THE ANTI-HYBRIDIZATION LAWS AND SODOM AND
GOMORRAH: AN INQUIRY INTO AN EXPLANATION
OF THE HYBRIDIZATION PROHIBITION

GEULA TWERSKY
INTRODUCTION

The prohibition against the hybridization of two species, kilayim, appears
twice in the Torah; once in Leviticus, and again in Deuteronomy. In both
places the same three prohibited activities are stipulated; the hybridization of
animals, plants and fibers: Keep my statutes. Do not let your cattle gender
with a diverse kind. Do not sow your field with two kinds of seed. Neither
shall there come upon you a garment of two kinds of stuff mingled together
(Lev. 19:19). Do not sow your vineyard with two kinds of seed; lest the full-
ness of the seed which you have sown be forfeited together with the increase
of the vineyard. Do not plow with an ox and an ass together. Do not wear a
mingled stuff, wool and linen together (Deut. 22:9-11).

This inquiry aims to gain an understanding of the prohibition against hy-
bridization in general, and the prohibition against the hybridization of the
vineyard, kilei-hakerem, in particular. In an effort to do so, our discussion
will temporarily veer towards the story of the infamous twin cities, Sodom
and Gomorrah, with an eventual return to the anti-hybridization laws.

THE THEOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF THE HYBRIDIZATION PROHIBITION

The Bible itself does not provide a reason for the prohibition of kilayim.
According to TB Yoma 67b, the prohibition against hybridization falls within
the category of those commandments whose reasons are beyond man’s ability
to comprehend. Despite this caveat, the rabbinic exegetes probed the ra-
tionale behind this commandment.

Maimonides believed hybridization to be prohibited as it once functioned
as part of a system of idol Worship.1 Sforno comments that hybridization
produces species which are incapable of reproduction.2 While this may be the
reason for the prohibition against the hybridization of animals, it does not
apply to the hybridization of the vineyard and the mixing of wool and linen.
Nahmanides proposes that one who performs hybridization denies the perfec-
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tion of God’s creation.’ Sefer Hahinuch, offering a similar explanation, ex-
plains that the Torah specifically prohibited the mixing of grain and grape
seeds as they represent two particularly significant creations.” Adopting this
approach would appear to prohibit modern genetic engineering, whose goal is
to correct the perceived flaws of the creation.

Maharal argues against this position, as he understands that the general
thrust of the Torah law is that man is responsible to perfect a currently imper-
fect world.” Instead, Maharal suggests that the prohibition against hybridiza-
tion stems from the immorality involved specifically within the mixing of the
species. He understands theses laws as hinting at the prohibition against li-
centious sexual relations. The difficulty with this approach, however, is that
whereas the hybridization of animals involves an actual mixing of species,
and thus may be seen as comparable to illicit relations, the hybridization of
the vineyard, and the mixing of wool and linen fibers, doesn’t. lIbn Ezra
learns that the latter two hybridization prohibitions are intended to merely
hint at the mixing of species.6

The opinion of Maharal, that the injunction against hybridization contains a
quasi-sexual connotation, is supported by Leviticus’ use of the formula lo
tarbia, meaning ‘do not copulate’.7 This expression is found exclusively in
Leviticus where it is used twice in a prohibition against bestiality.8 The other
two forms of hybridization which follow in the verse in Leviticus, and which
appear as a set again following the injunction against the hybridization of
animal species in Deuteronomy, would then, as Ibn Ezra points out, appear to
be connected to the concept of sexual morality. According to this view, why
is it that the vineyard and grains were chosen to metaphorically represent
illicit sexual relations?

SODOM AND GOMORRAH

Genesis provides us with a topographical description of Sodom and Go-
morrah, as seen through the eyes of Lot: And Lot lifted up his eyes, and be-
held all the plain [kikar] of the Jordan, that it was well watered everywhere
[kulo mashke], before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, like the
garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, as thou goest unto Zoar (Gen.
13:10).
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This verse contains several double entendres. The word kikar means vicini-
ty or territory around a particular place, but it also means a loaf of bread.”
Similarly, the word mashke means well irrigated, but it also refers to wine."
This is borne out from the description of Pharach’s royal butler (Gen. 40), as
well as from Nehemiah’s role as mashke in the royal court (Neh. 1:11). Cyrus
Gordon discusses the role of the butler in the ancient world, whose job was to
pour wine, not water."" He suggests that the role of Abraham’s servant
Damesek Eliezer (Gen. 15:2) was actually that of butler. Meir Lubetski,
writes that understanding the word mashke from our verse as a reference to
wine explains why the causative form was used, as opposed to the passive
form (mushke). He documents the ancient Egyptian conception of paradise, a
place where ‘wine flows like water’, which seems to be reflected in Lot’s
perspective on the plane, especially after having recently returned from
Egypt.12 The Southern Jordan Valley’s association with both abundant bread
and wine may be detected as well from the very names of their flagship cit-
ies, Sodom and Gomorrah, which I will now discuss.”

VINEYARDS

The Song of Moses describes Sodom and Gomorrah as having once been
places where grapes were produced in abundance:™* For their vine is of the
vine of Sodom, and of the fields of Gomorrah; their grapes are grapes of gall,
their clusters are bitter (Deut. 32:32).

In this verse, Sodom and Gomorrah parallel each other, as do the words
gefen and shadmat. The word shdema, or field, is also used to describe vine-
yards:15 For the fields [shadmot] of Heshbon languish, and the vine of Sib-
mah, whose choice plants did overcome the lords of nations; they reached
even unto Jazer, they wandered into the wilderness; her branches were
spread abroad, they passed over the sea (Isa. 16:8). Kimhi, on this verse and
on Deuteronomy 32:32, comments that shdema means vineyard.16 Further
support for the relationship between shdema and vineyard comes from a Uga-
ritic text, discussed by Avishur, which uses the word shdema to refer to vine-
yards.17

Gesenius suggests the possibility of an etymological relationship between
the name Sodom and shdema, where the samach replaces the sin."® An exam-
ple of the samach replacing the sin in the Bible may be observed in Judges
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12:6, where refugees from Ephraim pronounced the word sibolet instead of
shibolet.

The name Gomorrah may also be related etymologically to wine when the
ayin from Gomorrah is interchanged with the letter het. Nahmanides has an
extensive discussion regarding the switching of these two letters in a variety
of biblical and rabbinic sources. One of the examples that Nahmanides dis-
cusses comes from Joel: Haste [ushu] and come, all ye nations round about,
and gather yourselves together; thither cause thy mighty ones to come down
o Lord! (Joel 4:11). The word ush is a hapax, and is assumed to be related to
hush, to hurry one’s self.” Returning now to Gomorrah; when we switch the
ayin from omer for a het, we get homer, or wine, as in blood of grapes like
delicious wine (hamer) (Deut. 32:14).

WHEAT FIELDS

The names Sodom and Gomorrah also signify fields of wheat. The word
shdema in the Bible also indicates fields of wheat. In Isaiah we read that
shdema is a field full with kama, unripe grain still on the stalk:>" Therefore
their inhabitants were of small power, they were dismayed and confounded;
they were as the grass of the field, and as the green herb, as the grass on the
housetops, and as a field [shdema] before it is grown up [kama] (Isa. 37:27).
Sodom’s etymological relationship with shdema, as discussed earlier, there-
fore also carries with it a connotation of fields of wheat. This is seen in the
name Gomorrah as well, whose root omer also means piles of grain, as well
as a measure used for measuring grain.22

It is of relevance to note here that the word shadmot, which appears directly
connected to the name Gomorrah in Deuteronomy 32:32, also has a connota-
tion of burning: % And the whole valley of the dead bodies, and of the ashes,
and all the fields [shdemot] unto the brook Kidron, unto the corner of the
horse gate toward the east, shall be holy unto the Lord; it shall not be
plucked up, nor thrown down any more forever (Jer. 31:39). And the king
commanded Hilkiah the high priest, and the priests of the second order, and
the keepers of the door, to bring forth out of the temple of the Lord all the
vessels that were made for Baal, and for the Asherah, and for all the host of
heaven; and he burned them without Jerusalem in the fields [shadmot] of
Kidron, and carried the ashes of them unto Beth-el (11 Kgs. 23:4).
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THE ARCHEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

In addition to the etymological data, there is substantial archeological con-
firmation from the early Bronze Age of the Jordan Valley region supporting
thriving vineyards. Asaph Goor writes that “the earliest indications of the
grape in Palestine are seeds from excavations at Jericho on a site of the early
Bronze Age.”24 Jonathan Sauer confirms that “From about 3200 BCE on-
ward, Jericho and various other Jordan Valley region sites have yielded
abundant remains of grapes . . . viticulture is indicated.”” Excavations in
Numeira in the Southeast region of the Dead Sea yielded a hoard of over 700
whole grapes noted for their uncommonly large size.”® The fact that the
grapes were found intact indicates that they were freshly harvested. In addi-
tion to the Jordan Valley’s role in the development of viticulture in the early
Bronze Age, there is also substantial evidence for its being central to the de-
velopment of contemporary wheat.”’ While the area of Ararat is considered to
be the cradle of cultured wheat, useful, modern grain was first developed in
the Jordan VaIIey.28 Some of the earliest evidence for the cultivation of do-
mestic grain comes from Jericho, where carbonized grains of two rowed bar-
ley were recovered.”” Six row barley, emmer, and bread wheat were found in
early Bronze Age excavations in Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira,sosites located
in the Southeast region of the Dead Sea, which many archeologists believe to
be the original location of Sodom and Gomorrah.** Abundant crops of grain
match what we already know about Sodom and Gomorrah, and their satiety
of bread: Behold, this was the iniquity of thy sister Sodom: pride, fullness of
bread, and careless ease was in her and in her daughters; neither did she
strengthen the hand of the poor and needy (Ezek. 16:49).

Perhaps the agronomical development of the Southern Jordan Valley ex-
plains the peculiar interest that the four Mesopotamian kings from the far
north had in this region (Genesis 14), curiously bypassing the Jezreel Valley
in their path.

When we consider the three other cities of the Pentapolis, Admah, Zeboiim
and Zoar, it is likely that they too were part of the wine production of the
area.”> The word admah in Aramaic means red blood.” Both Genesis 49:11
and Deuteronomy 32:14 refer to wine as dam enav, or ‘grape blood’. The
tzadi from the name Zeboiim may be switched for a zayin, much like we find
in the Sodom story itself, where tzaaka and zaaka are used interchalngeably.34
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This suggests that the name Zeboiim may be related to zabim, or a flowing,
indicating an area well irrigated/flowing with wine (Gen. 13:10). While the
name Zoar appears to stem from zeir, smaII,35 it too must have had ample
stores of wine; certainly enough to have allowed Lot’s daughters to inebriate
their father twice.”’

CORRELATION OF MULTIPLE THEMES

The relationship between Sodom and Gomorrah and sexual immorality is
articulated in a variety of contexts. There is the notorious attempt of all of the
denizens of Sodom to ‘know’ the visitors (Gen. 19:5), followed by Lot’s
twisted counter-suggestion that the crowd be placated instead with his two
unmarried daughters (Gen. 19:8). Later still, there is Lot’s own incestuous
relationship with his daughters, leading to the birth of bastard children and
the creation of the nations Ammon and Moab (Gen. 19:33-38).37

We can now better understand the opinions of Maharal and Ibn Ezra, which
related the general prohibition against hybridization to the concept of sexual
morality.38 Sodom and Gomorrah were understood to be connected to an
abundance of both wine and grain as well as sins of sexual immorality. This
is what came to mind when mentioning these cities in ancient times. When
viewed from an etymological, thematic, and archeological perspective, the
laws prohibiting the hybridization of the vineyard appear to be hinting to the
sins and fate of Sodom and Gomorrah. The prohibition against hybridization
thus plays an eternal role in reminding Israel that they must continually guard
against sexual immorality. The prohibition against hybridization in general,
and of the vineyard in particular, takes on new significance when viewed
within this framework.
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