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Some people might say that our Torah portion for Yom Kippur morning is among the strangest we have. For me, it’s a favorite. I am fascinated and frankly, inspired, by the ancient rites of expiation that the Torah describes and commands for Yom Kippur. The High Priest, through a series of strange and unfamiliar moves, performs rituals to rid the sanctuary of impurity and to rid the people of their sins as well. These strange and unfamiliar moves, as I call them, combine two different rites of riddance. One of these uses blood as a purifying agent. Sprinkling blood from the sacrifice around the altar and the sanctuary, the High Priest purifies them and the people as well. The other rite uses the method of removal. The ritual takes the intangible, the people’s sins, accidental and intentional both, and transfers them onto a second goat. The goat is presented alive before Gd’s presence in the Holy of Holies.  The High Priest lays his hands on the goat and transfers the people’s sins onto it. The goat full of sin is then removed from the community, never to be seen again. 

In the months leading up to Yom Kippur, I have thought often of getting a goat (stuffed, paper mache, live?) for our services. Yes, just one. Since I have no intention of sacrificing one on the altar, (and since I have no altar on which to sacrifice it, and since I have no training in animal sacrifices, just to be clear), one to send to Azazel ought to suffice. I think it would be remarkably powerful to bring a scapegoat into our community, to imbue it with the wrongs and misdeeds of the people present here today, and then to send it forever away. Any ritual that promises to remove sin tangibly from us would be incredibly powerful. If we’re honest, how many of us still carry lingering feelings of guilt and shame and unworthiness long after we have said we were sorry or were forgiven? There’s often a residue that’s left over, even after we have done the best we can to make amends and to offer an earnest apology. I’d love to bring a goat in here, and transfer those sins along with the feelings of unworthiness and guilt onto it, and then send it away. Maybe that would finally bring an end to the residue, of continuing to feel the presence of my sins, like ghosts haunting me year after year, long after Yom Kippur, long after the slate’s supposedly been wiped clean. 

It’s mind-blowing to me that our ancestors in ancient days were smart enough to plan a day, one day a year in which to wipe the altar and the slate clean. In an interview just last week with Professor Louis Newman, an ethicist and religious studies professor at Carleton College, Krista Tippet, host of the Peabody Award-winning radio show and podcast “On Being” admits that she herself is jealous for a day of atonement. While Newman offers a series of insights into the practice of repentance, Tippet expresses longing for a day on the calendar like Yom Kippur in which she too could plan a thorough accounting of herself and expect a fresh start, with a clean slate in the New Year. Let’s face it, we might not be the most numerous or even the most mighty population, but we Jews have a tremendous wisdom to share among ourselves and out in the public sphere. This Torah portion, which we read twice each year, once today on Yom Kippur and then later during Acharei Mot, a Torah portion in the book of Leviticus, has captivated the attention of countless philosophers, theologians, ethicists, and public intellectuals. Who among us has never heard the term scapegoat? 


Until this Torah portion, I never thought a scapegoat could be a positive thing. History is full of tragic stories, in which one group is blamed for another’s misfortune and pain. Jews, often, repeatedly, are one such people, blamed for various ills and things of ill repute and fame. How could we, frequent scapegoats, look upon that idea with anything but disdain? In one of his poems, Yehuda Amichai writes: El Malei Rachamim. Ilmalei HaEl Malei Rachamim / Hayoo HaRachamim Ba’Olam v’Lo Rak Bo. God, full of compassion. If God were full of compassion, compassion would be in the world and not just in God. 


This may be a lot to hear, it feels like maybe it’s a lot to say, but here goes. It’s really not all that radical. I think the scapegoat ritual is quite possibly a gift from Gd, an act of compassion in this world, to help us to clear the sins, the guilt, and all the extra shmutz away. And I think we human beings really need those things to be carried away to a far off, uninhabitable and forever inaccessible place: a place far outside the camp and outside of civilization. Life can become unbearable without the possibility of a truly fresh start, without the possibility of a complete restart. This is true for some, perhaps for many. If we don’t have a healthy way of excising our feelings of failure, we often resort to whatever way we can of getting rid of them. This usually isn’t pretty, it isn’t truthful, and it’s almost never peaceful. It usually involves a scapegoat, someone or something we blame for our misfortunes and our pain. And that’s how “scapegoat” goes from being a tool for use in the process of repentance to the foremost sign that a population is out of sorts with its own internal accounting and soul reckoning. That’s when “scapegoat” comes to mean someone to blame, and it’s the tool of a population acting out it’s fear and shame. 

But, originally, if you’ll allow me to use such an inaccurate term, a scapegoat was the animal that bore the burden of transporting the sins of the people of Israel outside our person and outside the camp -- to Azazel. Nobody knows precisely what or where Azazel is. When I lived in Jerusalem for the year, I learned that there is a valley just outside the Old City walls called Azazel. Some scholars have suggested that Azazel is a kind of demon god, and that the goat sent into the wilderness is to feed him, to appease him. It’s possible that’s factually true, though it’s far from proven. Since we don’t really know, I guess I’d ask you to consider what’s spiritually true. This year, I find it much more compelling to see Azazel as Ez Azal, as Dr. H.L. Hertz suggests in his chumash and commentary. Ez Azal means the goat removed. Taken away, like our sins, from before us. This is the power of the Yom Kippur ritual itself, the possibility of removing that shmutz from within and around us.

El Malei Rachamim, Gd-Full-of-Compassion, gave us this ritual and the human wisdom that gave rise to it. Gd gave us a process through which to seek repentance because of Gd’s compassion. At another point in our time together this High Holy Day season, I have shared with you the Talmudic teaching that teshuva was created before the world came into existence, an idea built into the very fabric of the universe. Gd gave us teshuva and the Ez Azal as tools in the process of seeking repentance. The scapegoat was designed to be a safe transfer of potentially explosive material, our failings, and our sense of failure and guilt and shame. Certainly there’s a reason why it was reserved for the High Priest to perform, who was highly trained in such matters, who had first made expiation for himself and his household before he could act on behalf of the people. We see, we know, how fear and guilt can lead people to create an illegitimate or improper scapegoat and a rite of riddance can go terribly awry. 

Teshuva begins first and foremost with truth, by acknowledging the wrongs we have committed. If we can’t name the things we’ve done, we can’t identify them when the time comes in order to get rid of them. In his book Repentance: The Meaning and Practice of Teshuva Louis Newman writes: “Sin is about pretending that something is true when in fact it is not. Idolatry is pretending that something is divine and worthy of our devotion when in fact it is not. Repentance is all about choosing truth over deception.” This Yom Kippur when we rise to acknowledge our failings, we are choosing truth over deception. This is a profound act of healing. 

So for one final moment together, I want to imagine with you how we could recreate a ritual of removal, based on this willingness to tell the truth. Sadly, I don’t have a goat. But I do have the power of my imagination, and collectively we have yours. This Yom Kippur, what is the right way to take our sins away? 


If you feel comfortable, close your eyes. Take a deep breath. And another. We are headed into something deep. I want you to picture yourself in your mind as you are, with no airbrushing, no covering up who you are, how many wrinkles you’ve earned, or how many people you’ve hurt. Now, imagine yourself lying in and being held by the warm, soft, dark earth, or nestled in the nook of a cloud, or seated in a sturdy and comfortable chair. You are loved and cared for, just as you are. With each breath, you grow more and more certain that who you are is enough. You are worthy, warts and all. And just when you’ve really come to see that truth, a unicorn, that ethereal, magical and mystical animal presents itself to you. You place your hand on its head and touch its horn. You whisper your secrets in its ear. You have not always been kind. You have not always been generous. You have not always acted out of love. You continue, until you’re empty. When you finish, the unicorn raises its head and looks you briefly in the eye. Then it turns and flies away. Never to be seen again. Was it ever there at all? Who can say? It vanished like a dark cloud on a sunny day, or like a waiter’s busing cart, taking all the dirty plates away. You open your eyes. You’ve been gifted with a clean slate, starting with this one day. 


Gut Yom Tov. 

