Economic Justice: Interreligious Reflections on Fairness and Dignity
Session #3 | Jewish Reflections on Economic Justice
Instructor: Ben Sax

Agenda:
Hour 1: Setting Up the Problem (Sodom and Gomorrah)

Main Question: How does our responsibility to others in society reflect our accountability to God.
1. Setting Up the Problem: Interpreting Genesis 19:1-29; Sodom and Gomorrah
2. [Breakout Rooms] Questions: What makes a society, a body politic, so irredeemably,
unforgivably wicked, such that it must be destroyed? Or, what makes a society so
wicked that it will inevitably destroy itself?
3. Rabbinic Interpretation of Sodom and Gomorrah

Hour 2: Engaging the Problem (Our Current Economic Predicament)

1. Joshua Rothman’s essay “The Equality Conundrum:” We all agree that inequality is bad,
but what kind of equality is good?
2. Richard Reeves and the “Dream Hoarders”
3. [Breakout Rooms] Questions: If Reeves is correct—that the upper middle class are
unconsciously “dream hoarders”—then would they fall into the category of Sodomites? If
not, why? If yes, how could we as a community or a society implement the rabbinic rule
“Kofin ‘al midat Sedom”—blocking attempts to behave like Sodom—when hoarding goes
beyond measurable wealth. Could this principle be applied to hoarding opportunities? If
not, why? If yes, how?

Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1-29)
The Depravity of Sodom
19 The two angels came to Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gateway of
Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to meet them, and bowed down with his face to
the ground. 2 He said, “Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant’s house and spend
the night, and wash your feet; then you can rise early and go on your way.” They said,

“No; we will spend the night in the square.” 3 But he urged them strongly; so they turned
aside to him and entered his house; and he made them a feast, and baked unleavened
bread, and they ate. 4 But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom,
both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house; 5 and they
called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, so
that we may know them.” 6 Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him,
7 and said, “I beg you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. 8 Look, I have two daughters
who have not known a man; let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please;
only do nothing to these men, for they have come under the shelter of my roof.” 9 But
they replied, “Stand back!” And they said, “This fellow came here as an alien, and he
would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.” Then they
pressed hard against the man Lot, and came near the door to break it down. 10 But the
men inside reached out their hands and brought Lot into the house with them, and shut
the door. 11 And they struck with blindness the men who were at the door of the house,
both small and great, so that they were unable to ﬁnd the door.

Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed
12 Then the men said to Lot, “Have you anyone else here? Sons-in-law, sons, daughters,
or anyone you have in the city—bring them out of the place. 13 For we are about to
destroy this place, because the outcry against its people has become great before the
Lord, and the Lord has sent us to destroy it.” 14 So Lot went out and said to his
sons-in-law, who were to marry his daughters, “Up, get out of this place; for the Lord is
about to destroy the city.” But he seemed to his sons-in-law to be jesting.
15 When morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, “Get up, take your wife and your
two daughters who are here, or else you will be consumed in the punishment of the city.”
16 But he lingered; so the men seized him and his wife and his two daughters by the
hand, the Lord being merciful to him, and they brought him out and left him outside the
city. 17 When they had brought them outside, they[a] said, “Flee for your life; do not look
back or stop anywhere in the Plain; ﬂee to the hills, or else you will be consumed.” 18
And Lot said to them, “Oh, no, my lords; 19 your servant has found favor with you, and
you have shown me great kindness in saving my life; but I cannot ﬂee to the hills, for
fear the disaster will overtake me and I die. 20 Look, that city is near enough to ﬂee to,
and it is a little one. Let me escape there—is it not a little one?—and my life will be
saved!” 21 He said to him, “Very well, I grant you this favor too, and will not overthrow
the city of which you have spoken. 22 Hurry, escape there, for I can do nothing until you
arrive there.” Therefore the city was called Zoar.[b] 23 The sun had risen on the earth
when Lot came to Zoar.

24 Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and ﬁre from the Lord out of
heaven; 25 and he overthrew those cities, and all the Plain, and all the inhabitants of the
cities, and what grew on the ground. 26 But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and she
became a pillar of salt.
27 Abraham went early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the Lord;
28 and he looked down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and toward all the land of the
Plain and saw the smoke of the land going up like the smoke of a furnace.
29 So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the Plain, God remembered
Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow, when he overthrew the cities in
which Lot had settled.

