בס"ד אדר תש"ע






      February, 2010
The Destruction of Sodom in Light of the Flood Traditions

by Baruch Alster, Bar-Ilan University/ Lifshitz College/ Givat Washington College alsterb@macam.ac.il
Keywords: Genesis, Sodom, Flood, Atra-hasis, Noah, literary analogy, form criticism

The story of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, which takes up two whole chapters (18-19) in Genesis, contains many common elements with the Flood narrative, chapters 6-9 in the same book. A fairly comprehensive list of these parallels may be found in Gordon Wenham’s commentary.
 As to their significance, Wenham, in a 1991 article, stresses their role in demonstrating the unity of the biblical Flood story.
 Other scholars, especially Laurence Turner, see the stories as a narrative analogy, intended to contrast the righteous Noah with the immoral Lot.
 An old article by Adolphe Lods considers the Sodom tale a reworking of a Horite version of the universal Flood myth.
 In this paper, I would like to reexamine the parallels, and reevaluate their literary function and their significance for biblical criticism.

In order to obtain these goals, I will consider three groups of parallels. First, thematic parallels between the Sodom and Noah narratives; second, verbal parallels between the same two narratives; and, finally, parallels between the Sodom narrative and the Mesopotamian flood tradition.

Thematic Parallels

Let us begin with the thematic parallels. In both biblical stories under discussion, the main character’s righteousness is mentioned, contrasted with his contemporaries’ iniquity. God, seeing the situation, warns the hero of His decision to destroy the sinners’ environment. The hero thus prepares for the impending disaster, and once he does so, God implements His plan, destroying everyone and everything except for the hero and his family, who are spared. The hero then looks at the results of God’s punishment. Finally, there is some belated negative reaction by the hero, who becomes drunk and is sexually abused by his children.

According to Wenham, as these parallels do not distinguish between the so-called J and P strands of the Flood narrative, they undermine the traditional source-critical division. I disagree. As we will see shortly, at least with the thematic parallels, the J and P stories each contain much the same parallels with the Destruction of Sodom.

But as we are already dissecting stories, what about Sodom? Here, I find the arguments for the basic narrative unity of Genesis 18-19 convincing, especially as virtually all narrative details are connected and most cannot stand on their own. However, as many scholars have already noticed, there are two distinct plot lines – one with Abraham as hero, the other starring Lot. So here, too, when looking at parallels with the Flood story, we will divide Genesis 18-19 into its two narrative strands. See Table 1:

Table 1: Common Thematic Elements in Biblical Flood and Sodom Narratives

	Element
	Flood (‘J’)

	Flood (‘P’)
	Sodom (Abraham)
	Sodom (Lot)

	1. Righteous hero
	6:8,9b*
	6:9a,9c-10
	18:1-19
	19:1-3

	2. Public sin
	6:1-4
	6:11
	18:20
	19:4-9

	3. God/ angels see/hear situation
	6:5-7
	6:12
	18:21
	19:10-11

	4. God/ angels warn hero
	7:1-4
	6:13-21
	18:20-21*
	19:12-13

	5. Hero prepares
	7:5,7-8a
	6:22; 7:6,8b-9
	18:23-33
	19:14-22

	6. Destruction
	7:10,12,17a,23a
	7:21-22,24
	19:29a
	19:24-25

	7. Salvation of hero and family
	7:16b,23b
	7:11,13,16a, 17b-20

8:1-2a,4-5,7,13a,14
	19:29b
	19:23

	8. Hero looks at aftermath
	8:2b-3,6,8-12, 13b
	8:15-19**
	19:27-28*
	19:26


	9. Children abuse drunk hero
	9:18-29

	---
	---
	19:30-38


The first three elements are much the same in all four narrative strands: The righteous hero (Noah, Abraham or Lot) is presented (#1) and contrasted with the sinning public (#2), while God sees the situation (#3), allowing Him to act. There are, however, a few minor deviations from this sequence: first, the ‘J’ Flood story has a slightly different order, with the hero being introduced only after God looks at his contemporaries. Second, in the ‘Abraham’ Sodom story, as a direct result of the double plot, God supposedly ‘hears’ rather than ‘sees’ Sodom’s iniquity, and plans a closer look, which will take place in the ‘Lot’ strand. Even there, God does not actually look at the goings-on in Sodom – the verbs ראה, הביט, or השקיף are not used, as there is no need – His angels, who arrived in Sodom for this purpose, are the locals’ intended victims, and thus they experience the situation firsthand. Finally, in the ‘Abraham’ story, the descriptions of the Sodomites’ sins and God’s contemplation of them are embedded in the next common narrative element, that of God’s warning the hero.

We now turn to the preparation for destruction. In all four strands, this contains both a divine (or angelic) warning to the hero (#4) followed by preparation (#5): Noah builds the ark (in P) and gathers animals (in both strands). Abraham argues with God in an appeal against His decision, and Lot warns his family of the impending destruction, and persuades the angels to spare the city of Zoar.

This is followed by a description of the destruction itself (#6), along with mention of the hero’s salvation (#7), not necessarily in that order. Of course, in Sodom it is only Lot who is saved, even in the Abraham strand, although there God ‘remembers’ Abraham, reminding us that it is he who is the true hero of the story as a whole.

At the end of the stories, however, we can see some differences. In the ‘J’ Flood story, as well as in the ‘Abraham’ Sodom story, the hero looks at the aftermath of the destruction (#8). In the latter, Abraham's looking toward Sodom is brought before both the city’s destruction and Lot’s salvation, as it is Abraham’s gaze that enables the narrator to mention the results of the destruction. In a variation on the same theme in the ‘Lot’ story, the hero is specifically warned not to look back (possibly to show he is not the true hero), but it is his wife who does, and she is immediately turned into a pillar of salt. In the ‘P’ flood narrative, on the other hand, Noah does not look at what remains after the Flood. Possibly, this is due to P’s ‘playing down’ of Noah’s role, as recently described by Baruch Schwartz. The hero’s gaze is replaced by his obediently leaving the ark at God’s command, without any initiative on Noah’s part.

The final element (#9) exists in only two of the narratives: The ‘Lot’ Sodom story and the ‘J’ Flood story. In both of these, the hero (Noah or Lot) gets drunk, while his children (Ham or Canaan and Lot’s daughters, respectively) take advantage of the situation and sexually abuse their father. Here, too, we can blame the scene’s absence from the P Flood story by citing its downplaying of Noah’s personality, while its absence from the Abraham Sodom story can be explained again by the double plot, in which there is no reason to recount this scene twice.

Thus we have stories with much the same thematic sequence: two narrative strands from the Flood, and two from the Destruction of Sodom. But how can we explain this? I think the best way is to see the parallels not as a case of direct influence, as Wenham would have it, and definitely not as a deliberate analogy, as proposed by Turner. What I think this comparison describes best is the structure of a narrative genre – or, to use the more common Biblical Studies terminology, ‘form’ or ‘Gattung’. I think this is true even though we are dealing with written, rather than oral, genres, and even if not every element is exactly the same in each story. I think we should disregard the rigidity of classical form-criticism and adopt a more flexible model, such as that used by Uriel Simon.
 Thus we can see that the ‘flood story’, or better – the ‘tale of total destruction’ – is a genre, according to which stories were composed in Ancient Israel about major catastrophes. Such stories include primarily, but not exclusively, those regarding Noah’s Flood.

Verbal Parallels

Let us now look at the verbal parallels between the Sodom and Flood stories. Contra Wenham, who based his thesis on the number of parallels rather than their quality, I do not believe that there are nearly enough such parallels to determine common authorship or direct influence between the two (or four) stories, let alone find a deliberate analogy here. For such a determination, we would have to find word choices common to these texts that stand out in comparison to the rest of the biblical narrative corpus. Wenham found ten verbal connections, but even after adding a couple from other scholars,
 I do not believe this may be proven, as many of these use fairly common terminology. See Table 2:

Table 2: Verbal parallels between Flood and Sodom Narratives

	Word/Expression
	Function
	Flood (J/P)
	Sodom (A/L)

	1. Finding favor             (מציאת חן)
	Hero’s status w/God/angels
	6:8 (J)
	19:19 (L)

	2. Righteousness (צדק)
	---
	6:9, 7:1 (J, Noah is righteous)
	18:19 (Abraham teaches family)

	3. Walking (הלך)
	---
	6:9 (P, Noah obeys God)
	18:16 (Abraham accompanies angels)

	4. Destruction (שחת)
	Destruction
	6:13,17 (P)

9:11,15 (P)
	18:28-32 (A)

19: 13-14 (L)

19:29 (A)

	5. Preserving                ('להחיות')
	---
	6:19-20 (P, animals to be saved in ark)
	19:19 (Lot begs for his life)

	6. Reproducing            (לחיות זרע)
	---
	7:3 (J, animals for after flood)
	19:32,34 (Lot’s daughters w/father)

	7. Rain (המטרה)
	Means of destruction 
	7:4 (J)
	19:24 (L)

	8. Closing (סגירה)
	Protection
	7:16 (J)
	19:10 (L)

	9. God remembering hero ('ויזכר')
	Cause of salvation
	8:1 (P)
	9:29 (A)

	10. Mountain (הר)
	Refuge
	8:4 (P)
	19:17,19,30 (L)

	11. Putting out hand              (שליחת יד)
	---
	8:9 (J, Noah welcomes dove)
	19:10 (Angels save Lot)

	12. Knowledge (ידיעה)
	Regarding abuse
	9:24 (J)
	19:33,35 (L)


Numbers 1 (finding favor), 2 (righteousness), 3 (walking), 8 (closing), 10 (mountain), and 12 (knowledge) are all common terms in Biblical Hebrew. Especially when broken down into narrative strands, the verbal parallels seem quite negligible, and the absence of significant verbal parallels between J’s Flood and Abraham’s Sodom, when the Sodom narrative is generally considered a J text, just reinforces this point.

As to the idea of deliberate analogy, I think it is prudent to use Joshua Berman’s cautious observation (in the tradition of avoiding ‘parallelomania’, and following Vladimir Propp’s work on the Rusian folktale), that only parallels with the same ‘narrative function’ should be considered. Here the number of parallels is reduced to seven: number 1 – finding favor; 4 – destruction; 7 – rain; 8 – closing; 9 – remembering (this is especially important, as this is the only place in the Sodom narrative where God is called ‘Elohim’); 10 – mountain; and 12 – knowledge. Again, when considering the different narrative strands and the fact that some of these parallels use fairly common terms, the number of parallels seems negligible, and thus I do not think we are dealing with a case of narrative analogy.

We now return to the idea of a common genre. As no verbal parallels are necessary to claim that two stories belong to the same genre, this theory is consistent with our finding few verbal parallels between the various narratives under discussion.

The Mesopotamian Flood Tradition

After looking at the parallels between the two biblical stories, I turn now to parallels between the biblical Destruction of Sodom and the Flood traditions from Mesopotamia. I have found two such parallels which are absent from the biblical Flood story. First, the reference to the deeds of those to be destroyed as ‘noise’. And second, the negotiation by the hero in his attempts to reverse the divine decree. See Table 3:

Table 3: Common Themes in Sodom Narrative and Mesopotamian Flood Tradition

	Element
	Sodom (Abraham)
	Sodom (Lot)
	Atra-hasīs


	Noise
	18:20 – “Because the cry of (זעקת) Sodom and Gomorrah is great”
	19:13 – “because the cry of them (צעקתם) is waxen great before the face of the Lord”
	I:355-356 – “The god was disturbed with [their uproar] (hubūrišina)/ [Enlil heard] their clamor (rigimšin)”

	Negotiation
	18:23-33 – “Wilt thou also destroy the righteous with the wicked?”
	19:20 – “Oh, let me escape thither”
	I:371 – “Will they impose the disease on us [forever]?”


Let us begin with the second element. In all three stories, the hero tries to annul the divine decree, or at least to mitigate it: Just as Abraham argued with God to save Sodom on the merit of a few righteous people who may live there, so Atra-hasīs tried to save the world from the punishments meted out by the gods: disease in tablet I, and famine and drought in tablet II. In a variation on this theme, Lot negotiates with the angels, albeit on his own behalf, not his neighbors’. But, surprisingly, he succeeds in obtaining his request – the sparing of Zoar – while the rest of the region is destroyed without any protest by Lot. Noah, on the other hand, as has been pointed out by commentators since antiquity, did not argue with God at all. It is interesting to note that this section of the Abraham story is considered by many scholars to be a later addition. My analysis, however, points to the opposite conclusion: in a story based on flood traditions, it is only natural to use such motifs.

In another parallel, all three stories mention ‘noise’ as the problem that brought divine punishment. In Atra-hasīs, the meaning of this noise is subject to scholarly dispute, as there seems to be a contradiction within the Babylonian tradition itself. On the one hand, the noise seems to be just that – humankind’s voices are too loud for the sleepless gods. On the other hand, in the Gilgamesh version of the Flood, in a part missing from Atra-hasīs – Enki’s criticism of Enlil after the flood – sin is mentioned, bringing some scholars to understand the ‘noise’ as the sound of human rebellion against divine rule. Jacob Klein, in an article in the forthcoming Festschrift for Barry Eichler, argues convincingly that the bulk of the Babylonian traditions see no sin that caused the flood. In my opinion, it is possible that sin is mentioned by Enki (Gilgamesh XI:181-195) not because the people as a whole actually comitted a serious crime, but because the author sees punishing sinners as an acceptable method for divine population control, as opposed to the total destruction of humankind. In Sodom, of course, the ‘noise’ is most definitely sin, both in the 'Abraham' strand, where ‘cry’ (זעקה) and ‘sin’ (חטאת) are used in synonymous parallelism (18:20), and in the 'Lot' strand, where the sin is evident. In the biblical Flood story, on the other hand, noise is not mentioned at all as a cause for the deluge.

I think that here, we can see even more strongly that the relationship between the Sodom narrative and the biblical Flood story is mainly indirect. Admittedly, there is the possibility that both are derived from a heretofore unknown Flood story, or even that such a story and the biblical Sodom story are analogous. However, I believe it is preferable to consider these findings as part of the genre.

Thus, Israelite ‘tales of total destruction’ are based on a specific narrative sequence. Each such story utilizes motifs from the Ancient Near Eastern flood traditions. But genres are inherently flexible, as is well-known by now in literary theory. Exactly how each story will conform to or deviate from the generic sequence of narrative elements, and exactly which motifs will be taken from the common Ancient Near Eastern Flood tradition, may vary according to each story’s basic plot (world vs. local destruction), theological bent (such as priestly, prophetic, or scribal), or artistic creativity. In the case of Sodom, this is apparent already from the double plot structure, in which each plot more or less conforms to the same generic conventions.

Conclusions

Now that I have shown that we are dealing with stories of the same genre, one may simply ask if this conclusion is relevant to how we should understand the story. In one sense, the answer is ‘yes’. In a direct analogy, the reader is constantly reminded of the analogous story, and thus invited to compare and contrast the relevant plots, characters, etc. However, generic conventions do not convey meaning in the same manner. The choice of genre may have meaning (chapters 18-19 are thus a story of destruction), but once the genre is recognized, the reader knows what to expect, and is thus interested only in how the story manipulates the generic conventions. Thus, Noah will not be invoked throughout the entire story, unless we view one or two strong parallels (such as ויזכר אלהים) as individual direct allusions.

In another sense, however, my proposal will not change the way the story is read. The main deviation from generic convention in the Sodom story is the double use of the genre, with both Abraham and Lot portrayed as the main character, respectively. This invites the reader to compare the two characters at every step along the way, from the moment Lot is introduced, welcoming the angels to Sodom, to Abraham’s gazing at the aftermath of destruction. This comparison alone is enough, in my opinion, to show the complex character of Lot, referred to by Turner as ‘Jeckyll and Hyde’. The comparison to Noah reinforces Lot’s negative side, but no more than that.

As to the historical dimension of the story, viewing the entire Sodom narrative as conforming to the conventions of the Flood genre has other implications. First, even if the story has a complex literary history, based on individual (possibly oral) tales describing, inter alia, the divine visit to Abraham, the destruction of Sodom, and Lot and his daughters, its final form exhibits a degree of unity that can best be explained as single authorship. Second, the use of Mesopotamian Flood motifs in the Sodom story shows that the author knew more than just the biblical story of Noah. In other words, different versions of the Flood were known in Ancient Israel, versions which most likely conformed to similar generic conventions. This possibly gives some support to Lods' theory of a local (but not necessarily Horite, as he would have it) alternative flood-like catastrophe recalled in the tale of Sodom. And finally, regarding the biblical Flood, its comparison to the Sodom narrative does not disprove its division into the two strands commonly attributed to J and P.
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