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Genesis 18:20-33
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20. And the Eternal One said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and
because their sin is very grave;
21. I will go down now, and see whether they have done altogether according to the cry,
which has come to Me; and if not, I will know.
22. And the men turned their faces from there, and went toward Sodom; but Abraham still
stood before the Eternal One.
23. And Abraham drew near, and said, Will You also destroy the righteous with the wicked?
24. Perhaps there are only fifty righteous inside the city; will You destroy and not spare the
place for the fifty righteous who are in it?
25. Far be it from You to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked; and
that the righteous should fare as the wicked, far be it from You. Shall not the Judge of all
the earth do justly?
26. And the Eternal One said, If I find in Sodom fifty righteous inside the city, then I will
spare the whole place for their sakes.
27. And Abraham answered and said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak to the
Eternal One, I who am but dust and ashes;
28. Perhaps there shall lack five of the fifty righteous; will You destroy the whole city for
lack of five? And God said, If I find there forty five, I will not destroy it.
29. And he spoke to God yet again, and said, Perhaps there shall be forty found there. And
God said, I will not do it for forty’s sake.
30. And he said to God, Oh let not the Eternal One be angry, and I will speak; Perhaps there
shall thirty be found there. And God said, I will not do it, if I find thirty there.
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31. And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak to the Eternal One; Perhaps
there shall be twenty found there. And God said, I will not destroy it for twenty’s sake.
32. And he said, Oh let not the Eternal One be angry, and I will speak yet but this once;
Possibly ten shall be found there. And God said, I will not destroy it for ten’s sake.
33. And the Eternal One departed, having left off talking with Abraham; and Abraham
returned to his place.
Midrash Rabbah - Genesis XLIX:9
9. BE THAT FAR FROM THEE-HALILAH LAK (XVIII, 25). R. Judan interpreted: It is a
profanation (halalah) for Thee, it is alien to Thy nature. R. Aha said: HALILAH is written
twice,’ implying, Such action would profane (hilal) the Divine Name.’ R. Abba said: Not ‘to
do this’ is written here, but TO DO AFTER THIS MANNER: neither this or anything like it nor
anything even of a lesser nature.
R. Levi said: Two men said the same thing, viz. Abraham and Job. Abraham: BE THAT F AR
FROM THEE, TO DO AFTER THIS MANNER, TO SLAY THE RIGHTEOUS WITH THE WICKED.
Job: It is all one-therefore I say: He destroyeth the innocent and the wicked (Job IX, 22).
Yet Abraham was rewarded for it, while Job was punished for it! The reason is because
Abraham said it in confirmation, while Job said it in cavil: ’ It is all one!’

Exodus 5:19-6:1
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19. And the officers of the people of Israel saw that they were in evil plight, after it was said,
You shall not diminish nothing from your bricks of your daily task.
20. And they met Moses and Aaron, who stood in the way, as they came forth from Pharaoh;
21. And they said to them, The Eternal look upon you, and judge; because you have made us
loathsome in the eyes of Pharaoh, and in the eyes of his servants, to put a sword in their hand
to slay us.
22. And Moses returned to the Eternal, and said, Eternal One, why have you done evil to this
people? Why have you sent me?
23. For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has done evil to this people;
neither have you saved your people at all.

Chapter 6
1. And the Eternal said to Moses, Now shall you see what I will do to Pharaoh; for with a
strong hand shall he let them go, and with a strong hand shall he drive them out of his land.
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From Mishnah Ta’anit 3:8
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`¨N ¤̀ ,iY§
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There is a story about Honi the Circle Maker, that [the people] said “Pray that rain should
fall.” He said to them: “Go and bring in the ovens [in which you have roasted] the Pascal
offerings so that they do not dissolve.” He prayed - but no rain fell. What did he do? He
drew a circle and stood within it and said: “Master of the Universe! Your children have
turned to me for I am like a member of Your household (literally: a child of Your house). I
sear by Your great name that I shall not move from here until You show mercy to Your
children. Rain began falling drop by drop. He said, “Not for such rain have I prayed, but for
rain that will fill the cisterns, pits and caverns.” It began to rain with violence. He said,
“Not for such rain have I prayed, but for rain of goodwill, blessing, and graciousness. Then
it rained in moderation.... Shimon ben Shetach (the head of the scholars of his day, 80
BCE) sent to him [saying] Were you not Honi, I would have pronounced a ban against you.
But what shall I do to you? You implore God and God performs your will, like a son who
implores his father and he performs his will. Of you, Scripture says: Let your father and
your mother be glad, and let the one who bore you rejoice.” (Proverbs 23:25).
RABBI LEVI YITZHAK OF BERDITCHEV
(1) One year, when the first day of Rosh Hashanah occurred on Shabbat, Rabbi Levi
Yitzchak of Berdichev ascended the podium in the center of his synagogue and addressed
the heavens:
"Master of the Universe! Today, all Your creatures pass before You like a flock of sheep, and
You pass judgment upon them. Two great books lie open before You, the book of life and
the book of death. The righteous are inscribed in the book of life, and the transgressors are
written in the book of death, God forbid.
"But today is Shabbat. Did You not command in Your holy Torah that is forbidden to write
on Shabbat? True, it is permitted to violate Shabbat in order to preserve a life, so You are
permitted to inscribe the righteous in the book of life. But no such clause permits inscribing
those who have transgressed Your will in the book of death. I therefore inform You, dear
Father in Heaven, that according to the law of the Torah, You must inscribe all Your children
for a year of life, health and prosperity!
(2) The story is told of Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev that once on Kol Nidre, the holiest
night of the year when all sins are confessed, the tailor, one of the most devout members of
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the community, was absent. Concerned, the rabbi left the synagogue and went to the
tailor’s home. To his surprise he found the tailor looking at a piece of paper before him on
the table. “What’s the matter?” asked Levi Yitzhak. “Oh, everything’s fine,” replied the tailor.
“As I was getting ready to attend the service I made a list with two columns. At the top of
one I wrote my name and at the top of the other I wrote, ‘God of all the Universe.’
Then, one by one, I began to list my sins. ‘Cheated Goldman out of a pair of trousers.’ And
in God’s column I noted God’s omission: ‘Little girl died of diphtheria.’ Then the next sin,
‘Lost my temper with my children,’ and in God’s column, ‘I heard there was a famine in
another country.’” And so it went. The tailor showed the rabbi the completed list. “And for
every sin I had committed during the past year, God had done one too. So I said to God,
‘Look, we each have the same number of sins. If you let me off, I’ll let You off!’ ”
But the story doesn’t end there. When the rabbi looked at the paper his face grew red and
he scolded his friend: “You fool! You had Him and you let Him go!”

Here is a kind of relationship with God unique to Jewish tradition. Jews don’t just get angry
with God. They call God to account. In Abraham’s words, as he argues the fate of Sodom
and Gomorrah, “Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty?. . . Shall not the
Judge of all the earth deal justly?” (Genesis 18:23-35) The man, in effect, is saying, “Just
who the hell do You think You are?” But there’s another curve ball. If you believe, as I do,
that “it’s all God,” then how do we argue with what we’re made of? That destabilizes us,
makes us very uncomfortable. It means we have to talk to ourselves. We no longer have the
luxury of putting all the nasty decisions and deeds on some distant, omniscient, omnipotent
God, and freeing ourselves to bask in moral security. God says, in effect, “And whom do you
think you’re talking to? Hold up a mirror. When you’re done with that conversation, come
back to Me. . . .”
Lawrence Kushner is a writer, teacher, and rabbi of Temple Beth-El in Sudbury, MA. Excerpt
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Genesis 32: 28-29
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And he said to him, What is your name? And he said, Jacob.
29. And he said, Your name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel; for as a prince you
have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed.

