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The Destruction of Sodom and the Cities of the Plain
Genesis 19:1-30 (New Revised Standard Version)
The two angels came to Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gateway of Sodom. When
Lot saw them, he rose to meet them, and bowed down with his face to the ground. He said, ‘Please,
my lords, turn aside to your servant’s house and spend the night, and wash your feet; then you can rise
early and go on your way.’ They said, ‘No; we will spend the night in the square.’ But he urged them
strongly; so they turned aside to him and entered his house; and he made them a feast, and baked
unleavened bread, and they ate. But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom,
both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house; and they called to Lot,
‘Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, so that we may know them.’ Lot
went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, and said, ‘I beg you, my brothers, do not act
so wickedly. Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man; let me bring them out to you,
and do to them as you please; only do nothing to these men, for they have come under the shelter of
my roof.’ But they replied, ‘Stand back!’ And they said, ‘This fellow came here as an alien, and he
would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.’ Then they pressed hard
against the man Lot, and came near the door to break it down. But the men inside reached out their
hands and brought Lot into the house with them, and shut the door. And they struck with blindness the
men who were at the door of the house, both small and great, so that they were unable to find the
door.
Then the men said to Lot, ‘Have you anyone else here? Sons-in-law, sons, daughters, or anyone you
have in the city—bring them out of the place.For we are about to destroy this place, because the
outcry against its people has become great before the Lord, and the Lord has sent us to destroy it.’ So
Lot went out and said to his sons-in-law, who were to marry his daughters, ‘Up, get out of this place;
for the Lord is about to destroy the city.’ But he seemed to his sons-in-law to be jesting.
When morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, ‘Get up, take your wife and your two daughters
who are here, or else you will be consumed in the punishment of the city.’ But he lingered; so the men
seized him and his wife and his two daughters by the hand, the Lord being merciful to him, and they
brought him out and left him outside the city. When they had brought them outside, they said, ‘Flee
for your life; do not look back or stop anywhere in the Plain; flee to the hills, or else you will be
consumed.’ And Lot said to them, ‘Oh, no, my lords; your servant has found favour with you, and you
have shown me great kindness in saving my life; but I cannot flee to the hills, for fear the disaster will
overtake me and I die. Look, that city is near enough to flee to, and it is a little one. Let me escape
there—is it not a little one?—and my life will be saved!’ He said to him, ‘Very well, I grant you this
favour too, and will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken. Hurry, escape there, for I can
do nothing until you arrive there.’ Therefore the city was called Zoar.The sun had risen on the earth
when Lot came to Zoar.
Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulphur and fire from the Lord out of heaven; and he
overthrew those cities, and all the Plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the
ground. But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and she became a pillar of salt.
Abraham went early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the Lord; and he looked
down towards Sodom and Gomorrah and towards all the land of the Plain, and saw the smoke of the
land going up like the smoke of a furnace.
So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the Plain, God remembered Abraham, and sent Lot
out of the midst of the overthrow, when he overthrew the cities in which Lot had settled.
Now Lot went up out of Zoar and settled in the hills with his two daughters, for he was afraid to stay
in Zoar; so he lived in a cave with his two daughters.

SODOMY AND IDENTITY
Foucault’s linking of Sodom with the ‘act’ of Sodomy is to my mind a little deficient.
The accusation of being a Sodomite did not entirely dissipate with the advent of the
homosexual, for one thing. But more significantly, and as my opening comments
suggested, the designation ‘Sodomite’ suggests that the issue has always been, to a
lesser or greater degree, sodomite as immigrant, as refugee, as a displaced citizen from a
kingdom at the edge of the map. In short, of Sodomite as a category of identity and
not merely deed. This may be a kingdom that God himself has moved into the
margins because of certain ‘acts’ (which actually never transpire in the text, limited as
the Sodomites are to some taunts and a spot of trespass), but the figure of the
‘Sodomite’ suggests that identitarian politics are at work long before modernity’s
medicalization of the sexual impulse. In practice, the so-called aberration of Sodom
is not merely bizarre, distasteful or dangerous but spatially confusing, cosmologically
incomprehensible. This is underplayed in the literature, but prominent in various farflung corners of culture.
Take for example a well-known British periodical, John Bull. In a 1925 edition a
particularly anxious reader, one Harold Begbie, complains of a teashop in Coventry
Street, London, where boundaries have allegedly gone askew. ‘Painted and scented
boys congregate every day without molestation of any kind’ he laments, ‘sit[ting] with
their vanity bags and their high-healed [sic] shoes, calling themselves by endearing
names.’ These pressing concerns over gender roles predictably give way, however, to
worries of a more international flavor. ‘We...conquered the Germans’, Harold goes
on with a flourish, ‘and now in London there is an outbreak of this deadly
perversion...which will surely rot us into ruin...we shall as surely perish from moral
rottenness as Sodom and Gomorrah.’1 The security of the realm rests it seems on
clearly defined bodily limits, gendered and sartorial. For Begbie, Sodom and
Gomorrah are referenced not just in response to a sexual misdemeanor, but to help
ground the identificational ideas that are in play. He does not resort to medical codes,
to confession, to Foucault’s sense of a sex turned into discourse, but to cosmological
reasoning. This cosmological reasoning relies on identities circumscribed by,
predictably, dividing lines.
The possibility of invading others and the dangers of ‘our’ border being invaded
are materially affected by the Sodomites of central Soho, charming accessories and
all. In other words, the linear issues of foreignness, difference and the potency of the
body as a political and cosmic site underwrite Begbie’s bombast, in which Sodom, sex
and conceptual geography all combine in powerful ways. The regulation of the body,
or its compromise, affects the state machine in its principle activity of reassurance:
preserving the national border.
Christopher Meredith, “The Gridlines of Sodom”, published in French
translation as “Les lignes qui quadrillent Sodome”, Homosexualité et traditions
monothéistes, ed. Rémy Bethmont & Martine Gross (Geneva: Labor et Fides,
2017), p. 153-173.

Harold Begbie was in fact a conservative critic of the time and a prodigious writer on matters of Christian theology.
He wrote the item referenced above under the pseudonym, ‘A Man with a Duster’, apparently without irony. Cited in
Matt Houlbrook, Queer London: Perils and Pleasures in the Sexual Metropolis, 1918-1957 (Chicago, IL: Chicago
University Press, 2005), 224.
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LORD AUDLEY’S TRIAL

ALAN BRAY ASKS WHETHER THE MYTH OF SODOMY MADE THE
REALITY OF SAME-SEX INTERCOURSE INVISIBLE
IN EARLY MODERN ENGLAND
The individual could simply avoid making the connection; he could keep at two opposite poles the social
pressures bearing down on him and his own discordant sexual behaviour, and avoid recognising it for what it
was. This may be a difficult idea to grasp. It is not a common-sense view: one assumes that what people do
and what they think and say they do bear some relation to each other, deliberate hypocrisy apart. But in some
respects this is not always true. In present-day society, for example, homosexual relations are not restricted to
people who identify as homosexual. This is part of many people’s personal experience, but is not an insight
incorporated into the generally accepted notion of a homosexual minority in society; it is not the commonsense way of seeing things. This is not to say that the mental adjustments that make this possible were in
operation in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but their existence today in the historian’s own society
should alert him or her to the possibility that such adjustments could have been operating in the earlier period
being looked at. For the moment I ask no more than that it should be accepted as a working hypothesis that
this was one of the means by which the conflict between individual desire and social values was being solved.
What evidence is there?
It will inevitably be very difficult — although not impossible-^' — to directly illustrate a mechanism of this
kind, as by its very nature it leaves few if any traces. And yet if we begin by looking for signs of its influence
rather than for it in itself, it turns out to be a good deal easier to see at work than the more limited responses
already discussed. If we are ready to recognise them, the signs have been manifest from the beginning. For
when one looks at the circumstantial details of how homosexuality was conceived of and how it was expressed
in concrete social forms, it becomes obvious how very easy it was in Renaissance England — far more so than
today — for a cleavage of this kind to exist, between an individual’s behaviour and his awareness of its
significance.
There is an example of this actually at work in the case of Meredith Davy, which was mentioned in the last
chapter in a different context.^'' The circumstances seem straightforward enough at first sight: a labourer
hauled before the magistrates after sexually abusing the young apprentice with whom he shared a bed. On
closer examination however they do not seem at all straightforward, at least in some respects. We shall need
to come back to these in a moment, but there is one surprising circumstance among them which is very
pertinent here. In view of the hatred and loathing with which homosexuality was habitually referred to, one
naturally expects that Meredith Davy would have gone to great lengths to hide his sexual interest in the boy;
not to have done so would surely have been wildly dangerous. It therefore comes as a considerable surprise to
read it quietly mentioned in the depositions, almost in passing, that Davy was not alone with the boy when he
was forcing his attentions on him: throughout the whole time this was happening there was a witness, a
servant who slept in the same room with them, to whom the creaking of the bed and the groans and cries of
the boy were quite audible as he later gave evidence; and this was repeated on Sunday and holiday nights for
something like a month. This is so much at odds with what one would expect that it is difficult to believe Davy
was seeing himself in the same light that we see him in, or that he thought that the intense hatred with which
sodomites were spoken off was likely to be turned on him. It is perhaps this which best explains Davies
bewildered behaviour before the magistrate, simultaneously protesting his innocence and unable to answer
the detailed evidence of the other servant and the boy himself: he ‘denieth that he ever used any unclean
action with the said boy as they lay in bed together; and more he sayeth not.’ What more was there to say?
Images of homosexuality were not alone in effectively concealing homosexual behaviour. The same effect
was produced by the social forms homosexual behaviour tended to take: the village community, the
educational system, the theatres, the conventions of prostitution, and above all the influence of the
household; none of these were distinctive of homosexuality. Mediated as homosexuality then was by social
relationships that did not take their form from homosexuality and were not exclusive to it, the barrier between
heterosexual and homosexual behaviour (despite the impression contemporaries gave to the contrary) was in
practice vague and imprecise. There was little or no reason for homosexual relations to influence people’s lives
outside the strictly sexual sphere. It is not then difficult to understand the instances one comes across of
figures who combined a lively progress of homosexual adventures, possibly for many years, with an otherwise
entirely conventional life.
Alan Bray, Homosexuality in Renaissance England (London: Gay Men’s Press, 1982), 67-69.

HOMOSEXUALITY AND BIBLE TRANSLATIONS
The Example of 1Timothy 1:9-11

Geneva Bible
(1599)
Knowing this, that
the Law is not given
unto a righteous
man, but unto the
lawless and
disobedient, to the
ungodly, and to
sinners, to the
unholy, and to the
profane, to
murderers of fathers
and mothers, to
manslayers,
To whoremongers, to
buggerers, to
menstealers, to liars,
to the perjured …

King James Bible
(1611)
Knowing this, that
the law is not made
for a righteous man,
but for the lawless
and disobedient, for
the ungodly and for
sinners, for unholy
and profane, for
murderers of fathers
and murderers of
mothers, for
manslayers,
For whoremongers,
for them that defile
themselves with
mankind, for
menstealers, for liars,
for perjured persons
…

New International
Version (1978)
We also know that
the law is made not
for the righteous but
for lawbreakers and
rebels, the ungodly
and sinful, the
unholy and
irreligious, for those
who kill their fathers
or mothers, for
murderers, for the
sexually immoral,
for those practicing
homosexuality, for
slave traders and
liars and perjurers …

Religious Homophobic Picketing

Rev. Fred Phelps in October 1999. Matt is Matthew Shephard, a student beaten and tortured to death in 1998
because he was allegedly gay. Phelps’ church members picketed Shephard’s funeral with such placards.

Anita Bryant in Indiana, 1977

Advertisement in Indianapolis Star, 1st October 1977

