Tzedakah.life Lesson Plan
Tzedakah as a Moral Imperative

	Primary Source/Text
	Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis 18:20

	Subject Area
	Chumash

	Grade Level
	Adult

	Time Allotment
	45-60 Minutes



Learning Objectives
	• The learner will be able to explain Rabbeinu Bahya’s perspective on the sin of Sodom as a communal failure of compassion and identify how actively legislating against tzedakah is considered a grave sin.



Big Ideas
	· Tzedakah is a measure of a community’s moral and spiritual health.
· The sin of Sodom was not simply a result of private sins, but a collective, legislated rejection of kindness and giving.
· A society that makes it difficult to give and actively legislates against compassion is a society built on injustice.



Materials
	· Source Sheet (digital or printed) from the Sefaria source: https://www.sefaria.org/Rabbeinu_Bahya%2C_Bereshit.18.20.1?lang=bi
· Whiteboard or flip chart and markers
· Pens and paper for independent reflection



Introduction / Hook
	· Facilitator: "When you hear 'Sodom and Gomorrah,' what comes to mind? What do you know about their sin?"
· Method: Facilitate a brief, open class discussion to surface prior knowledge and common perceptions of the sin of Sodom. Note key themes and words on the board.



Instruction / Text Study
	· Facilitator: Divide participants into pairs (chavruta) and provide the source. Explain that Rabbeinu Bahya offers a surprising and profound perspective on the sin of Sodom.



Guided Practice / Chavruta Discussion
	· Students pair up (chavruta style) to discuss the following questions, using the provided source text to find their answers:
· According to Rabbeinu Bahya, what was the primary sin of Sodom that led to its destruction? How does this differ from the common understanding?
· The text mentions laws and customs that the people of Sodom created. What were these laws, and what was their purpose?
· What does the phrase "Torah of Tzedakah" mean in this context? How does Rabbeinu Bahya connect the sin of Sodom to the rejection of this "Torah"?
· What does this text teach us about the difference between private acts of kindness and a society’s responsibility to foster justice?



Independent Practice
	· Students complete the following reflection:
·     Write a short paragraph reflecting on a modern-day example of a "society" (a community, a workplace, a social group) that either fosters or actively legislates against kindness. How might Rabbeinu Bahya's ideas apply to this example?








Wrapup / Reflection
	· Class Share: Invite a few volunteers to share their reflections from the independent review. Discuss the connection between the ancient text and modern society.
· Final Thought: "Rabbeinu Bahya teaches us that the gravest sin is not just the absence of kindness, but the active decision to prevent it. Tzedakah is a barometer of our own moral state and the health of our communities. It is an act that demands more than a generous heart; it requires a righteous and just society that upholds the dignity of every person."
· Action Step: Choose one action you can take this week to counter a negative social custom with an act of giving or compassion.



Teacher Reflection
	What went well?


What could be improved?


















Source Sheet
	
	
רבנו בחיי, בראשית י״ח:כ׳:א׳
ויאמר יהוה זעקת סדום ועמורה כי רבה ארדה נא וגו'. הכתובים דבקים זה עם זה, יאמר זעקת סדום ועמורה וחטאתם שגדלה מאד ארדה ואראה, אם כולם חטאו ואם לא אדעה מי החוטאים. החטאת הזאת היתה שהיו בהם כל המדות הרעות, וכמו שדרשו רז"ל ואנשי סדום רעים וחטאים, רעים בממונם שנאמר (דברים ט״ו:ט׳) ורעה עינך באחיך האביון, וחטאים בגופם וכד"א (בראשית ל״ט:ט׳) וחטאתי לאלהים. ליהוה זו ברכת השם. מאד זו שפיכות דמים, שנאמר (מלכים ב כ״א:ט״ז) וגם דם נקי שפך מנשה הרבה מאד. אבל נגמר דינם בעון שהיו מואסים את הצדקה ולא היו משגיחים על ענייהם ועל רעיהם שהיו מוטלים ברעב. וזהו ביאר הכתוב על דרך הפשט ואנשי סדום רעים וחטאים ליהוה מאד שהיה חטאם מגיע ליהוה, כענין שכתוב בענין העניים (דברים ט״ו:ט׳) וקרא עליך אל יהוה והיה בך חטא. והנביא העיד כן באמרו (יחזקאל ט״ז:מ״ט) הנה זה היה עון סדום אחותך גאון שבעת לחם ושלות השקט היה לה ולבנותיה ויד עני ואביון לא החזיקה, וכתיב (שם) ותגבהנה ותעשנה תועבה לפני ואסיר אתהן כאשר ראיתי. ולפי שהיו תדירין בחטא הזה לכך נגמר גזר דינם עליו, שהרי אין לך אומה בעולם שלא יעשו צדקה אלו עם אלו, ואנשי סדום היו מואסים בה והיו אכזרים בתכלית, ואע"פ שלא נתנה תורה עדיין, הנה הצדקה מן המצות המושכלות, ודבר מתועב הוא שיראה אדם את מינו מוטל ברעב והוא עשיר ושבע מכל טוב ואינו מרחם עליו להשיב את נפשו, על אחת כמה וכמה על מי שהוא מאומתו ודר עמו בעיר אחת, ועל כן אבדן הש"י לאנשי סדום שהיו מונעים אותה ולקח נקמת העניים. ומזה דרשו רז"ל נקמתן של עו"ג ביד ישראל ונקמתם של ישראל ביד ענייהן. נקמתן של עו"ג ביד ישראל שנאמר (יחזקאל כה יד) ונתתי את נקמתי באדום ביד עמי ישראל. ונקמתו של ישראל ביד ענייהן שנאמר (דברים ט״ו:ט׳) וקרא עליך אל יהוה והיה בך חטא. באורו שאין העושר נתן לעשיר אלא להבחין בו איך יתנהג. אמר רבי כיון שעני הזה עומד על פתחך הקב"ה עומד על ימינו, אם נתת לו זה שעומד על ימינו מברכך, ואם לאו זה שעומד על ימינו נפרע ממך, שנאמר (תהילים קט לא) כי יעמוד לימין אביון, כתוב אחד אומר (משלי כ״ב:ב׳) עשיר ורש נפגשו עושה כלם יהוה, וכתוב אחד אומר (שם כט) רש ואיש תככים נפגשו מאיר עיני שניהם יהוה, הא כיצד כאן כשנתן לו כאן כשלא נתן לו.
	
Rabbeinu Bahya, Bereshit 18:20:1
ויאמר יהוה זעקת סדום ועמורה כי רבה, ארדה נא ואראה וגו “G’d said: ‘the outcry from Sodom and Gomorrah is indeed great, let Me descend and investigate, etc.’” These verses (30 & 31) are closely linked to one another. It is as if the Torah had written: “the outcry from Sodom and Gomorrah and their sins which have become great are such that I have to descend and investigate if they are all guilty or not; if not all are guilty I will determine who the guilty ones are.” The word חטאת in verse 20 covers a multitude of sins and negative characteristics. Our sages in Sanhedrin 109 have interpreted the word רעים as referring to sins involving money, i.e. asocial behaviour, based on Deut 15,9 ורעה עיניך באחיך האביון, “and your eye will be mean against your destitute brother,” whereas the word חטאים referred to sins committed by their bodies as illustrated by Genesis 39,9 וחטאתי לאלוהים “and I would commit a sin against G’d;” (Joseph explaining why he could not sleep with Potiphar’s wife) The additional word ליהוה, refers to the sin of blasphemy. The word מאד, “very much,” refers to the sin of murder, bloodshed by indirect means. We know of this word מאד being used elsewhere in the same context from Kings II 21,16 וגם דם נקי שפך מנשה הרבה מאד “and King Menashe was also guilty of shedding much innocent blood.” The sin which sealed the fate of the Sodomites was that they despised charity, i.e. they legislated against people who practiced the virtue of giving charity or being otherwise charitable. They did not even take care of their own needy who were suffering from hunger.
The meaning of our verses based on the simple explanation of the text is: “the men of Sodom were very evil and they sinned greatly against G’d, so much so that the echo of their sins reached the ears of G’d.” We find a warning in the Torah concerning the needy and oppressed crying out to G’d complaining about their condition in Deut. 15,9 וקרא עליך והיה בך חטא, “when he cries out about your conduct you will be guilty of a sin.” We find a specific verse about the sins of the Sodomites in Ezekiel 16,49 הנה-זה היה עון סדם אחותך גאון שבעת-לחם ושלות השקט היה לה ולבנותיה ויד עני ואביון לא החזיקו ותגבהינה ותעשינה תועבה לפני ואסיר אתהן כאשר ראיתי. “See! This was the sin of Sodom: pride, surfeit of bread, and undisturbed peace were hers and her daughter’s but the hand of the poor and the needy she did not support. And they were haughty and committed abominations before Me. So I removed them when I perceived it.” They were dealt with so harshly because they persisted in their evil ways more so than anyone else. There is no other nation on earth which does not practice some degree of charity towards its own members. The people of Sodom not only considered such an attitude as pandering to the economically unsuccessful, but they treated the victims with cruelty to boot. Even though the Torah and its social legislation had not been given as yet, the commandment of giving charity belongs to the group of commandments which one’s intellect dictates, and it is something despicable when a human being watches another human being suffering from hunger without trying to relieve his condition. When G’d destroyed the people of Sodom He avenged the poor who had been allowed to die from hunger or whose condition had been deliberately aggravated by those people in order to accelerate their death. This is why our sages in Ruth Rabbah 5,9 stated that “the vengeance of the Gentile nations has been entrusted to the people of Israel whereas the vengeance of Israel has been entrusted to their poor.” They quote Ezekiel 25,14 to support the first part of the statement. The prophet writes: ונתתי את נקמתי באדום ביד ישראל ועשו באדום כאפי וכחמתי. “And I shall take My vengeance from Edom by the hand of My people Israel, and they shall act upon Edom in accordance with My anger and My fury.” They quote Deut. 15,40 in support of the second half of their statement. The Torah writes there: וקרא עליך אל יהוה והיה בך חטא, “when he (the helpless) calls out against you to G’d it will be accounted a sin for you.” The lesson to be drawn from all this is that wealth is not something that has been bestowed on the wealthy to do with what he pleases, but it has been given to him to test him if he knows how to handle it, how to employ it most usefully. Rabbi Yehudah Hanassi in that paragraph in Ruth Rabbah adds: “when this poor man appears at your doorstep asking for a handout, G’d Himself stands on his right. If you, i.e. the wealthy man give a donation to the poor, he will bless you; if not, the One standing on his right side will exact payment from you for your insensitivity.” He based this on Psalms 109,31 כי יעמוד לימין אביון, “for He is standing on the right side of the destitute,” and on Proverbs 22,2 עשיר ורש נפגשו עושה כלם יהוה, “the rich man and the poor man meet; G’d has made them all.” There is another verse (Proverbs 29,13)רש ואיש תככים נפגשו מאיר עיני שניהם יהוה, “when the poor and the fraudulent meet G’d gives light to the eyes of both.” How can we reconcile these verses? One verse describes a situation when the poor receives a handout, the other when he did not.



	
רבנו בחיי, בראשית י״ח:כ׳:ב׳
ובמדרש זעקת סדום ועמורה כי רבה, ההיא רביתא דהות מסקא רפתא לעניי בחצבא, אתגלי מלתא, שפיוה בדובשא ואוקמוה על אגר שורא, אתו זבובי אכלוה, היינו דכתיב זעקת סדום ועמורה כי רבה, על עסקי ריבה.
	
Rabbeinu Bahya, Bereshit 18:20:2
A Midrashic approach to our verse: The word רבהis understood to refer to a young and kind-hearted girl. According to tradition as related in Sanhedrin 109, this girl had been feeding a poor beggar in Sodom until suspicion fell on her because the poor (who had been given money but whose money had not been accepted by the local merchants in exchange for food and drink) had somehow refused to die. When it was found that she had indeed broken the local law by feeding the beggar she was bound, placed on the roof, smeared with honey all over so that the bees stung her to death. The outcry from that girl’s (ריבה) soul came to G’d’s attention and this is what triggered His reaction as described in our verse.




Source Sheet created on Sefaria by Rabbi Mark Roth




