic synchrony.' Thus, for example, while the fertilely
lush Sodom becomes ash and salt, the aged barren Sarah becomes young
and fertile as the messengers of birth to Sarah destroy Sodom. The
transactive opposition is established in the narrative’s deep structure and
at the linguistic level in contrasted motifs, words, phrases, and wordplay.

There is no need to read very deeply to find the underlying opposition
of birth and destruction. God himself clearly notes their connection as he
asks if he is hiding the destruction for wickedness from Abraham to
whom will now be born a great nation whom he will teach righteousness
(18.18-21). The question creates a contrasted sound pair, TPYX/TPTX, of
Abraham’s TP7X, righteousness (18.19), and Sodom’s TPYX (18.21), the
screaming of its victims (as in Isa. 5.7, IPYX 71 ﬂp‘lH'?. ..1P"1%). In the
larger unit, unthinkable birth or destruction are announced within opposed
contexts of extreme hospitality or inhospitality. Those who will experi-
ence them laugh in disbelief: Sarah laughs at the possibility of birth
(727P2 mw paxal, 18.12) while Lot’s sons-in-law will laugh at the
possibility of destruction (1"377 *3°D2 P "7, 19.14). In the angelic
visit announcing both, God asks about birth: ‘Is anything hidden from
God’ (027 ' 85271, 18.14)° just as he asks about destruction, ‘Am 1
hiding from Abraham that which will do?” (@283 "% 7O, 18.17).
The connection becomes clear in his paraphrasing Sarah: 7% D% AN,
‘Will I indeed give birth?’ (18.13) which directly precedes Abraham’s
prayer for Sodom: REX1 891 7T2ON AN, DN OV PTIN 1RON AN, Will You
indeed destroy?’ (18.23, 24).

1. On the binary principle (and dynamic synchrony rather than synchronic/diachronic
dichotomy), see R. Jakobson, Verbal Art, Verbal Sign, Verbal Time (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minneapolis Press, 1985), pp. 6-7; C. Levi-Strauss, Anthropologie Structurale
(Paris: Plan, 1958).

2. On phonological sound pairs, usually in biblical poetry, see Adele Berlin, The
Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), Chapter
6, ‘The Phonological Aspect: Sound Pairs’, pp. 103-26; Wilfred G.E. Watson, Classical
Hebrew Poetry (JSNTSup, 26; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1986); idem, Traditional Tech-
niques in Classical Hebrew Verse (JSOTSup, 170; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1994); and Luis Alonso Schokel, 4 Manual of Hebrew Poetics (Chicago: Loyola Press,
1998).

3. Cf. Rashi, Ibn Ezra, R. Saadia Gaon, at Deut. 17.8: 1221 727 T 892" °3, ‘when
something will be hidden from you’; Ongelos 1 0P 112 "0, ‘will something be
hidden from God’ (18.14), and RIX "02137, ‘am [ hiding’ (18.17).
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Structural Symmetry (and Asymmetry)

The narrative is framed symmetrically beginning with the imagery of
Abraham running towards guests to do kindness to travelers on the plain
at the heat of the day (01'1 013, 18.1) and ending with Lot running from
the urban inhospitable Sodom to save himself before the sun comes out
(XY™ AT, 19.23). Similarly, 7371 8271 appears at the beginning and end:
Abraham first sees strangers whom he runs to feed (T05W] 371 KM
[O°IR, 18.2) and in the end sees Sodom destroyed ([T0'P hp]mImRTM,
19.26) after the Sodomites threaten those same guests, the angels. (He
sees the guests from his tent’s opening; the Sodomites threaten them at
the opening of Lot’s door and are blinded, 19.11%). Abraham’s guests gaze
on the face of Sodom (2170 "12 Hv 12°pL", 18.16) leaving to destroy it,
the impetus for his praying for it; in the end in a parallel phrase Abraham
himself gazes on the face of Sodom (270 "9 S¥ APy, 19.28) as it is
destroyed. In a large frame the narrative begins as God appears (%71
"X, 18.1) to Abraham to say he will go sees (TRI81 X2 771778, 19.21) the
wickedness of Sodom and ends as Abraham gazes on Sodom’s destruc-
tion at the same moment that Lot’s wife looks back (121, 19.26) at it.6

On the level of wordplay, in the beginning, Abraham seeing guests
standing (0211, 18.2) offers them the bread (TN, 18.5) his wife bakes;
in the end, Lot’s wife (who did not bake them bread) looks at Sodom’s
destruction though told not to (by those guests) and reverses metatheti-
cally (and otherwise) to a pillar (2'82) of salt (790, 19.25). Abraham
hurries (QT28 21AM) to do kindness and to tell his wife to Aurry bread
(150 P M, 18.6) and in contrast Lot and wife and family Aurry
® paninniel 19.22) to escape destruction out of the valley district (1237,
19.17) which also means a loaf of bread in a shared etymology.” With the
word TaY® Abraham serves guests (2152 T 817, 18.7) and prays to

4. Ironically, Lot offered them his daughters to do as is ‘good in your eyes’; after the
blinding he is as if joking ‘in his sons-in-law’s eyes’.

5. Ongelos translates the anthropomorphism as 171 (‘I will judge’).

6. Yehuda Sarna, ‘The Salt Saga: Lot’s Wife or Sodom Itself’, Nachalah: Yeshiva
University Journal for the Study of Bible 1 (1999), pp. 73-82 (75), notes the narrative
significance: she sees (W21) the salt from close and is struck by the destruction’s
permanence as Abraham sees (L") the smoke from afar and is struck by its totality.

7. BDB, s.v. 113 notes how both senses of 7133 share the same meaning of roundness;
Y. Kil, Sefer Bereishit Im Perush Daat Mikra (Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1997),
Gen. 13.10, notes how it appears as a loaf of bread from afar.

8. F.I. Andersen, The Sentence in Biblical Hebrew (The Hague: Mouton, 1974),
pp. 81, 83, notes an episode-final circumstantial clause /[7P27 121 25m anan ]
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God ("1 7125 7w 137 012N, 18.22) to spare Sodom (for oppressing
guests?) before returning to his place of hospitality (P05 2w 772K,
18.33), but Lot is told not to tarry (7200 Y81, 19.17) in his (evil) place
(DIPIT 12 IR, DI DR 1IN DS, DT 0 KR, 19.12, 13, 14).
At Sodom’s destruction, Abraham returns to the place where he prayed
(5% 77 2 NN DY Y 0N DpnT, 19.27). His place of hospitality and
prayer even for the inhospitable Sodom stands in opposition to the evil
place for which he prays (21207 925 "1RwI, D1PRS RETRSY 7000 A8,
18.24, 26). He prays for Lot’s place and returns to his place but Lot will
never return to his.

Sarah’s Laughter: Sarah Turns to Freshness/Sodom Turns to Salt

=85 729P2 7w pnEMm And Sarah laughed inside her to say
17 9 052 s After I have withered 1 shall have softness?
121 781 and my master is o/d? (18.12)

The primary opposed elements are foreshadowed in Sarah’s laughing
poetic internal speech. As Abraham sees guests, he runs to invite them in
and then runs to tell Sarah to bake bread and then to the oxen (P27 9%7)
to prepare a young tender calf (QP27121; 211 779D 12, 18.6-8). At that
meal the guests announce that Sarah will have a son (]2 7w, 18.10).

D7 5Y 0w XM (18.8b) (in X-gatal/wayigtol contrast) as ending a unit that starts with an
episode-initial clause: 0171 D2 58T N2 207 XM/ 1798 8" (18.1). (1 note the x-
gatals’ semantic contrast: Y R1T/2L" R171.) He calls 18.23, 33 (125" 0N 0w 132M
70395 TP 1T O772RY/TT0 and 2L OTNIRY/DTNAR S8 0275 750 w3 oM
1pnY) x-gatal episode-final clauses. It seems to me that these also close what began with
SPRT 0D 220 RITY/ARTD 1982 71798 XM and that a series of scenes that open and
close with wayiqtol opposition to x-gatal movement. Abraham’s hospitality is framed by
SNT IO 20 RITY/ART0 135R2 T 1TOR 8 and T RWHT//']PDH 1 25m TR mPn
om5p. His prayer is framed by oD 5 omaRY/oTo ethy 1DPYM TWIRT OWD 1IPM
orowh and 717399 TAY VTV OTI2RY/MATO 1257 DUWINT DL 13" and WRD TN
MPn 2w 0TIARY/0TaR S8 12751190, The largest frame (18.1/33) isD71281/22 XM
2w, reversed alliterative return to the place of kindness. In Sodom, in the next verse
(19.1b), a wayigtol/ x-qatal contrast, DTO YLD 20° BI51/202 7O D IR T 9w 2",
begins a unit ending with a chiastic x-gatal/wayiqtol contrast, 72X MIXM1/THLE oS pu™
(19.3b). Larger circles frame inner ones: in 18.16-33, Abraham walks his guests out,
onp 757 0728 and God tells of the judgment, 752 1Y, as Abraham finishes praying
God leaves, 1275 192 KD 71 75, Throughout is the dynamic reversed chiastic x-gatal
series: AW OTNARY/TAD 11D EH']:RT//'['?H DINARY/TnD RIT1/20° R

9. Ezek. 16.49: ‘This was the sin of Sodom your sister, pride, fullness of bread...she
did not strengthen the hand of the poor and needy’.
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Sarah laughs ‘within her’ (72722) in internal speech (77" "N52 "X
1PT IR/ "5, ‘After I have withered 1 shall have sofiness/and my
master is 0o/d?’, 18.12). Her inner laughter, 72922,'° plays against D21,
their kind meal of a young tender son of cattle (A2 121; 21170 9P212)
(the righteousness God says they will teach their sons [18.6-8]). Though
she laughs, the kind hospitable meal in which the announcement is made,
the young tender calf (211 77 P2 12), serves as both merit and
metaphor for what she laughs at: reversal to young softness to have a son
(12) whom they will teach kindness. R. David Kimhi® in fact explains
37D, ‘softness’ (‘After [ have withered I shall have sofiness?’), as ‘soft-
ness of the flesh to be tender and good (2101 77 1M°119)’, which is the
description of the calfin 18.6. Renewed fertility is linked with hospitality:
she laughs at the news given by a guest, an TIR" (‘a guest on the road’),
since she has ceased having the ‘way of women’ (@012 MR, 18.11—
poetic apposite of 727" as its equivalent: “Howm J77°3,31.35). 07 is
used explicitly in Judg. 19.17, the Sodom-like Gibean concubine incident
that deliberately mirrors's our narrative: TIRT U™RT IR 87711 177D REM.
Her laughter foreshadows Sodom’s destruction and creates reversed
equation with it. Sarah laughs ‘within her’ (7127p2) inside the tent (18.9)
just before Abraham prays for Sodom for the righteous within her, 2R
12722 (18.24) that is: ‘inside the city’ (DT 102, 18.24, 26). Sarah’s
72722 and Sodom’s 727P2 are transposed as birth and destruction,
fertility and barrenness. As it turns out, there will not be righteous men
(@p 7%, 18.24) inside Sodom but inside Sarah, the children she will bear

10. With the added sense of ‘laughing at her insides’ which cannot bear children; see
Rashi, Tanhuma Shoftim 18.

11. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry, notes Ps. 5.10, MN2™2p/MN7T 027D, as
semantic—sonant chiasmus.

12. R. David Kimhi, Commentary on Genesis (Venice, 1477).

13. Asin Jer. 9.1 (@MIN 1190), and 14.8 (195 M) 18, 2 Sam. 12.4 (M5
19 K27 1R5), Job 31.21 (MNa% MRy nHT).

14. S. Mandelkorn, Concordancia LeTanach (Schocken: Jerusalem, 1971), s.v. TN.
The MR (of birth) is connected with righteousness: God says Abraham will teach his
children the way of God (‘7727 171310, 18.19) to do righteousness and justice. Lot invites
his guests to stay and go on their way in the morning (233775 £n235m1, 19.2); but his
daughters sin when there is no one to come to them in the way of all the earth (7272
78T 93, 19.31).

15. See Nachmanides, Gen. 19.8; Y. Kaufman, Sefer Shoftim (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer,
1962), p. 270; S. Lasine, ‘Guest and Host in Judges 19: Lot’s Hospitality in an Inverted
World’, JSOT 29 (1984), pp. 37-59; S. Niditch, ‘The “Sodomite” Themes in Judges 19—
20: Family, Community, and Social Disintegration’, CBQ 44 (1982), pp. 365-78.
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which God says they will teach righteousness (7278, 18.19). Abraham
invokes divine justice about destruction (22w W' 85 T 52 vawT,
18.25) as Sarah had about their having a child: 7"272172°2 7 aLr (16.5).

In the opposition of "092//M17Y, softness//wrinkledness, her laughing at
reversal to softness (T)7Y) plays on Abraham still praying (7Y 170
17125, 18.22) to reverse Sodom’s destruction, as "2 (spelled defec-
tively) plays against Lot later praying for Zoar not to be destroyed (‘1925
09T, 19.21).

Her laughter is reflected in Lot’s sons-in-law’s laughter about destruc-
tion and reversed in his daughters’ speech about birth. Just as Sarah
laughs that Abraham is too old to have a son (JP1 "781) they say they
must have sons before their father is too old, 97 11°2% (19.31). Before the
destruction we find miraculous birth for the righteous o/d man and lady
(D‘JPT AW OTNIRY, JPT VIR, TIPT IR, 18.1 1-13) who become young;
after the destruction comes the daughters’ illicit birth because their father
has become old (JP7 13728, 19.31). In parallel Sarah denies laughing about
birth ‘because she was afraid’ (%13, 18.15) and Lot moves to the cave

‘because he was afiaid’ of destruction (T2182 N2AWH 87 °2, 19.30): as it
turns out the daughters will give birth at that cave. God counters Sarah’s
laughter with fpPMx '2 85 (18.15); the angels counter Lot’s hospitality
with 7797 21772 "3 85 (19.2). God’s paraphrase of Sarah (798 DR 8T,
‘Will I indeed give birth?’) precedes Abraham’s prayers against destruc-
tion (‘Will you indeed destroy?’, 7200 58T). God asks her about birth (‘Is
anything hidden from God’, 18.14) and himself about destruction (‘Am I
hiding from Abraham?’, 18.17).

As Sodom is punished ‘from young to old’ (5172 71 1BPn, 19.10) for
sinning ‘from young to old’ (11 71 20, 19.4),'° Sarah reverses in
counterpoint from old to young, from wrinkledness to fertile youth as
Sodom reverses!” from fertility to sulfur, ash, and salt.'® Salt particularly
contrasts fertility: in the ancient Near East a site was strewn with salt to
mark eternal barrenness'® as Abimelech planted the conquered Shechem
with salt (Judg. 9.46). Abraham prays for Sodom describing himself as
dust and ashes but it is Sodom that becomes this.2 In the transaction, 737

16. The sin/punishment parallel is noted by Rashi at 19.4.

17. "207752...0% 7amM 19.25; 007K 7972 123900 T, 19.29.

18. Gen. 19.26; Deut. 29.22; Zeph. 2.9.

19. N. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary.: Genesis (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publi-
cation Society of America, 1989), p. 138.

20. Hepleads b1 OY P TR 720N AN, RUN™R51 7200 987, though he is alliteratively
2R 13D, 18.27 (a pair noted in Berlin, The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism, p. 106).
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as plentiful moisture exactly parallels Sodom’s being TP 152 (‘entirely
irrigated’, 13.10) before it was turned to salt. Jonas C. Greenfield?' dem-
onstrates that 7370 means abundant moisture, exact antonym of ‘with-
ered’, like the Ugaritic verb ‘drn as providing luxuriant rainfall. (Some
suggest 117V as ‘pregnancy’ [as the Aramaic and Mishnaic Hebrew?
adah] or [menstrual] flow, cognate with Arabic gdw,” or connected with
the Aramaic |T"D, ‘7ime’, as feminine cycle,* and here it could have a//
these associative undertones.) Greenfield shows the Semitic root 17V to
mean ‘moisten, cause luxuriance or lubricity by water, oil’, etc. based on
the bilingual Tell Fekherye Akkadian—Aramaic inscription where Ara-
maic ]I is used to translate Akkadian TufHHudu, ‘make moist by water,
oil, or honey, cause luxuriance’. He cites Rabbinic Hebrew, where 17D is
lubricating skin with oil and for rain moistening, freshening soil and
grass,” and the Talmud (b. B. Mes. 87a2)—* After the skin had withered
(M52513) and wrinkles multiplied, the skin was freshened (1795) and
the wrinkles became smooth, and beauty returned’—in restoration of
moistness, so that the noun 7372 contrasts with '092 (‘I am withered”)
to refer to ‘lubricious quality of the skin due to its being moist and
freshened’.?”

Greenfield concludes, ‘Sarah’s words in Gen. 18.12 mean, “Now that
I am withered am I to regain lubricity (7272)?”°, noting, ‘hence the

Lot greets the angels, bowing Ais face to the ground (2728, 19.1), and bakes (728) them
flat bread (19.3). But Sodom is doomed.

21. Jonas C. Greenfield, ‘A Touch of Eden’, in Orientalia, J. Duchesne-Guillemin
Emerito Oblata (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1984), pp. 219-24 (223). See N. Sarna, Genesis: The
Traditional Hebrew Text (New JPS Translation and Commentary; Philadelphia: The
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1989), p. 130. (BDB defines it as ‘pleasure’;
Mandelkern, Concordance, s.v. 179 as ‘freshness of skin’.)

22. Gen. R. 20.23; 48.17; Targum Ruth 4.13; Ongelos to Gen. 3.16; Lev. 12.2.
Targum Jonathan translates it here this way.

23. See A.A. Mclntosh, ‘A Third Root ‘adah in Biblical Hebrew’, VT 24 (1974),
pp. 454-73.

24. Rashi at 18.12. Gen. R. 48.17 connects 737D associatively with undertones of
adornment (1Y), feminine cycle (Aramaic: ] 17'V) and conception (Aramaic and Mishnaic
Hebrew 17).

25. See also Sifre Deut. 306; Cant. R. 1.2; b. Pes. 43a; y. Ber. 6.10b.

26. See also B. Batra 120b.

27. Similarly, Jeffrey H. Tigay, 11> 03 87, “He Had Not Become Wrinkled” (Deut.
34.7)’,in Z. Zevit, S. Gitin, and M. Sokoloff (eds.), Solving Riddles and Untying Knots:
Studies in Honor of Jonas C. Greenfield (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1995), following
Greenfield, notes the parallel with the Northwest Semitic root ]2 as well attested in
rabbinic literature to describe youthful, luxuriant skin.
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Biblical understanding of Eden (]7) as a well-watered place of luxuriant
growth’.2

But Sodom was explicitly depicted as being irrigated ‘as the Garden
of God’ (' 133...MpM 1192 '3 177" 122 92 1N, 13.10) a description
reminiscent of Eden’s 137 1% DIPWIY 1700 KX* 7, 0PO8 71 oom
17TY2 72, TN "ID 93 DN TPWM (2.5-15), which is precisely why Lot
chose it. But his move to the Edenic valley (7752 "2...07p0n !5 po™
7132 7pEn, 13.11) and his expulsion from it (72277 TR BI% o8 750
DT OR 7272, 19.29) echo the expulsion from Eden: 2771 DT IR
1Y 125 0TPN. . AARSwN. . 02T (3.23-24). Instead of raining rainfall
on vegetation as in Eden (78T 52 0°POR 1 701 85 13 mas' o, 2.5)
God, in similar phrases, rains fire on vegetation in Sodom (X1
BRI 17022 700 D01 070 S T M. 53 0k 1007 52 NN LR,
19.24). Unlike wetness rising in Eden (8T 11 11907 TN, 2.6 smoke rises
from Sodom (N7 P 7oV I, 19.28).

Personified Contrast

As personified contrast to Sarah, Lot’s wife is transformed like Sodom to
salt (unlike Sarah she did not bake bread for the guests).? The syntactic
ambiguity of 19.26, M5 2780 7T 1TMRE 0K DI (“His wife looked
from behind him and she became a pillar of salt’), interpreted as either
Lot’s wife became a pillar of salt or that Sodom (7877 7'D1T = feminine)
did,* itself suggests equation in the feminine imagery.*! There is further

28. See also U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis (2 vols.; Jerusalem:
Magnes Press/The Hebrew University, 1953-88), I, pp. 107-108, and R. Hess, ‘Eden—A
Well Watered Place’, Bible Revue 7.6 (1991), pp. 28-33, for Semitic parallels.

29. Sarah bakes bread (") for guests but Lot’s wife turns to salt (7). In Gen. R.
50.4,51.5 Lot’s wife was punished for refusing the guests salt or for asking her neighbors
for it to betray them. In Yalkut Reuveini, WaYera, her name was 0'20; when the poor asked
for bread (2n) she gave salt (T90) so they prayed that she be turned to salt.

30. Gersonides, Hizkuni, R. Bahye. Though not apparently syntactically multivalent at
the lexical level, it is certainly possible for both realities to be true if she was warned not to
look back because the destruction might overtake her (as some commentaries interpret it).

31. InPRE?2S5, Lot’s wife’s name is 1" 7"V, while in other Midrashic versions (Yalkut
Shimoni, Nachmanides, Bahye, Sefer HaKaneh, Maarechet Elohut, Riccanati, Baal
HaTurim) itis Q'Y or 1"V (Pirkei Heichalot) playing on the city (1'27). The Midrash
(b. Sanh. 109b) personifies 18.20-21’s feminine imagery (...0277°2 77X 070 NPT
DX TN T2PYROT I8N RITTTO), “The screaming of Sodom. . .is great (7127)... .1 shall
go down now and see if it is her screaming that comes to me’, as the screams of a young
girl (727) tortured and killed for feeding a hungry man, Sodom ’s screams becomes those
of a young girl. In PRE 25, Targum Jonathan 18.21, it was Lot’s older young daughter
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personification in the reprieve of the city of Zoar (A21X) playing on Lot’s
younger daughter (77087, 19.31-38).32 Zoar’s decree is reversed because
it is small, young (X177 ER K97 M0 R THOROR DR XM, 19.20),
‘therefore it was called Zoar’ (19.22). (Lot contrasts its smallness with
God’s large kindness [X17 IR0 R5T.. VRN RIT. .. T7O0 572, 19.19-
20].%) Ezekiel 16.46-61, ‘The sin of Sodom your sister’, preserves the
image of Sodom as a wicked sister-city. Lot’s older daughter sinfully
leads the younger, like Zoar younger and more innocent, to conceive
since their father is old, contrasting Sarah’s righteous old/young birth
reversal. Sarah laughs that it is too late to bear a son since Abraham is too
old (J21 72781); Lot’s older daughter says they must conceive before it is
too late, before their father is too old (JP7 "3"2R8).** It becomes a race
against time, like Lot’s running into Zoar just ahead of destruction
(19.23). As the lushly watered (TPL1) plain becomes ash, Lot’s daughters
think he is the last man in the land and thus ply him with wine (1"PUmM
177 ITTARTIR, 177 2R R TP 135, 19.33, 35) before he is too old and
infertile. In a pattern of 727D, 727P2, 727P2, AP21, Sarah, who laughs
inside her (12722), will have righteous sons inside her in analogy of the
righteously offered young tender calf (227), but the older Sodom with
no righteous people ‘inside her’ (72722), will be destroyed; the younger,
more innocent Zoar will be reprieved because it was close: D135 127D
(= defective spelling, 19.19).

In the deep structure, Sarah, who is old, becomes young and fertile as
Sodom (and Lot’s wife) turn to salt. The older Sodom is turned over in
destruction as the younger more innocent Zoar is reprieved, paralleled by
the older sister and more innocent younger sister and their births. Abra-
ham and Sarah return to youth as Lot becomes old (177 112, 19.31) and
his wife turns to salt.

who was burned (as, we note, Sodom will be). M. Garsiel, Biblical Names: A Literary
Study of Midrashic Derivations and Puns (Ramat Gan: Bar [lan University Press, 1991),
p. 239, argues her name there, 1"192, plays on Lot’s (219). However, the Palestinian
Targum translates 1"'2) 211712 *2 (“in the public square we will sleep’, 19.2) as M09
") 8NP, from Latin Palatea (Greek: mahateio): the girl is thus equated with Sodom’s
public square.

32. GQarsiel, Biblical Names, p. 94.

33. In equation of welcoming guests and praying for a city, Lot pleads against
Sodom’s wickedness (100 "R X3 D8, 19.7) to offer his young daughters as an alternative
(CM2 w5 81 M, 19.8) and later pleads against (his) destruction (37X 83 5%, 19.18) to
offer the young Zoar as an alternative (727 NRTT 77D 82 17, 19.20).

34. Of Sarah’s birth (= twice, 18.10, 14: 7w 127MM 11 N2); of the daughters’
(= twice, 19.32, 33: D77 17280 71 10).
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Reversal of Genesis 13

All this reverses Genesis 12—13. There, though God promised Abraham,
‘To your seed I will give this land’ (QNTT 7INT DR 108 '[3.717'7, 12.7) both
fertilities (seed/land) are frustrated as his nephew Lot appears to become
heir apparent, able to choose the fertile land of Sodom because Abraham
is childless. Wickedness/fertility opposes righteousness/childlessness as
Lot goes to the fertile Sodom even though ‘the men of Sodom were
wicked® (XD mhoRYM oY oo "WIRY, 13.13). But with the birth of a
legitimate inheritor to Abraham (FIX1 1732 DX TIXY WK 1005 10T D
DI TPTN mewb 1 T R 1IN T3, 19.18-19) Lot must be
displaced as heir and displaced from his place, Sodom: his place is
literally displaced in upheaval for its wickedness. With this comes moral
displacement as heir: like Abraham Lot welcomes guests and prays for a
city but his actions turn to ash as he offers his daughters to protect his
guests and his prayers for a city become prayers only for himself.

The urban/plain oppositions may be the most underlyingly significant.
Lot left this plain for the urban Sodom in Genesis 13, no longer wishing
to wander with Abraham to build altars on the plain and call out the name
of God. With Abraham’s offer of ‘all the land’ he chose the valley’s
populous cities despite their wickedness (13.13). He lifted his eyes and
saw (877 177D O 115 RWM) all the valley entirely watered (122 52 N8
apen 153 " 177°7) (13.10), contrasted with Abraham’s righteously
lifting his eyes and seeing (8171 171"D RU") wayfarers on the plain (18.2).
But as ‘all the valley’ (12271 92) is destroyed as God rains fire on its
vegetation (19.24-25), instead of Lot lifting his eyes to see the lush
valley, his wife /ooks back as it become ash (as Abraham sees it too). Lot
moves from the plain’s populous cities to an isolated cave. Though he
was offered ‘all the land’ (7327 77T 53, 13.9), his daughters now think
he is the last man in ‘all the land’ (52 7773 1759 X125 782 "8 U8
YO8, 19.31); as the lushly watered TpEn) plain is destroyed, they ply
him with wine (1™ TT"2RTIN 1PUN, 177 13728 18 7PW) 139, 19.33, 35).5

35. The valley’s quality and quantity was ‘entirely watered before God destroyed
Sodom and Gomorrah. . .until you come to Zoar’ (13.10): D70 ' onw 125 is a paren-
thetic aside and ‘as you come to Zoar’ is an idiom of distance. But in retrospect, 1Y% 7382
sounds as if it referred 7o Lot as the angel says ‘I will not be able to do anything until you
come there’: 7AW N2 TV (19.22) perfectly parallels 19.23-29, 5p T wnan M auR R m,
237 TN C'P'?& oA ORY TR0 Y B 070, ‘Lot came to Zoar and God rained
on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire...as God destroyed the cities of the valley’.
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Initial conflict in Genesis 13 began as Abraham and his wife with him
and Lot came up from Egypt (197 UR™721 100N X1 07180 0028 50m
7207 MY 1, 13.1). Now Lot and his daughters with him—and not his
wife with him—come up from Zoar, afraid to live there (21582 212 Hom
MY P32 P T2 2, 19.30). In Genesis 13, Abraham said RITOR
VMRDMRDOWINTD O DA 7721 73" 21 "7 72 T, as brothers
they should pl/ease separate as they and their shepherds should not fight:
(13.8). Lot repeats those terms standing in conflict before Sodom: 83~9%
N IR (‘Please do not my brothers do evil’, 19.7). Abraham’s offer of
choice of land, 72 2 710 R N, is reversed as Lot pleads not to be
destroyed in that land )78 83 D8 (19.18); Abraham’s hospitality (%) D8
772w S 7200, 18.3) and pleas for Sodom (75 M 83 5N, 18.27, 32)
are countered by Lot’s pleading with Sodom and offering his daughters
(1070 TR K3 5K, 19.7-8).

As Genesis 13 closes, Lot and Abraham sit apart (/{22 1782 2" 072N
D70 TV DTN 12237 w2 2w »19), Lot sitting in the cities of the fertile
valley. Genesis 18—19’s first episode opens as Abraham sits on the plain
(5877 N2 2w 8177) looking to do kindness and closes with his return
there (P10 5 2WDTaRY) after praying against destruction, to where God
promised to refurn to grant birth (70712 TIM... T OR 218 2, 18.10).
The second episode begins as Lot sits at Sodom’s city gate, 2L° 19
D70wA (19.1), closing as he sits in the mountain cave’s isolation
(72 2WM, 172 2N, 19.30) as the cities in which he saf (W& 0700
mb 172 22, 19.29) are destroyed: he will never return there. Abraham
returns to where he prayed (‘where he stood before God’, TR D207 8
MR OW 7Y, 19.27) and sees Sodom destroyed.

The Two Meals as Opposed Metaphor

The announcements of birth and destruction are made within two meals
whose initial similarities only heighten their differences. And what a dif-
ference there is between a meal of a young, tender, moist calf (18.5-8) at
which the angels announce birth (and return to moist freshness), and a
meal of dry flatcakes (19.3) at which they announce annihilation to infer-
tile ash. Both Abraham and Lot sit at a doorway (the tent or city gate), see
guests, get up to greet them and bow before them to ask them to please
come to them, calling them masters and themselves servants having come
to their place, and prepare meals.’s But Abraham (by day, on the plain)

36. In18.1-5: ... 0378 8™ AR MO EORTPO 7M. 8T DTN IR 2 M
7720 51 7250 8 O% and £272Y S onNaY 10 HY 2.
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offers bread but serves milk, butter, and a young, tender, moist calf (18.5-
8); Lot (by night, in the city) makes a drinking feast (771, 19.3), baking
only dry unleavened flatbread, not ‘cakes of fine flour’. Both Abraham
and Sarah prepare the meal and Sarah bakes cakes (219); Lot’s wife is
strangely absent (Lot bakes them unleavened breads), only later absented
in turning to a pillar of salt (m1).

The guests outside Sarah’s tent ask where she is (TRR 7w, 18.9)
to convey the news into it modestly. At Lot’s house they are inside as the
Sodomites outside ask where they are (D'0IRT 1R, 19.5) to be brought
out for immorality. The first meal centers on modesty and righteous birth
for the old Abraham and Sarah who become young. Conversely, Lot’s
drinking feast (the wine, the offer of the young daughters, Lot’s wife’s
absence) foreshadows the later events at the cave®” of the old Lot and his
young daughters. ‘The Sodomites demand to know (72737) the guests of
that night (12°577) before they lay down’ (1220 00) and Lot offers his
daughters who did not know a man ("X 127° 85, 19.3-8). In the cave his
daughters offer him wine at night (1" 1728 08 7TPRI, 75797 03 17 1IPLY) to
lay with him (22001, 7728 1R 23801, "N23W, 722W31) and he did not know
(HDPEW 12202 DT° &'71, mmpPaY 02382 D77 &'77, 19.31-35). Unlike the
righteous old/young reversal the young daughters sinfully bear sons since
Lot has become o/d. Abraham ‘will teach his children righteousness’ but
Lot offers his daughters to protect his guests. Abraham hospitably offers
his guests a good, young tender calf (211 77) but in warped hospitality
Lot offers Sodom his young daughters to do as is good in their eyes
(@3"°v2 2113, 19.89).

In transactional wordplay, Abraham’s kind meal of the young calf and
on> and 25M 7NMA is meritorious metaphor while only God’s mercy
('mnana, 19.16) intercedes against Lot being turned to salt (M91). And
on® (and P, 18.6, and Sodom’s MY, 19.25) permutes assonantly,
consonantally, and actually, to 151 (19.26-27). After the first meal, Abra-
ham pleads against Sodom’s destruction; it is destroyed after the second
meal.

37. Midrash, Tanhuma WaYera 12; Nachmanides at 19.8: ‘It shows the matter was not
repugnant to him’. R. Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1997), notes how the purported ‘innocence’ of Lot’s double use of 1° 891 con-
trasts with the wickedness of TU731/07". It also contrasts with the daughters’ genuine
innocence ('8 1077 85 TLR).
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Irony in Abraham’s Prayer, Sodom’s Failure

Sodom itself undoes Abraham’s prayers: we see it in the opposed words
which describe this. God tells him of their judgment (T0I% RODONI, 18.20)
because he knows him (1"007” "2, 18.19), but Sodom will demand 791
onR (19.5): ‘Bring them out to us and we will know them’. Abraham
approaches God in prayer (708" 07128 01", 18.23) but they threaten
Lot X577 w2 (‘“Approach here’), and themselves approach to break his
door (N5 12w W2, 19.9). Abraham’s praying (WaM1, *NO81, 18.23,
27,31) is echoed in their threat (18571 1) as they approach to do that. He
prays 1275 09817 83 771377 (18.27, 31) and they, struck with blindness, are
unable to find the door (71217 XX1H WD, 19.11) though they try. Abra-
ham confronts God (22 MW" ®H 7T 50 pawn, 18.25), but Sodom
confronts Lot (2120 12w 7125 82 1R, 19.9). And Abraham’s appeal
(s 52 vawn) is countered by the actions of the daughters (7773
78T 53, 19.31).

In the repeated pattern of 81 777, X3 DX, 83 D8, Abraham invites guests
(7720 501 7200 RITOR 7DD )T TINED RITON, 18.3) and protests and
pleads for Sodom (...77278Y 15 RITHR...TH HR 275 bR R 0
5 A RITOR.L.NYRIT R)TTT, 18.27-32). But Lot’s invitation (737
D272 02 5% 83 1710 ITRTNI, 19.2) and pleading protest to Sodom
(O 179 RITIT IWTN IR R3O, 19.7-8) become parodic as he offers
his daughters and prays for Zoar only for himself (8377737...727% RI7O8
R) TORR.LONTT DR RITMIT...7™702 0 773D RED, 19.18-20).
Ironically, Ais prayers for a city are accepted.

Time

Clearly the events happen against the backdrop of the transition of time.
They begin as Abraham sits at the heat of the day (21771 &3, 18.1); the
angels come to Sodom at evening (2722, 19.1) and the townspeople
demand the men who came that night (71°27 758 IR, 19.5). As
the morning star rises (19.23), the angels bring Lot out of Sodom. From
then, he has time to argue (unsuccessfully) with his son-in-law and with
the angels (successfully), escape Sodom with his wife and daughters, lose
his wife, and come into Zoar as the sun rises (88" LT, 19.23). Sodom is
destroyed at sunrise as Abraham rises early in the morning (19.27) to see
their fate. (Lot prudently told his guests to rise early [@R23wT1, 19.2] and
go on their way to avoid Sodom’s evil, but in the end it is Abraham who

Downloaded from jot.sagepub.com by peni leota on October 6, 2010


http://jot.sagepub.com/

144 Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 31.2 (2006)

rises early [NP22 D128 02L"] to see their fate.) In the minimal time
between dawn and sunrise, especially in Israel, Lot’s entry into Zoar is
quite a run. Abraham’s kindness and prayers are by day, Sodom’s wick-
edness by night (day = good/night = evil). Destruction by morning
follows Sodom’s night wickedness; Lot’s daughters’ deeds in the cave are
at night (N7 712792 02, 17T 75752 177 AR 1P, 19.33, 35); the
next morning (AN "1™, 19.34) they discuss the evening (LR, 19.34)
as LR echoes (XX") LT and Sodom’s night foreshadows the cave’s.
The unit’s beginning/ending imagery contrasts Abraham’s running
towards guests to be kind to travelers on the plain at the heat of the day
(@11 on3, 18.1) with Lot’s running from the urban inhospitable Sodom to
save himself before the sun comes out (88" LW, 19.23). The larger unit
opens with an episode (18.1-33) about a day followed by a night, and
closes with the cave’s night followed by the next morning. The narra-
tive’s opening verse, ‘and Ae sat at the opening...at the heat of the day’
(D1°71 072 5787 N2 2w 817Y) is echoed in the closing verse, ‘she called
his name Ben-Ami, %e is the father of the sons of Amon until this day’
(@17 7Y, AR R8T, 19.38).

Place

Events contrast at the opening of Abraham’s tent on the plain, the urban
door of Lot’s house (which he closes), the city gate (where Lot sits as
Abraham did at the tent’s opening), and at the mountain cave. At the city
gate, Lot presses (X2, 19.3) the angels to come to his house and not
sleep in the city square (27017 2117, 19.3) beyond the city gate; this is
undone as the townspeople press (17821, 19.9) to break the door of his
house. For the city’s sin ("2 110, 19.15), the city dwellers (2 07 *20",
19.25) are destroyed in the city (2°92, 19.12). Opposed to the cultivated
Sodom valley are the cave and mountain (77711, 19.17, 19, 30) to which
Lot runs, which plays on the subsequent conceiving there ("0 1"
15 M2, 19.36), foreshadowed in the city. The plain where Abraham
does kindness to travelers on the road mediates between the teeming city
and the isolated cave.

Abraham’s tent, place of hospitality and prayer (P02 pnb 2w onawy,
18.32; ow Y WK 0P, 19.27), even for the inhospitable Sodom,

38. Garsiel, Biblical Names, p. 239, notes how the root 2 (‘escape’), playing on
Lot’s name (19) and appearing five times in the interlude (19.17-22), becomes a Leitwort
to bring to prominence his absorption in his own deliverance.
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contrasts with the place for which he prays (...0P1% RUN™R51 700N AR
DT 525 ke, 18.24-26). In inside/outside opposition, Abraham
brings in guests at the opening of his tent; the Sodomites standing outside
the door of Lot’s house demand that he bring his guests out. The
messengers outside Sarah’s tent ask where she is (TN 770 TR, 18.9);
she is in the tent into which news of birth is modestly transmitted. In the
equation, she laughs there inside herself (72722) while Sodom’s destiny
can be changed for fifty righteous men inside the city (OP"T8 O LN
200 N2 0P TR 0N 0702 REDROR...Q"D7 3, 18.24,26), within it
(72792 R). In Sodom the mob outside Lot’s house immodestly asks
where those same messenger/guests are (QLIRT 'R, 19.5), demanding
that they, now inside, be brought out for immoral oppression. They try to
break into Lot’s house where the guests are protected by his hospitality.
He goes out to offer to bring out his daughters for immorality. The guests
bring Lot inside to protect him and tell him to get ous* of Sodom. He
goes out to his sons-in-law who laugh as he tells them to go out of the
city. In the contrast of D5 yIma/ATun 73, the potential reprieve
(2T 7102 OPYTR 07LM) contrasts with the reality in which the Sodom-
ites (and the sons-in-law) are destroyed in the city as Lot’s family is out of
it ("5 1M, 19.14).

In similar contrast, Sarah hears the angel announce birth with the tent’s
opening behind him (1"R K1 SANT TR Nonw T, 18.10); this
underscores hospitality and modesty, the righteousness which God says
Abraham will teach his children after him (1708 "2 R 1MI2 0K, 18.19).
Lot, however, goes out to the opening of the house and closes the door
behind him (1708 110 05T, 19.6) in the face of sin and destruction. At
the end, Lot’s wife, until then absent and hidden in a way very different
than Sarah, looks behind him (1782 WK B2, 19.26) at Sodom and is
destroyed. Abraham and Sarah, 178 81771 97871 102 (“at the opening of
the tent and he was after it’) and 1R "2 171270 (“his son and

39. The townspeople say to bring out the guests (TR U731 13798 ONX1T, 19.5); Lot
goes out to them (W19 TTYR XXM, 19.6), offers to bring out his daughters (IR RITINVNIN,
19.17) and goes out (115 R¥") to urge his sons-in-law to go out of the place (18X
1T DPITTR); the angels take out his family (rwh PAMTIN 1T8K, 19.14); he comes
to Zoar as the sun comes out (7YX X2 1151 YRTHY 88 wnwr, 23). This (and Lot’s
bread and wine) connects with 14.17-18: Sodom’s king went out empty-handed to
Abraham (W87P5 01770 751 R8™) who rescued Sodom (and Lor) while Melchizedek
brought out bread and wine (1" N XX PIR"29M), with wayyigrol/(we)x-qatal of
83" highlighting Sodom’s wickedness. There too in the war the men of Sodom escape 7o
the mountains (14.10).
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household after him’), subsume birth/kindness/modesty; Lot and his wife,
1R 720 097 (‘And he closed the door after him’) and 17X B2
1R (‘And his wife looked after him’), entail sin and destruction.

Narrative Wholeness

These examples may suffice to show how reading the narrative as one
cohesive unit instead of as two chapters, and as a reversal of Genesis 13,
reveals a deep structure of symmetry, opposition, and closure. Birth and
destruction contrast in the narrative’s opposed motifs and underlying
structures. Motifs, events, words, phrases, associations, and wordplay
resonate in the contrast. In the narrative’s larger wholeness, oppositions
become sharper and clearer, and not merely in static contrast. Against the
movement in the narrative from plain to city to the mountains and back
(as Abraham runs towards kindness and Lot runs from destruction)
wicked unkindness moves towards destruction but kind goodness moves
toward what will become righteous and fertile birth.
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