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The Perplexing Pillar 
by Rabbi Ezra Wiener 

Although the Midrash describes the miserliness and 
inhospitable conduct of Eishet Lot, which was certainly in 
consonance with the behavior of the citizens of Sedom, the 
Pesukim tell us almost nothing about her. After Hashem destroys 
Sedom and Amorah, “VaTabeit Ishto MeiAcharav, VaTehi Netziv 
Melach,” “And his wife looked behind him and she became a pillar 
of salt” (BeReishit 19:26). The Pesukim relate to us that Hashem 
rains sulphur and fire upon Sedom and Amorah to destroy them 
(19:24). Presumably, it was this scene that caught her eye, and 
therefore God meted out punishment in accordance with His 
warning – “Al Tabit Acharecha,” “Do not look back” (19:17). What 
precisely happened to Eishet Lot, and what was the reason behind 
this warning of not looking back? It is certainly reasonable to 
assume that if we understand Hashem’s motive behind issuing 
such a warning, we will better understand the punishment 
inflicted upon Eishet Lot. 

According to a famous Midrash (BeReishit Rabbah 51:7), on 
the evening the angels arrived in Sedom and received Lot’s 
welcoming and gracious invitation, Lot’s wife was busy searching 
throughout the city for salt. Her objective was to expose the 
whereabouts of her guests to the people of the city by asking 
around, “do you possibly have any salt for guests that have arrived 
at our house?” Rashi (19:26 s.v. VaTabeit Ishto MeiAcharav) refers 
to this Midrash but presents an alternate exchange about the salt. 
According to Rashi, it was Lot who asked his wife to give salt to 
their guests (it appears they already had salt according to this 
version), and his wife responded, “you even want to practice this 
evil custom in this place?” 

From Rashi’s explication, we can postulate that Eishet Lot 
received a unique, precise, and irregular punishment. Her 
punishment was in accordance with her wrongdoing – Middah 
KeNeged Middah – and was meted out due to her inhospitable 
behavior. What is strange about this approach, however, is why 
she was saved at all from the destruction of Sedom. If she identified 
with the despicable behavior of the people of Sedom to the extent 
that she couldn’t accept one instance of Hachnasat Orechim in 
support of her husband, then she too should have suffered the 
same fate as the people of Sedom. It would not be enough to claim 
that the type of punishment (that she became a pillar of salt) was 
sufficient. She should have been punished while still in the city, 
without the opportunity to escape. In addition, according to this 

Midrash, why did she receive this punishment for looking back? 
The logic of our Middah KeNeged Middah is flawed. Does the 
punishment rea  lly fit the crime? She should have received a 
punishment that was commensurate with the violation of the 
warning to not look back. How is being turned into a pillar of salt 
the appropriate punishment for looking back? 

Chizkuni (19:26 s.v. VaTehi Netziv Melach) is not bothered by 
any of these questions in his second interpretation of the Pasuk. 
According to his second approach on the Pasuk, “VaTehi Netziv 
Melach” does not refer to Eishet Lot, but rather to the city of 
Sedom. The Torah reports in Parashat Nitzavim (Devarim 29:22) 
that not only did sulfur and fire descend upon the city, but salt also 
descended upon the city. When Hashem admonishes the Jews and 
warns them about what will occur to the land of Israel if there are 
Jews who will follow their heart’s desires and neglect Shemirat 
HaMitzvot, He says, “Gofrit VaMelach Sereifah Chol Artzah… 
KeMahpeichat Sedom VaAmorah.” This Pasuk demonstrates that 
the “Netziv Melach” refers to Sedom, not Eishet Lot. 

Considering that the Gemara (Berachot 54b) and the Shulchan 
Aruch have instituted that a Berachah be recited upon seeing the 
pillar of salt of Eishet Lot, it is essential that we find a working 
interpretation of these Pesukim. Rashbam claims that Lot, his wife, 
and his daughters were forewarned not to gaze at the city’s 
destruction in order that they not see the suffering of the sons-in-
law who scorned the angels and remained in the city due to their 
skepticism about the impending destruction of Sedom. 
Alternatively, Rashbam posits that it was inappropriate for anyone 
to gaze at the angels as they destroyed the city – there is always a 
concern that a person will lose his life when exposed to the 
heightened presence of the Divine which is manifest through the 
angels.  

According to Rashbam, undoubtedly, Lot’s wife was punished 
for looking back. She received her punishment either because she 
gazed at the city and the destruction of others or because she 
exposed herself to the sublime Kedushah of the angels. However, 
we are still left puzzled as to the significance of turning into a pillar 
of salt, assuming we reject the Chizkuni’s approach and accept 
“Netziv Melach” as a reality. Radak (19:26 s.v. VaTehi Netziv 
Melach) proposes that the simple reading of the Pesukim is that 
Lot’s wife was punished for looking behind her. However, she was 
punished either because she had little faith in Hashem’s ability to 
destroy the city, or because she had little faith that Hashem would 
carry out His word. The measure for measure allotted to Eishet Lot 
was that she received the identical punishment as the citizens of 
the city received. Just as the citizens of Sedom and Amorah all 
essentially became pillars of salt due to the heavy volume of salt 
and sulfur that rained down upon them, so too, Eishet Lot was 
turned into a pillar of salt. 

Eishet Lot suffered the same fate as the people of Sedom 
suffered according to the Midrash because she displayed an 
aversion to acts of loving kindness and a reluctance to break free 
from the corrupt conformity imposed by societal pressures. On the 
other hand, perhaps following Radak, she suffered their fate not 
because she necessarily embraced such a lifestyle and expressed 
loyalty to corruption and injustice, but because she didn’t perceive 
the pervasive depravity. She may not have been an active 
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participant or exponent of the degeneracy of Sedom, but her 
failure to recognize the degree of ideological erosion and 
consequently the justification for complete ruin through 
Divine intervention was sufficient grounds for her to be 
taken along with the rest of the city. She questioned the need 
and appropriateness of such harsh Divine intervention. She 
doubted that God would really wipe out the entire city. She 
believed God was compassionate and slow to anger. 

We don’t claim to understand Hashem’s system of 
justice, but the inability to explain it does not give us the right 
to dull our minds and our hearts to what is right and wrong. 
Our inability to explain why Hashem sometimes exercises 
restraint and chooses not to punish an individual, a 
community, a nation, or a terror organization should not dull 
our barometer of measuring good and evil. Occasionally, 
Hashem does take out His wrath. And Sedom was well-
deserving of its punishment. Eishet Lot’s flaw, of which 
many are guilty, was her erroneous evaluation that God’s 
failure to destroy the city up until this point was an indication 
of His acceptance of this loathsome behavior as culturally 
sound and unworthy of  punishment. God leaves the 
determination of good and evil to our moral consciousness, 
and it is not to be inferred from God’s choice of deliberation 
or immediacy in inflicting punishment. 

Three Means, One End – Attaining 
Deveikut BaShem 

by Eli Hyman (’16) 

As we track Avraham Avinu’s spiritual journey, we find 
him serving Hashem in a multitude of ways. In Parashat Lech 
Lecha, Avraham picks himself up and moves to Eretz 
Kena’an (BeReishit 12:1), saves his own life in Egypt by 
asking Sarah to lie (12:13), aids in the defeat of four powerful 
kings (12:1-24), and circumcises each male in his household 
(17:24-27). In Parashat VaYeira, we see many more examples 
of Avraham’s diverse methods of Avodat Hashem. Avraham 
runs to perform Hachnasat Orechim when he receives 
visitors (18:2), prays and intercedes for Sedom (18:23-33), 
uses his wit to navigate a potentially dangerous situation in 
Gerar (20:1-2), and endures the strenuous emotional roller-
coaster involved in putting his beloved son Yitzchak atop the 
Mizbei’ach (22:1-18). This was all done for the sake of Avodat 
Hashem. 

Upon reading about the innumerable amount of ways in 
which Avraham serves Hashem, one might be inclined to ask 
how to categorize the different methods through which one 
can serve Hashem. This question intrigues us, because as 
human beings, we tend to prefer to see things structured and 
organized. Particularly in this unique area of Avodat 
Hashem are we interested in finding form and structure, as 
this realm of life is the sole purpose of our existence. 
However, given the vast number of ways through which one 
can serve Hashem, and especially considering Rambam’s 
statement that even our mundane activities can be 
considered forms of Avodat Hashem when done with the 
proper intentions, is it even possible to classify these methods 
of Avodat Hashem into distinct groupings? 

Fortunately, this question is answered in the affirmative 
by Chassidic and Kabbalistic thought. As RavZev Reichman 
explains in his Path to the Tree of Life, there are four different 
Olamot (worlds) that exist: the worlds of Atzilut, Beri’ah, 

Yetzirah, and Asiyah. Chassidut teaches that man is a microcosm 
of the universe, and so each of these four worlds exists inside man. 
Leaving aside Olam HaAtzilut for one moment, the Olamot of 
Beri’ah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah correspond to man’s intellect, 
emotions, and actions. These three Olamot serve as three primary 
categories into which all aspects of Avodat Hashem fall. 

Of the three, we are most familiar with the Olam HaAsiyah, 
which represents the realm of action. When man performs Mitzvot 
with his body, such as when Avraham travels to Eretz Kena’an or 
circumcises the men in his house, he serves Hashem via the Olam 
HaAsiyah. The other two Olamot, Olam HaBeri’ah and Olam 
HaYetzirah, which represent man’s cognition and emotions, are 
somewhat more abstract. Nonetheless we can understand them by 
viewing how Avraham Avinu uses them to serve Hashem. 
Avraham engages the world of Beri’ah by using his intellect to deal 
with sensitive situations with Par’oh and Avimelech, and he serves 
Hashem through the realm of Yetzirah by overcoming his feelings 
of love for Yitzchak to perform the Ratzon Hashem. The act of 
speech, in which Avraham engages when interceding for Sedom, 
is a subcategory of Yetzirah, as words are essentially the drawing 
out and expressing of emotions from the soul. 

Once we understand these three Olamot, we can return to the 
Olam HaAtzilut. This realm corresponds to the lofty concept of 
Deveikut, total and complete attachment to Hashem. Asiyah, 
Beri’ah, and Yetzirah all serve as paths through which we can reach 
a state of Deveikut BaShem, the ultimate goal of Avodat Hashem. 

Hashem, in His abundant kindness, has opened before us not 
one, not two, but three unique and distinct avenues through which 
we can connect with Him. Each individual has the prerogative to 
pursue whichever avenue he or she wishes. One person may have 
an affinity for intense Talmud Torah, another for spreading acts of 
Chessed, and yet another for engaging in joyous Shirah and sincere 
Tefillah. One can engage in whichever realm he finds to be most 
redeeming, or he can utilize all three, as did Avraham Avinu. With 
Hashem’s help, through awakening these holy Olamot which exist 
deep within us, may we all be Zocheh to achieve a lasting and 
enduring state of Deveikut BaShem. 

Avraham’s Hachnasat Orechim 
by Moshe Davis (’17)  

In Parashat VaYeira, Avraham Avinu demonstrates the true 
meaning of Chesed. The Pasuk relates, “VaYisa Einav VaYar, 
VeHinei Sheloshah Anashim Nitzavim Alav, VaYar VaYaratz Likratam 
MiPetach HaOhel, VaYishtachu Artzah,” “And he lifted his eyes and 
saw, and behold, three men were standing beside him, and he saw 
and he ran toward them from the entrance of the tent, and he 
prostrated himself to the ground” (BeReishit 18:2). Rashi (18:1 s.v. 
VaYeira Eilav) comments that this was the third day after 
Avraham’s Berit Milah, the day known to be the most painful, yet 
Avraham still ran to meet his potential guests. Avraham’s great 
Chesed is already apparent in the very beginning of the Parashah. 

Several Pesukim later, Avraham is already exemplifying his 
ever-present Chesed. The Pesukim relate to us what happened 
while the three men were in his tent: “Yukach Na Me’at Mayim 
VeRachatzu Ragleichem VeHi’sha’anu Tachat HaEitz.… VaYomer 
Mahari Shelosh Se’im Kemach Solet Lushi VaAsi Ugot… VaYikach 
Chem’ah VeChalav UVen HaBakar Asher Asah, VaYitein Lifneihem,” 
“Please let a little water be taken, and bathe your feet, and recline 
under the tree... And Avraham said, ‘Hasten three Se’ah of meal 
and fine flour; knead and make cakes.’… And he took cream and 
milk and the calf that he had prepared, and he placed them before 
them” (18:4-8).  
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Avraham Avinu prepared a feast for his guests whom he did 
not know, and he was greatly rewarded for this. The Midrash 
Tanchuma (18:5 s.v. VaYisa Einav VaYar) explains that Bnei Yisrael 
were repaid for every action that Avraham did. Just as Avraham 
Avinu gave his guests water, so too Hashem gave Bnei Yisrael 
water in the desert. Just as Avraham gave his guests bread, so too 
Hashem gave Bnei Yisrael Man in the desert.  

There are three puzzling questions we must ask ourselves 
about Avraham’s encounter with his guests. First, regarding 
Avraham’s statement to his guests, “Yukach Na Me’at Mayim,” 
Rashi comments (18:4 s.v. Yukach Na) that this action of bringing 
water was performed “Al Yedei Shaliach,” “through a messenger.” 
We clearly see the Pesukim telling us that Avraham did everything 
on his own, so why would he appoint someone else to do this petty 
action of bringing a meager amount of water? Second, Rashi 
comments (ad loc. s.v. VeRachatzu Ragleichem) that Avraham 
brought his guests water not for drinking, but for washing their 
feet, because Avraham was concerned that the guests were Arabs 
who worshipped the dust of their feet, and of course, Avraham, the 
opponent of Avodah Zarah, could not allow something so 
repulsive to enter his house. Assuming this was truly the 
underlying reason for bringing the water, why would Avraham 
have wanted only a little bit of water? He should have requested 
that they shower their whole bodies to completely remove any 
remnants of dust and impurity from themselves. Third, what is so 
significant about bringing only a little water that merited a reward 
for Bnei Yisrael later on in history? 

The answer to these three questions can be derived from a 
story told about Rav Yisrael Salanter. Rav Yisrael Salanter was once 
invited to dine at the home of a wealthy individual. Since his hosts 
were having bread, they began the meal by washing their hands 
and reciting the Berachah of “Al Netilat Yadayim.” However, Rav 
Yisrael Salanter used only the minimum amount of water 
necessary to wash one’s hands according to the Halachah. After 
taking a bite to eat, the host curiously questioned Rav Salanter’s 
actions. He asked, “isn’t it said about one who washes with a lot of 
water that he will be blessed with prosperity? Because of my 
wealth, I have no shortage of water, so you could have washed 
much less conservatively. Why did you use such little water?”  

Rav Salanter anticipated this question and had an immediate 
answer. He began by replying, “Who brings the water from your 
well?” 

“The maid,” responded the owner. “Of course I don’t do such 
things myself.”  

To this Rav Salanter replied, “So you want me to use up the 
water in the barrel, which will then require your maid to bring 
more water? I should act righteously at her expense? No! I would 
rather use the minimum amount of water in order to spare her the 
extra work. I’m sure I can find another way to achieve prosperity.”  

Now we can understand the perplexing components of the 
story with Avraham’s three guests. Avraham did not want 
anything to do with possible Avodah Zarah muck. Therefore, he 
did not bring the water to cleanse it; instead, he appointed 
someone else to bring the water. However, Avraham would never 
force unnecessary labor upon someone; therefore, he requested 
that only a small amount of water be brought, only the minimum 
amount to eliminate the obscenity of Avodah Zarah.  

We can learn two important lessons from Avraham’s 
encounter with his three guests. One lesson to learn from Avraham 
Avinu is that everybody must be treated with abundant Chesed. 
Additionally, we must try not to benefit at another person’s 
expense. Hopefully, by acting kindly and thinking about our 
fellows, we, as descendants of Avraham, will merit to continue to 
accrue benefits from Avraham Avinu’s righteous deeds.  

Miracles of the Establishment of the 
State of Israel- Part Four 

by Rabbi Chaim Jachter 

In three prior issues, we have analyzed the miracles 
which Hashem performed to aid the establishment of the 
State of Israel. We will continue to analyze these miracles in 
this issue.  

The Miracle of England’s Balfour Declaration and its League of 

Nations Ratification 
Just as it seems a great deal more reasonable to argue 

that God played a major role in the United Nations’ 
establishment of Israel, so too it seems far more reasonable 
to conclude that Hashem manipulated events and people to 
assure that the British government would issue the Balfour 
Decla  ration and the League of Nations would ratify it in 
1922.  

On November 2, 1917, Arthur Balfour, the British 
Foreign Secretary, issued the following policy statement: 

 
“His Majesty's government view with favour the 
establishment in Palestine of a national home for 
the Jewish people, and will use their best 
endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 
object, it being clearly understood that nothing 
shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 
religious rights of existing non-Jewish 
communities in Palestine, or the rights and 
political status enjoyed by Jews in any other 
country.”  

 

Balfour’s Declaration gained the standing of 
international law when it was ratified by the League of 
Nations in 1922. The Balfour Declaration paved the way for 
fairly large scale Jewish immigration to Eretz Yisrael from 
1920 to 1939, thus setting a precedent and paving the way 
for the United Nations to vote for the establishment of a 
Jewish State in Palestine in 1947.  

Historians endeavor to discover the motivation of 
Great Britain to issue this document. Some of the 
explanations defy reason, including the explanation that 
Britain wanted to curry favor with American Jewry to 
convince the American government to enter World War 
One, as well as the explanation that Britain wanted to curry 
favor with Russian Jewry to keep Russia in the war. This 
was an error of the highest magnitude as Jews in the United 
States at that time were hardly a potent political force to 
affect the course of American government policy. The 
persecuted and downtrodden Jews of Russia were in even 
less of a position to affect their government’s course of 
action in the Great War. 

More likely of an explanation is that Balfour and Lloyd 
George, the British Prime Minister at the time, were in a 
Bible-centered mindset which made them hospitable to the 
idea of reestablishing a Jewish State in Eretz Yisrael. The 
timing of the Balfour Declaration, coming before the 
discovery of large scale deposits of oil in Arab countries in 
the 1920’s and before the emergence in 1919 of a British 
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Foreign Office that was hostile to Zionism was also most favorable 

to the adoption of the Balfour Declaration1.  
However, even this explanation cannot account for the 

continuing support for the enforcement of the Balfour Declaration 
by Balfour’s successor as British Foreign Secretary, stridently anti–
Zionist George Curzon, who took office in 1919. Curzon, who had 
been opposed to the Balfour Declaration from the start, explained 
his implementation of the Balfour Declaration due to the 
importance of honoring Great Britain’s commitments even when 
he was disturbed that the commitment was originally made. 

Nonetheless, this reason is inadequate, as explained by the 
noted writer Connor Cruise O’Brien in his classic history of 
Zionism entitled The Siege (p.150). O’Brien writes that Curzon did 
not similarly honor other commitments made by the British 
government such as the Sykes-Picot agreement to the French and 
the McMahon letter to Arab leaders. Yet the staunchly anti-Zionist 
Curzon honored the commitment the British government made to 
the Zionists.  

Connor Cruise O’Brien makes the following poignant 
observation (p. 152): 

 

“If a Zionist, of the pious sort, were to tell me that the true 
explanation of this phenomenon was that God had 
decided that it was time for His people to come home, I 
should no doubt express polite skepticism. But if the same 
pious Zionist were then to ask me whether I can discern 
any material interests, for the British Government’s 
reinforcement of the Balfour Declaration, in the 
circumstances of the early twenties, I should have to say 
that I can’t find any such explanation.”  

 

O’Brien concludes his discussion (p. 153-155) noting the 
following:  

 

“Efforts were made at the time to show that the Balfour 
Declaration was, or was not, in conformity with the 
Covenant of the League of Nations. What mattered far 
more was that it felt to be in conformity with a far older 

covenant, between God and the Jews, over Eretz Israel2.”  

 
Thus, just as the considerably more reasonable interpretation 

of the UN partition vote is to note that it was the work of Hashem, 
it is the far more reasonable approach to understand Britain’s 
issuance and enforcement of the Balfour Declaration as a result of 
subtle divine influence. 

Rav Meir Simchah of Dvinsk, the author of the Or Samei’ach 
and the Meshech Chochmah, certainly perceived the Balfour 
Declaration and its subsequent ratification by the League of 
Nations as an act very much influenced by Hashem. The following 
is the letter he wrote in the wake of the League of Nations’ 
ratification (printed in Torat Eretz Yisrael: The Teachings of HaRav 
Tzvi Yehuda HaCohein Kook, p.234):  

                                                 
1 We have noted in previous issues that timing is a means of 

detecting God’s subtle manipulation of world events.  
2 O’Brien argues that the power of the Bible held sway over Curzon 

as well as Balfour and Lloyd George. He writes, interestingly, 

“Zionism has shown a capacity to make its opponents do some very 

strange things.” One must ask, however, why this is so. We argue 

 
“In this century3, the rays of light shine forth with a great 
awakening through the channels of the great men of 
action such as Montefiore and those like him; and from the 
rabbis, Rabbi Tzvi Hirsh (Kalisher) from Talyron, and 
Rabbi Eliahu (Guttmacher) from Gridetz, to build and to 
develop Jerusalem, and to remove its desolation, almost to 
the extent which the enthusiasts have widened the cause. 
Many rabbis stood in opposition, and even many rabbis 
who praised the matter in their hearts, put their hands to 
their mouths, in fear of the enthusiast zeal, and in fear of 
the Three Oaths which Hashem made the daughters of 
Jerusalem swear. Now, however, Divine providence has 
brought together the League of intelligent Nations in San 
Remo, and a dictate was established that the Land of Israel 
shall be for the Jewish people. Since the fear of the Oaths 
has been removed with the permission of the nations, the 
mitzvah of settling the Land of Israel arises, a mitzvah 
equal to all of the other precepts in the Torah, and this 
mitzvah returns to its place. It is a mitzvah on everyone to 
help with all of their power to observe this mitzvah, and 
if Hashem, may His Name be blessed, will allow this to 
come about, and if the matter will increase and expand, 
then surely it is a which stands at the zenith of the 
universe.” 

 

Conclusion 
This article concludes our discussion of Hashem’s miracles in 

the political side of the establishment of the State of Israel. Next 
week, we will begin our discussion about Hashem’s involvement 
with military matters during Israel’s War of Independence. 

 

that it is the divine manipulation of Zionism’s opponents much in the 

same manner as it was the divine manipulation which caused Par’oh 

to act in ways counter to his and his country’s best interest (as noted 

by Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik in his celebrated essay “Kol Dodi 

Dofeik.”)  
3 This refers to the “Jewish century” in the count from Creation.  
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