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I. Introduction: The problem 
 
William Holman Hunt was a founding member of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood in 1848 with his close friends John Everett Millais and 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Their painting combined the use of translucent 
glazes over pure white grounds and small, perfectly blended 
brushstrokes to produce meticulously accurate detail. 
 
Hunt’s continuing interest in religious subjects for his paintings and a 
determination to paint directly from Nature culminated in his first trip to 
the Holy Land in 1854. In Palestine, he was able to pursue his desire to 
paint religious narratives in the landscape in which they took place. 
 
On the cover of your source sheets, I’ve reproduced Hunt’s most 
prominent painting from that period, a piece he called “The Scapegoat.” 
 
When the painting was submitted in 1856 to the Royal Academy 
exhibition, it met with reviews that could be described as mixed at best.  
 
The words of John Ruskin, the leading English art critic of the Victorian 
era, were particularly stinging. He wrote:  “This picture, regarded merely 
as a landscape, or as a composition, is a total failure. Mr Hunt …in his 
earnest desire to paint the Scapegoat has forgotten to ask himself first, 
whether he could paint a goat at all.” 
 
But this morning I’m less interested in the critique of the painting, and 
more interested in deciphering the meaning of the subject itself.  
 
Hunt of course found inspiration for his work in the 16

th
 chapter of 

Leviticus where we read about the Yom Kippur service. On the holiest 
day of the year, two goats were selected; one was sacrificed as a burnt 
offering to Hashem, the second was led out of Jerusalem to carry off the 
sins of the community into the wilderness.  
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Of particular interest are the inscriptions on the frame above and below 
the painting. Anyone recognize the quotations? And the Goat shall bear 

upon him all their iniquities unto a Land not inhabited. 

 
The top one is from the text we’ll turn to in a moment – the 16

th
 chapter 

of ויקרא – which is perfectly intuitive. It’s the source for the scapegoat in 
the Torah. 
 
But what about the text below painting? 
 

Surely he hath borne our Griefs, and carried our Sorrows  

Yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of GOD, and afflicted. 

 
This is from Isaiah 53 – one of the most celebrated sources among 
Christian scholars looking for allusions to Jesus in the Hebrew Bible.  
 
I share this with you, because for Christians, the whole episode of the 
scapegoat was regarded as typological, a biblical narrative prefiguring a 
New Testament event: In this case the sacrifice of Jesus to carry away 
the sins of the world.  
The question is: Is this really what’s happening here? 
 
A little Jewish boy named David starts attending public school in a small 
town. The teacher of the one-room school decides to use her position to 
try to influence the new student. She asks the class, "Who was the 
greatest person who ever lived? If anyone can tell me the answer, I’ll 
give you $10.” 
 
A girl raises her hand and says, "I think George Washington was the 
greatest man that ever lived because he is the Father of our country." 
The teacher replies, "Well...that's a good answer, but that's not the 
answer I am looking for." 
 
Another young student raises his hand and says, "I think Abraham 
Lincoln was the greatest man that lived because he freed the slaves and 
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helped end the civil war." ... "Well, that's another good answer, but that 
is not the one I was looking for." 
 
Then David raises his hand and says, "I know the answer. It’s Jesus. He 
was the greatest man that ever lived." The teacher is floored. "Yes!" she 
says, "That's the answer I was looking for." She brings him up to the 
front of the classroom and gives him the $10. 
 
“You know,” she says, “Given that you’re Jewish I was actually very 
surprised to hear you say Jesus.” 
 
“Between you and me,” he says, “I know it was Moses, but business is 
business." 
 
 
We tend to draw pretty stark divisions between Judaism and 
Christianity.  
Christians see the scapegoat as the pre-figurement of their suffering 
servant.  
What’s our response? How do we understand this most unusual ritual? 
 
To appreciate what’s happening here, let’s go back to the source.  
 
5 
From the Israelite community he is to 

take two male goats for a sin offering and a 
ram for a burnt offering. 

6 
“Aaron is to 

offer the bull for his own sin offering to 
make atonement for himself and his 
household. 

7 
Then he is to take the two 

goats and present them before the LORD at 
the entrance to the tent of meeting. 

8 
He is 

to cast lots for the two goats—one lot for 
the LORD and the other for the scapegoat. 

9 

Aaron shall bring the goat whose lot falls 
to the LORD and sacrifice it for a sin 

  ויקרא פרק טז  1
(ה) ּוֵמֵאת ֲעַדת ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל יִַּקח ְׁשנֵי 

ְׂשִעיֵרי ִעּזִים ְלַחָּטאת ְוַאיִל ֶאָחד 
(ו) ְוִהְקִריב ַאֲהרֹן ֶאת ַּפר  ְלעָֹלה:

ַהַחָּטאת ֲאֶׁשר לֹו ְוִכֶּפר ַּבֲעדֹו ּוְבַעד 
ֵּביתֹו: (ז) ְוָלַקח ֶאת ְׁשנֵי ַהְּׂשִעיִרם 

ֶּפַתח אֶֹהל  ’הְוֶהֱעִמיד אָֹתם ִלְפנֵי 
מֹוֵעד: (ח) ְונַָתן ַאֲהרֹן ַעל ְׁשנֵי 

ַהְּׂשִעיִרם ּגֹוָרלֹות ּגֹוָרל ֶאָחד ַליקָֹוק 
ָרל ֶאָחד ַלֲעזָאזֵל: (ט) ְוִהְקִריב ְוגֹו

ַאֲהרֹן ֶאת ַהָּׂשִעיר ֲאֶׁשר ָעָלה ָעָליו 
(י)  ַהּגֹוָרל ַליקָֹוק ְוָעָׂשהּו ַחָּטאת:
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offering. 
10 

But the goat chosen by lot as 
the scapegoat shall be presented alive 
before the LORD to be used for making 
atonement by sending it into the 
wilderness as a scapegoat. . .  

20 
“When 

Aaron has finished making atonement for 
the Most Holy Place, the tent of meeting 
and the altar, he shall bring forward the 
live goat. 

21 
He is to lay both hands on the 

head of the live goat and confess over it all 
the wickedness and rebellion of the 
Israelites—all their sins—and put them on 
the goat’s head. He shall send the goat 
away into the wilderness in the care of 
someone appointed for the task. 

22 
The goat 

will carry on itself all their sins to a remote 
place; and the man shall release it in the 
wilderness. 

23 
“Then Aaron is to go into the 

tent of meeting and take off the linen 
garments he put on before he entered the 
Most Holy Place, and he is to leave them 
there. 

ְוַהָּׂשִעיר ֲאֶׁשר ָעָלה ָעָליו ַהּגֹוָרל 
ְלַכֵּפר ָעָליו  ’הַלֲעזָאזֵל יֳָעַמד ַחי ִלְפנֵי 

. . . (כ) ְלַׁשַּלח אֹתֹו ַלֲעזָאזֵל ַהִּמְדָּבָרה
ְוִכָּלה ִמַּכֵּפר ֶאת ַהּקֶֹדׁש ְוֶאת אֶֹהל 

מֹוֵעד ְוֶאת ַהִּמזְֵּבַח ְוִהְקִריב ֶאת 
ַהָּׂשִעיר ֶהָחי: (כא) ְוָסַמ0 ַאֲהרֹן ֶאת 

ְּׁשֵתי יָָדיו ַעל רֹאׁש ַהָּׂשִעיר ַהַחי 
ְוִהְתַוָּדה ָעָליו ֶאת ָּכל ֲעֹונֹת ְּבנֵי 

יֶהם ְלָכל יְִׂשָרֵאל ְוֶאת ָּכל ִּפְׁשעֵ 
ַחּטֹאָתם ְונַָתן אָֹתם ַעל רֹאׁש ַהָּׂשִעיר 
ְוִׁשַּלח ְּביַד ִאיׁש ִעִּתי ַהִּמְדָּבָרה: (כב) 

ְונָָׂשא ַהָּׂשִעיר ָעָליו ֶאת ָּכל ֲעֹונָֹתם ֶאל 
ֶאֶרץ ְּגזֵָרה ְוִׁשַּלח ֶאת ַהָּׂשִעיר 

(כג) ּוָבא ַאֲהרֹן ֶאל אֶֹהל ַּבִּמְדָּבר:
ת ִּבגְֵדי ַהָּבד ֲאֶׁשר ָלַבׁש מֹוֵעד ּוָפַׁשט אֶ 

  ְּבבֹאֹו ֶאל ַהּקֶֹדׁש ְוִהּנִיָחם ָׁשם:
  
  
 

So just what is this place called Azazel? 
 
[So perhaps the word Azazel can give us a clue as to what’s happening 
here. The word doesn’t appear anywhere else in the Torah, so we have to 
do a little research. 
 
Rashi give us only a topological explanation.  
 
Azazel is a strong and mighty 
mountain – a steep cliff. As it says, 
a remote place, [someplace] cut 
off.  

  רש"י ויקרא פרק טז  2
הוא הר עז וקשה, צוק גבוה,  -עזאזל 

 ארץ גזרה, חתוכה:שנאמר (פסוק כב) 
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This helps orient us, but it says nothing about the meaning behind the 
ritual itself.] 

 
Let’s start with the Gemara: 

 

   ב עמוד סז דף יומא מסכת בבלי תלמוד 3
 על שמכפר - עזאזל: ישמעאל רבי דבי תנא

  .ועזאל עוזא מעשה

The school of Rabbi Ishmael 

explained it is called Azazel 

because it atones for the acts Uzza 

and Azael. 

  
 [Who are Uzza and Azael? 

  
  רש"י מסכת יומא דף סז עמוד ב  4

מלאכי חבלה שירדו לארץ בימי נעמה אחות תובל קין ועליהם נאמר ויראו  - עוזא ועזאל 
  על העריות מכפר.בני האלהים את בנות האדם (בראשית ו) כלומר, 

 

 

Now let’s take a look at the words of two great classical commentators 

of medieval Spain: the Ibn Ezra and the Ramban. Hopefully their words 

will help shed some light on this very enigmatic passage.  

 

If you are able to understand the secret of 
what follows the word Azazel, you will 
know its secret and the secret of its name, 
because it has analogues in Scripture. But 
I will reveal a fraction of the mystery by 
way of hint. When you are thirty three you 
will understand it.  

אבן עזרא ויקרא פרק טז פסוק  5
 ח

ואם יכולת להבין הסוד שהוא אחר 
מלת עזאזל תדע סודו וסוד שמו, כי 

יש לו חברים במקרא. ואני אגלה 
לך קצת הסוד ברמז בהיותך בן 

 שלשים ושלש תדענו:

 

Now, the word that appears after the word Azazel is והקריב which just 

means that the kohen gadol will offer up the other goat as a קרבן. I have 

no idea what significance it could possibly have. 
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Clearly, as the Ibn Ezra suggests, there’s something mystical going on 
here, but he doesn’t say what it is. So let’s pause for a moment to crack a 
simply Bible code. What’s happening in the last line of the Ibn Ezra?  
The Ibn Ezra says when you’re 33 you’ll figure it out the secret to this 
mystery. Now maybe if he would have said 40, we could have chocked 
that up to the classical notion that one only starts studying mystical texts 
at that age. But 33? What’s the significance of 33? 
 
Is there anyone in the room who’s willing to admit their age? Do we 
have anyone who’s 33?  

 
The answer is that it’s a code. If you count 33 pesukim from 16:8, you 
arrive at 17:7 which I’ve taken the liberty of highlighting for you in the 
next source.  

  
 

  ויקרא פרק יז  6
 ’ה(ו) ְוזַָרק ַהּכֵֹהן ֶאת ַהָּדם ַעל ִמזְַּבח 

ֶּפַתח אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד ְוִהְקִטיר ַהֵחֶלב ְלֵריַח 
  נִיחַֹח ַליקָֹוק:

יִזְְּבחּו עֹוד ֶאת זְִבֵחיֶהם ְו=א (ז) 
ֻחַּקת  ַלְּׂשִעיִרם ֲאֶׁשר ֵהם זֹנִים ַאֲחֵריֶהם

  עֹוָלם ִּתְהיֶה ּזֹאת ָלֶהם ְלדֹרָֹתם:
(ח) ַוֲאֵלֶהם ּתֹאַמר ִאיׁש ִאיׁש ִמֵּבית 
יְִׂשָרֵאל ּוִמן ַהֵּגר ֲאֶׁשר יָגּור ְּבתֹוָכם 

  ֲאֶׁשר יֲַעֶלה עָֹלה אֹו זַָבח:

6 
The priest is to splash the blood against 

the altar of the LORD at the entrance to 
the tent of meeting and burn the fat as an 
aroma pleasing to the LORD. 

7 
They must 

no longer offer any of their sacrifices to 
the goat demons after whom they stray. 
This is to be a lasting ordinance for them 
and for the generations to come.’

8 
“Say 

to them: ‘Any Israelite or any foreigner 
residing among them who offers a burnt 
offering or sacrifice. 

 

Notice the word שעירים figures prominently in this verse, but it has an 

entirely different meaning. In the Ancient Near East, it was not 

uncommon among pagans to offer sacrifices to spirits believed to live 

and roam in uninhabited wastelands. To counter this practice, God 

mandated bringing sacrifices only to the Mishkan, and later the Temple. 

We’re enjoined against bringing a sacrifice to one of these demons in 
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the wilderness. And yet on Yom Kippur, the Ibn Ezra is telling us, this is 

exactly what we do.  

 

But whereas the Ibn Ezra was only willing to write this in code, the 

Ramban is content to make this plain for all to see. It’s really quite 

stunning.   

 

They would give Samael a 

bribe on Yom Kippur so 

that he would not annul 

the effect of their 

offerings. . . When 

Samael saw that he could 

find no sin among them 

on Yom Kippur, he would 

say, “Master of the 

Universe, you have one 

people on earth who are 

comparable to the 

ministering angels in the 

heavens. . .” 

 

Now the Torah totally 

prohibited the 

acceptance of their 

divinity or any worship of 

them, but God 

commanded that on Yom 

Kippur we send a goat to 

the desert to the prince 

who rules in desolate 

places, which is 

appropriate as he is the 

  רמב"ן ויקרא פרק טז  7
ור"א כתב אמר רב שמואל אע"פ שכתוב בשעיר 

החטאת שהוא לשם, גם השעיר המשתלח הוא לשם. 
ואין צורך, כי המשתלח איננו קרבן, שלא ישחט. ואם 
יכולת להבין הסוד שהוא אחר מלת עזאזל תדע סודו 

במקרא, ואני אגלה לך וסוד שמו, כי יש לו חברים 
קצת הסוד ברמז בהיותך בן שלשים ושלש תדענו. 

והנה ר"א נאמן רוח מכסה דבר, ואני הרכיל מגלה סודו 
  שכבר גלו אותו רבותינו ז"ל במקומות רבים:

אמרו בבראשית רבה (סה י) ונשא השעיר עליו (להלן 
פסוק כב), זה עשו שנאמר (בראשית כז יא) הן עשו 

את כל עונותם, עונות תם שנאמר אחי איש שעיר, 
  ויעקב איש תם (שם כה כז):

ומפורש מזה בפרקי רבי אליעזר הגדול (פרק מו), 
לפיכך היו נותנין לו לסמאל שוחד ביום הכפורים שלא 

שנאמר גורל אחד לה' וגורל אחד  לבטל את קרבנם,
לעזאזל, גורלו של הקב"ה לקרבן עולה, וגורלו של 

עונותיהם של ישראל עליו, עזאזל שעיר החטאת וכל 
ראה סמאל שלא נמצא שנאמר ונשא השעיר עליו. 

בהם חטא ביום הכפורים, אמר לפני הקב"ה, רבון כל 
העולמים יש לך עם אחד בארץ כמלאכי השרת 

. . . מה מלאכי השרת נקיים מכל חטא כך הן שבשמים
ישראל נקיים מכל חטא ביום הכפורים. והקדוש ברוך 

של ישראל מן הקטיגור שלהם ומכפר הוא שומע עדותן 
על המזבח ועל המקדש ועל הכהנים ועל כל עם הקהל 

שנאמר וכפר את מקדש הקדש וגו', ע"כ אגדה זו. והנה 
  הודיענו שמו ומעשהו:
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master of (that place). . . 

 

The intention of the se'ir 

hamishtalei'ach is not 

that it be an offering from 

us to him, God forbid, but 

rather that our intention 

should be that we are 

fulfilling the will of our 

creator who has 

commanded so. This may 

be compared to who one 

throws a banquet for his 

master, and the master 

would command the one 

making the banquet: 

"Give a portion to this 

particular servant of 

mine." In this case, the 

one who makes the 

banquet is not giving 

anything to the servant, 

and is not honoring him, 

but rather everything is 

given to the master, and 

the master is giving a 

reward to the servant. 

And he has fulfilled his 

master's command and 

has done, in his master's 

honor, all that he was 

commanded. But the 

master, out of concern 

וזה סוד הענין, כי היו עובדים לאלהים אחרים, הם 
המלאכים, עושים להם קרבנות והם להם לריח ניחוח 

ז יח יט) ושמני וקטרתי נתת כענין שנאמר (יחזקאל ט
לפניהם, ולחמי אשר נתתי לך סולת ושמן ודבש 

האכלתיך ונתתיהו לפניהם לריח ניחוח ויהי נאם ה' 
  אלהים. ואתה צריך להתבונן בכתוב במקרא ובמסורת:
והנה התורה אסרה לגמרי קבלת אלהותם וכל עבודה 
להם, אבל צוה הקב"ה ביום הכפורים שנשלח שעיר 

, והוא הראוי לו המושל במקומות החרבןבמדבר לשר 
מפני שהוא בעליו ומאצילות כחו יבא חורב ושממון כי 

הוא העילה לכוכבי החרב והדמים והמלחמות 
והמריבות והפצעים והמכות והפירוד והחרבן, והכלל 
נפש לגלגל מאדים, וחלקו מן האומות הוא עשו שהוא 

עם היורש החרב והמלחמות, ומן הבהמות השעירים 
והעזים, ובחלקו עוד השדים הנקראים מזיקין בלשון 
רבותינו, ובלשון הכתוב (להלן יז ז) שעירים, כי כן 

ואין הכונה בשעיר המשתלח יקרא הוא ואומתו שעיר. 
שיהיה קרבן מאתנו אליו חלילה, אבל שתהיה כונתנו 

  לעשות רצון בוראנו שצונו כך:
את  והמשל בזה, כמי שעשה סעודה לאדון וצוה האדון

האיש העושה הסעודה תן מנה אחת לעבדי פלוני, שאין 
העושה הסעודה נותן כלום לעבד ההוא ולא לכבודו 

יעשה עמו, רק הכל נתן לאדון והאדון נותן פרס 
לעבדו, ושמר זה מצותו ועשה לכבוד האדון כל אשר 

צוהו, ואמנם האדון לחמלתו על בעל הסעודה רצה 
ר בשבחו ולא שיהיו כל עבדיו נהנין ממנה שיספ

  בגנותו:
וזה טעם הגורלות, כי אילו היה הכהן מקדיש אותם 

בפה לה' ולעזאזל, היה כעובד אליו ונודר לשמו, אבל 
היה מעמיד אותם לפני ה' פתח אהל מועד, כי שניהם 
מתנה לה' והוא נתן מהם לעבדו החלק אשר יבא לו 

מאת השם, הוא הפיל להם גורל וידו חלק להם, כענין 
(משלי טז לג) בחיק יוטל את הגורל ומה' כל שנאמר 

משפטו וגם אחרי הגורל היה מעמידו לפני ה' לומר 
שהוא שלו ואין אנחנו מכוונים בשילוחו אלא לרצון 
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for the giver of the 

banquet, wished that all 

his servants take part in 

it, so that they praise him 

and not belittle him. 

לשם, כמו שאמר (פסוק י) יעמד חי לפני ה' לכפר עליו 
 לשלח אותו וגו', ולכך לא נשחוט אותו אנחנו כלל:

 
 
And this view is echoed by modern scholars as well:  
 

8 Gary A. Anderson, Sin: A 

History, pg. 23 

As Jacob Milgrom, the great 

scholar of Leviticus, has 

argued, the goat that has been 

burdened with these sins “is in 

reality returning evil to its 

source, the netherworld.” 

Because this area was thought 

to be beyond the reach of God, 

the sins would fall outside the 

range of his supervisory 

powers. Once God could no 

longer see them, it is as if they 

ceased to exist. The 

forgiveness of sins in ancient 

Israel was not simply a matter 

of feeling contrite for what one 

had done wrong; the physical 

material wrought by sin (its 

“thingness”) had to be 

removed. 
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9 Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance, 294-295 

 

 

 
 
Rav Soloveitchik does go on to propose a solution to the Ramban, but 
we’ll leave that for another time.  
 
To be clear, I’m not debating the Ramban – I’m simply acknowledging 
that – given the limits of my intellect and my experience – I don’t have 
the tools to really understand what he’s talking about. So with apologies, 
I’m afraid we’ll have to move forward without further probing into this 
mystical world. For anyone who has further questions, I refer to you to 
Neil, our resident mystic.  
  
Just to recap, up to this point we’ve seen three approaches:  

• For Christians, the scapegoat is a pre-figurement of the suffering 
servant. 

• In the Talmud, it’s a ritual to atone for the sins of two fallen 
angels. 

• And for Ramban and Ibn Ezra, it’s a mystical gift to the demonic 
force known as Samael so that when he testifies on Yom Kippur, 
he’ll speak favorably about us.  

 
So where do we go from here? Is there some way we non-Christian, 
non-mystical rationalists here in the 21

st
 century can make sense of what 

on its face appears to be one of the most bizarre rituals in the Torah?  
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II. Not a sacrifice, but a return 

 

Let me just pause for a moment to ask you a basic question: At the end 

of the whole ceremony, we know one goat was kept in the precincts of 

the בית המקדש and was offered up as a קרבן חטאת. The second, 

identical goat – the  המשתלחשעיר  was walked by its deputy to this 

place called Azazel. And then what happened? 

 

The goat was pushed off the cliff. Right. Very good. So just go back to 

the text for a moment and tell me where it says that. . .  

 

It’s actually quite fascinating to notice that the text is entirely silent on 

what happens in the end. There’s no mention of a cliff. There’s no 

mention of the goat’s death at all. In fact, the Torah just says: 

 ְוִׁשַּלח ֶאת ַהָּׂשִעיר ַּבִּמְדָּבר
The goat was dispatched to the wilderness.  

 

And this exactly how the Rashbam reads the text: 

 

According to the plain sense of the 

text, the idea is to send it away 

alive to the goats of the 

wilderness, just as we find with the 

birds of the Metzora, he is to 

release the live bird in the open 

fields (Lev. 14:7), to purify him of 

his uncleanliness. So too here the 

goal is to purify the Jewish people 

of their sins.  

 פסוק ירשב"ם ויקרא פרק טז  10
לפי פשוטו  - לשלח אותו לעזאזל המדברה 

לשלח אותו חי אל העזים אשר במדבר, כמו 
שמצינו בציפרי מצורע ושלח את הצפור 

פני השדה, לטהרו מטומאתו. אף החיה על 
כאן לטהר את ישראל מעונותם משלחו אל 
המדבר והוא מקום מרעה הבהמות, כדכת' 

וינהג את הצאן אחר המדבר. ובתלמוד 
 מדבריות בייתות:

  

And this makes perfect sense because it parallels the ritual of the 

Metzorah which we read about just two chapters earlier. 
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The LORD said to Moses, 
2 

“These are the 

regulations for any diseased person at the 

time of their ceremonial cleansing, when 

they are brought to the priest: 
3 

The 

priest is to go outside the camp and 

examine them. If they have been healed 

of their defiling skin disease, 
4 

the priest 

shall order that two live clean birds and 

some cedar wood, scarlet yarn and 

hyssop be brought for the person to be 

cleansed. 
5 

Then the priest shall order 

that one of the birds be killed over fresh 

water in a clay pot. 
6 

He is then to take 

the live bird and dip it, together with the 

cedar wood, the scarlet yarn and the 

hyssop, into the blood of the bird that 

was killed over the fresh water. 
7 

Seven 

times he shall sprinkle the one to be 

cleansed of the defiling disease, and then 

pronounce them clean. After that, he is to 

release the live bird in the open fields. 

  ויקרא פרק יד  11
(ב)  ֶאל מֶֹׁשה ֵּלאמֹר:’ (א) ַויְַדֵּבר ה

זֹאת ִּתְהיֶה ּתֹוַרת ַהְּמצָֹרע ְּביֹום 
(ג) ְויָָצא  ָטֳהָרתֹו ְוהּוָבא ֶאל ַהּכֵֹהן:

ַהּכֵֹהן ֶאל ִמחּוץ ַלַּמֲחנֶה ְוָרָאה ַהּכֵֹהן 
 ְוִהּנֵה נְִרָּפא נֶגַע ַהָּצַרַעת ִמן ַהָּצרּוַע:
(ד) ְוִצָּוה ַהּכֵֹהן ְוָלַקח ַלִּמַּטֵהר ְׁשֵּתי 
ִצֳּפִרים ַחּיֹות ְטהֹרֹות ְוֵעץ ֶאֶרז ּוְׁשנִי 

(ה) ְוִצָּוה ַהּכֵֹהן ְוָׁשַחט  תֹוַלַעת ְוֵאזֹב:
ֹור ָהֶאָחת ֶאל ְּכִלי ֶחֶרׂש ַעל ֶאת ַהִּצּפ

(ו) ֶאת ַהִּצּפֹר ַהַחּיָה יִַּקח  ַמיִם ַחּיִים:
אָֹתּה ְוֶאת ֵעץ ָהֶאֶרז ְוֶאת ְׁשנִי 

ַהּתֹוַלַעת ְוֶאת ָהֵאזֹב ְוָטַבל אֹוָתם 
ְוֵאת ַהִּצּפֹר ַהַחּיָה ְּבַדם ַהִּצּפֹר 

(ז) ְוִהּזָה  ַהְּׁשֻחָטה ַעל ַהַּמיִם ַהַחּיִים:
ל ַהִּמַּטֵהר ִמן ַהָּצַרַעת ֶׁשַבע ְּפָעִמים עַ 

ְוִטֲהרֹו ְוִׁשַּלח ֶאת ַהִּצּפֹר ַהַחּיָה ַעל 
  ְּפנֵי ַהָּׂשֶדה:

  

 

 

It’s true that the rabbis in the Gemara said the goat should be pushed 

off the cliff – and in Temple times this is surely what they did – I just 

want to notice that this point is not evidenced in the text itself. And 

even more importantly, I want to highlight that this act of pushing the 

scapegoat off the cliff is entirely secondary to leading it into the 

wilderness, and as you’ll see in a moment – really non-essential.  

 

The Gemara asks an interesting question: What if you push the goat off 

the cliff, but it doesn’t die? 
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R. Eliezer was asked . . . What 
if he pushed it down and it did 
not die, must he go down after 
it and kill it? He said to them: 
“So perish all Thine enemies, O 
Lord.” But the Sages say . . . if 
he pushed it down and it did not 
die, he shall go down and kill it. 

   ב עמוד סו דף יומא מסכת בבלי תלמוד 12
 על שירכיבהו מהו, חלה: אליעזר רבי את שאלו
 אני להרכיב הוא יכול: להם אמר -? כתפו
 - ? אחר ביד שישלחנו מהו, משלחו חלה. ואתם
 ולא דחפו. ואתם אני בשלום אהא: להם אמר
: להם אמר -? וימיתנו אחריו שירד מהו, מת
 וחכמים'. ה אויביך כל יאבדו כן+ ה שופטים+

 -  משלחו חלה, כתפו על מרכיבו -  חלה: אומרים
 אחריו ירד -  מת ולא דחפו, אחר ביד ישלחנו
  .וימיתנו

 
According to R. Eliezer, it’s clear that its death was non-essential. Just 
let it go. 
And even according to the חכמים, no one says one has to re-do the 
ceremony. The goat’s painful death is not the goal – or even the point.  
 
And this is evident from the Rambam, too: 
 

   ז הלכה ג פרק הכיפורים יום עבודת הלכות ם"רמב 13
 והרי מזון הרי לו אומרין וסוכה סוכה כל על, לסוכה מסוכה אותו מלוין שיהיו כדי מהן
 הסוכה ואנשי, לכך אדם הוצרך לא ומעולם, אוכל לאכול וצריך כחו כשל אם, מים

 של לשון חולק עושה היה כיצד, מרחוק מעשיו את ורואין התחום בסוף עומדין האחרונה
 והוא לאחוריו ודוחפו, קרניו שתי בין קושר וחציו בסלע קושר חציו, שבקרניו זהורית
 לו ויושב ובא, איברים איברים נעשה שהוא עד ההר לחצי מגיע היה לא, ויורד מתגלגל

 שהגיע שידעו כדי בסודרין ומניפין עושין היו ודרכיות, שתחשך עד האחרונה סוכה תחת
 דמן שהזה והשעיר הפר אצל חוזר, מוליכו ביד השעיר את שמשלח ואחר, למדבר שעיר
 שאר ומחתך המזבח גבי על ומקטירן בכלי ונותנם אימוריהן את ומוציא וקורען לפנים
 אחרים ביד ומשלחן אותן מפרק ואינו קליעה כמין בזו זו מעורות גדולות חתיכות בשרן

   שביארנו כמו בעורן שם אותן ומנתחין, השריפה לבית להוציאן

 

The service in the Beit Hamkidash continued – not from the time the 

kohen gadol ascertained that the scapegoat had died, but rather from 

the time he ascertained that it had arrived in the wilderness.  
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This is not Christianity where the death of the suffering servant or the 
death of a goat carrying our sins affects atonement.  
 
I want to argue that the real goal here is to return the goat to its home in 
the wilderness. We kill it for the sole purpose of ensuring that it doesn’t 
return. 

  
, פירוש על התורה, פרשת אחרי מותודוד לוצאטשמואל ר'  14  

 
 

According to Shadal, originally they would just send it out to pasture. 
But as the land became more populous, they had to kill it so it would not 
return to the inhabited land.  
 
Whether we accept this historical hypothesis or not, what emerges is a 
crucial re-orientation that actually takes us back to the original text: the 
essential element of the scapegoat ritual is not the death of the goat, but 
rather its being set free in the wilderness.  
 
Once we recognize that killing this goat is a side-show, it becomes quite 
clear that it was never intended as a sacrifice to a demon or demigod. 
 
But if we’ve eliminated one path toward understanding this bizarre 
ritual, we have to open another. And that’s the path of symbolism – 
which is the approach adopted by the Rambam is his Guide to the 
Perplexed. 
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15 Guide to the Perplexed III:46 

There is no doubt that sins cannot be carried like a burden, and taken off 
the shoulder of one being to be laid on that of another being. But these 
ceremonies are of a symbolic character, and serve to impress men with a 
certain idea, and to induce them to repent; as if to say, we have freed 
ourselves of our previous deeds, have cast them behind our backs, and 
removed them from us as far as possible. 
 
I’d like to accept the Rambam’s basic premise that the שעיר המשתלח is 
symbolic in nature and share with you how this symbolism operates at 
two levels.   

 

III. The First Layer: Purifying the Sinner 
 
The question is: Just what’s being symbolized by the return of this 
animal to the wilderness?  
The first approach to this question is really quite intuitive. 
 
16 Rabbi David Silverberg, vbm-torah.org 

The goat's banishment from the city and condemnation to death in a 

remote desert location symbolize the perspective on sin and 

repentance that one must contemplate as part of the Yom Kippur 

observance. Teshuva requires not only verbal confession and genuine 

remorse, but also driving away the forbidden act from one's 

orientation. The violator must transform his outlook and perspective on 

the transgression to restore the mental barrier that began crumbling 

with his violation. Repentance entails sending the sin away from one's 

range of accessible activities, just as the sa'ir is driven far away from 

human habitation, and is condemned to perish in a remote wasteland. 

 
 
17 Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant and Conversation 

In most cultures, the moral life is fraught with the danger of denial of 
responsibility. “It wasn’t me. Or if it was, I didn’t mean it. Or I had no 
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choice.” That, in part, is what the story of Adam and Eve is about. 
Confronted by their guilt, the man blames the woman, the woman blames 
the serpent. Sin plus denial of responsibility leads to paradise lost. 
The supreme expression of the opposite, the ethic of responsibility, is the 
act of confession. “It was me, and I offer no excuses, merely admission, 
remorse, and a determination to change.” That in essence is what the High 
Priest did on behalf of the whole nation, and what we now do as 
individuals and communities, on Yom Kippur. 
 

Perhaps then the significance of the two goats, identical in appearance yet 
opposite in fate, is simply this, that they are both us. The Yom Kippur 
ritual dramatised the fact that we have within us two inclinations, one good 
(yetser tov), one bad (yetser hara). . . . One we offer to God. But the other 
we disown. We let it go into the wilderness where it belongs.  . . . We have 
relinquished the yetser hara, the instinct-driven impetuosity that leads to 
wrong. We do not deny our sins. We confess them. We own them. Then 
we let go of them. Let our sins, that might have led us into exile, be exiled. 
Let the wilderness reclaim the wild. Let us strive to stay close to God. 
 
IIIB Re-Enacting an Ancient Drama 
 
Rabbi Sacks puts it so beautifully. I just want to amplify his argument by 
adding to it a textual dimension. The Midrash tells us these two goats 
take us back to the ancient rivalry between Yaakov and Esav.  
 

   סה פרשה) וילנא( רבה בראשית 18
) יג ישעיה( א"כמד שידין גבר, שעיר איש אחי עשו הן אמו רבקה אל יעקב ויאמר טו

 אמר לוי רבי, עמו' ה חלק כי) לב דברים( א"כמד, חלק איש ואנכי, שם ירקדו ושעירים
 עלה בשערו ונסתבך בקווץ המוץ ועלה הגורן שפת על עומדין שהיו וקרח לקווץ משל
 השנה ימות כל בעונות מתלכלך הרשע עשו כך, והעבירו ראשו על ידו ונתן בקרח המוץ
 לו ויש הכפורים יום ובא השנה ימות כל בעונות מתלכלך יעקב אבל יכפר במה לו ואין
 ולא לה הוא שאול לא אמר יצחק רבי, יכפר הזה ביום כי) טז ויקרא' (שנא, יכפר במה

 כל את, שעיר איש אחי עשו הן שנאמר עשו זה עליו השעיר ונשא אלא ליה היא שאולה
 תם. איש ויעקב) כה/ בראשית/ שם( שנאמר, תם עונות עונותם
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In fact, if you look at the text closely, what you’ll see is that the two 
goats described in the 16

th
 chapter of Vayikra aren’t looking forward to a 

narrative about a suffering servant; they’re looking backward to an 
episode that occurred in the Torah hundreds of years earlier.  
 
This act in the Yom Kippur drama is in fact a re-enactment of Yaakov’s 
lifelong struggle against his twin-brother, Esav. 
 
The clues are everywhere: 
 

• In our narrative, we have two goats – two שעירים. Back in 

Bereishit, Yaakov says to his mother: הן עשו אחי איש שעיר - But 

Esav my brother is a hairy man (Bereishit 27:11). Rivka solves the 

problem by dressing her son in goats' skins. So in the end, Esav is 

 and then his brother Yaakov is made to look and feel exactly שעיר

the same way.  

• According to the Torah, these two goats have to be exactly alike – 

completely identical (Yoma 62a). In the story of Yaakov and Esav, 

the twin brothers become so physically similar, that even their 

own father cannot recognize the one from the other. 

• In our story, one of the goats is sent away. The man who struggles 
with Ya'akov all night - identified by Chazal (Bereishit Rabba 
77:3) as שרו של עשו, says: שלחני "Send me away."  

• And in our story, one goat goes to the Ohel Mo'ed while the other 

goes to the open field. In Bereishit, we have Yaakov, who is  יושב

 the“ ,איש שדה the ,עשו who dwells in the tent – and – אוהלים

"man of the field" (Bereishit 25:27).  

 
11 

Jacob said to Rebekah his 

mother, “But my brother Esau is a 

hairy man while I have smooth 

skin. 

  בראשית פרק כז פסוק יא 19
ַוּיֹאֶמר יֲַעקֹב ֶאל ִרְבָקה ִאּמֹו ֵהן ֵעָׂשו ָאִחי 

 ְוָאנִֹכי ִאיׁש ָחָלק: ָׂשִערִאיׁש 
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  בראשית פרק לב פסוק כז 20
ִּכי ָעָלה ַהָּׁשַחר ַוּיֹאֶמר =א  ַׁשְּלֵחנִיַוּיֹאֶמר 

  ֲאַׁשֵּלֲחF ִּכי ִאם ֵּבַרְכָּתנִי:

27 
Then the man said, “Let me go, 

for it is daybreak.” But Jacob 
replied, “I will not let you go 
unless you bless me.” 

  

 בראשית פרק כה פסוק כז 21
ַוּיִגְְּדלּו ַהּנְָעִרים ַויְִהי ֵעָׂשו ִאיׁש יֵֹדַע ַציִד ִאיׁש 

 :יֵֹׁשב אָֹהִליםָׂשֶדה ְויֲַעקֹב ִאיׁש ָּתם 

27 
The boys grew up, and Esau 

became a skillful hunter, a man of 

the open country, while Jacob was 

content to stay at home among 

the tents.  

  

 

Even more poignantly, this drama of the two goats on Yom Kippur takes 
us back to the closing drama in the relationship between Yaakov and 
Esav. It’s one of the most gripping and emotionally charged scenes in 
Bereishis – and maybe in the entire Torah. 
 
Yaakov gives his brother a gift, which significantly he refers to as a 
 he says – because he’s doing teshuvah – he’s קח נא את ברכתי .ברכה
attempting to return what he’s taken from his brother – namely the ברכה.  
 
What’s fascinating is that once they reconcile, Esav wants the two of 
them to stay together (33:12): 
12 

Then Esau said, “Let us be on our 

way; I’ll accompany you.” 

בראשית כג:יב 22  

 :Fַוּיֹאֶמר נְִסָעה ְונֵֵלָכה ְוֵאְלָכה ְלנֶגְֶּד 

 
  

But Yaakov refuses. למה זה אמצא חן בעיני אדוני. Like the two twin goats, 
the twin brothers part ways. One builds a bayit – he goes inside; and the 
other goes שעירה – back to the field.  
 
And then in the very next line the Torah says something stunning: 
 
18 

After Jacob came from Paddan 23 בראשית פרק לג פסוק יח 
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Aram,
 
he arrived complete at the 

city of Shechem in Canaan and 

camped within sight of the city. 

ִעיר ְׁשֶכם ֲאֶׁשר ְּבֶאֶרץ ְּכנַַען  ָׁשֵלםַוּיָבֹא יֲַעקֹב 
 ְּבבֹאֹו ִמַּפַּדן ֲאָרם ַוּיִַחן ֶאת ְּפנֵי ָהִעיר:

 
  

The Torah tells us that Yaakov is Shalem. Even though he’s injured and 
he’s limping, the Torah assures us that he’s Shalem. Perhaps the point is 
that he is Shalem inasmuch as his twin self - his wild side - has returned 
to the wild - leaving him ironically more whole and complete. One 
would have thought he would be shalem were he to have remained 
together with Esav. And yet precisely the opposite is true. It's when we 
are finally able to part ways with certain elements of our past that we 
become more whole. 
 
We re-enact the Yaakov/Esav narrative because this is precisely what 

happened. Yaakov does his teshuva - repays his debts - makes amends 
with his brother - takes ownership over his past. Now that they've made 
up, Esav – Yaakov’s shadow self – wants to stay in the game. Esav – the 
symbol of wildness, lawlessness, baseness – wants to re-insert himself. 
As our baser inclinations tend to be – Esav offers to be very 
accommodating: Come, brother – we’ll go together. I’ll walk at your 
pace! 
 
The offer is tempting. But here Yaakov draws his line in the sand and 
says no. He lets Esav go back to Seir. Symbolically it's necessary not 
only to repent, confess and do teshuva. It's also necessary to externalize 
and cast away the sin.  
 
This is the first layer of the scapegoat’s profound symbolism. As Rabbi 
Sacks writes: “We do not deny our sins. We confess them. We own 
them. Then we let go of them. Let our sins, that might have led us into 
exile, be exiled. Let the wilderness reclaim the wild. Let us strive to stay 
close to God.” 
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IV: A New Approach: Subscribing to the Belief that Repentance Works 
 
But before we close, I want to explore one final dimension. And this 
second layer is what I consider the most penetrating, the most poignant 
and perhaps the most pertinent to our lives.  
 
Come with me if you will on a brief excursion before we circle back to 
the matter at hand: 
 
In פרשת שופטים, the Torah tells us how to go about forming the Jewish 
army. All able-bodied men are eligible to serve, but the Torah 
enumerates a number people who get a pass. Anyone remember who 
gets a dispensation?  
 
5 

The officers shall say to the army: 

“Has anyone built a new house and 

not yet begun to live in it? Let him go 

home, or he may die in battle and 

someone else may begin to live in it. 
6 

Has anyone planted a vineyard and 

not begun to enjoy it? Let him go 

home, or he may die in battle and 

someone else enjoy it. 
7 

Has anyone 

become pledged to a woman and not 

married her? Let him go home, or he 

may die in battle and someone else 

marry her.” 
8 

Then the officers shall 

add, “Is anyone afraid or 

fainthearted? Let him go home so that 

his fellow soldiers will not become 

disheartened too.” 

  דברים פרק כ  24
(ה) ְוִדְּברּו ַהּׁשְֹטִרים ֶאל ָהָעם ֵלאמֹר ִמי 

ָהִאיׁש ֲאֶׁשר ָּבנָה ַביִת ָחָדׁש ְו=א ֲחנָכֹו 
ְויָׁשֹב ְלֵביתֹו ֶּפן יָמּות ַּבִּמְלָחָמה יֵֵל0 

  ְוִאיׁש ַאֵחר יְַחנְֶכּנּו:
(ו) ּוִמי ָהִאיׁש ֲאֶׁשר נַָטע ֶּכֶרם ְו=א ִחְּללֹו 

יֵֵל0 ְויָׁשֹב ְלֵביתֹו ֶּפן יָמּות ַּבִּמְלָחָמה 
  ְוִאיׁש ַאֵחר יְַחְּלֶלּנּו:

(ז) ּוִמי ָהִאיׁש ֲאֶׁשר ֵאַרׂש ִאָּׁשה ְו=א 
ּה יֵֵל0 ְויָׁשֹב ְלֵביתֹו ֶּפן יָמּות ְלָקחָ 

  ַּבִּמְלָחָמה ְוִאיׁש ַאֵחר יִָּקֶחּנָה:
(ח) ְויְָספּו ַהּׁשְֹטִרים ְלַדֵּבר ֶאל ָהָעם 

יֵֵל0  ִמי ָהִאיׁש ַהּיֵָרא ְוַר0 ַהֵּלָבבְוָאְמרּו 
ְויָׁשֹב ְלֵביתֹו ְו=א יִַּמס ֶאת ְלַבב ֶאָחיו 

 ִּכְלָבבֹו:

 
This last case might be literal – this is Rabbi Akiva’s opinion. Or it 
might mean something else. 
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Afraid or fainthearted: Rabbi Akiva 
said: Literally – that he is not able to 
abide the entanglements of war nor 
can he bear to see a drawn sword. 
Rabbi Yosi Haglili said: It refers to 
someone who is afraid of the sins he 
has committed.  

  רש"י דברים פרק כ  25
רבי עקיבא אומר  -הירא ורך הלבב 

כמשמעו, שאינו יכול לעמוד בקשרי 
רבי יוסי המלחמה ולראות חרב שלופה. 

 הגלילי אומר הירא מעבירות שבידו.

 
Allow me to share with you an arresting observation of the Sfas Emes, 
the second Gerrer Rebber. On reflection, he writes, this suggestion of R. 
Yosi Haglili is actually very difficult to understand. If someone’s a  יראה
 he should make the best soldier. Sign him up! And if he’s really ,שמים
done something wrong, what’s the obstacle? If there’s a sin in his past 
that’s haunting him, why doesn’t he just do teshuvah? 
 

ד"ה אא"ז מו"ר ז"ל דקדק על מה שכתוב הירא וכו', שפת אמת 26  

 
 

His deficiency is precisely this: That he doesn’t really believe in the 

power of Teshuvah to cleanse him of his sins. So he thinks he’s still 

susceptible to punishment as a result of his misdeeds. That’s why we 

send him home – because he doesn’t subscribe to the fundamental 

belief that Teshuvah is possible. 
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It is among the most provocative questions we can ask ourselves in the 
days leading up to Yom Kippur: Do we really believe that Teshuva 
works? We ask for forgiveness from Hashem and Hashem tells us that 
our sins will be forgiven. But too often we carry around the sneaking 
suspicion that the slate is not in fact clean – that the stain of sin just can’t 
be washed out.  
 
[Rav Soloveitchik famously explained that there are two aspects to the 
day of Yom Kippur.  
 
 
27 Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance, 49-51 

 

 
 
It’s based on the pasuk that we reference numerous times: 
 
On this day atonement will be 
made for you, to cleanse you. 

  ויקרא פרק טז  28
(ל) ִּכי ַבּיֹום ַהּזֶה יְַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶכם ְלַטֵהר ֶאְתֶכם 
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Then, before the Lord, you will be 
clean from all your sins. 

 ִּתְטָהרּו: ’הִמּכֹל ַחּטֹאֵתיֶכם ִלְפנֵי 

 

Think of Lady Macbeth desperately trying to clean her hands of 
the blood that simply won’t come off.  

29 William Shakespeare, Macbeth Act V, Scene I. 

Lady Macbeth 
Out, damn'd spot! out, I say!—One; two: why, then 'tis time to do't.—
Hell is murky.—Fie, my lord, fie, a soldier, and afeard? What need we 
fear who knows it, when none can call our 
pow'r to accompt?—Yet who would have thought the old man to have 
had so much blood in him? 
Doctor 

Do you mark that? 
Lady Macbeth 

The than of Fife had a wife: where is she now? 
What, will these hands ne’er become clean? 
No more o’ that, my lord, no more o’ that: you mare all with this 
starting.  
 
Achieving complete teshuva means that even the stain left on our 
person as a result of our sin can ultimately be wiped clean.  

The שעיר המשתלח is profoundly symbolic. But the symbolism is not just 
that we’ve externalized our sins and gotten rid of them (like Tashlich). 
That’s only the half of it. 

Even more importantly, it confirms for us the answer to the question 
about which we have the most fundamental doubt.  

We’re davening and we’re asking for mechila and we’re confessing and 
we’re klapping al chet. And as we’re going through these motions, we’re 
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asking ourselves this question: Is all of this really working? As rational 
beings we know all too well that we can’t erase the past – we can’t 
rewrite history. What’s done is done. 

What I’m suggesting this morning is that the scapegoat argues in favor 
of an alternative approach: An approach in which a new beginning – a 
new post-Yom Kippur reality – is really possible. 

We’ve been tiptoeing around this word Azazel trying to figure out 
what it means. You know what the Targum says:  
 

  מהרש"א חידושי אגדות מסכת יומא דף סז עמוד ב  30
 עז וקשה כו'. ויהיה עזאזל ב' מלות עז אזל מלשון תרגום 

  
It’s a compound word: עז אזל – the goat that goes. 
It’s not a sacrifice to a demon or demigod. It’s not a sacrifice at all.  
The Torah has us perform this bizarre ritual of the שעיר המשתלח because 
it knows that we’re doubters and skeptics. God knows we have trouble 
believing in the notion of Teshuvah. So in the most concrete terms 
imaginable, we demonstrate that our sins are in fact gone. They’re no 
longer here. We march them away to the wilderness – not by dint of 
magic, but by the force of our collective repentance on Yom Kippur.  
 
Which is why when we finally to get to Neilah, there is no more 
personal confession. Have a look at your מחזור. Starting at Minchah on 
Erev Yom Kippur and then at every Tefillah on Yom Kippur we list all 
our sins:  

לפניך באונס וברצוןעל חטא שחטאנו   
לפניך באמוץ הלב על חטא שחטאנו  

 
When you get to Neilah, there’s no list! We stop enumerating our sins. 
You know why? Because it worked! Hashem has forgiven us.   
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There’s still a formula of אשמנו – it’s the refrain of the day – it’s still 
Yom Kippur. But what a stunning affirmation that we believe in the 
power of the day to heal and cleanse us! 
 
In his memoir, Rav Lau tells the following story: 
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You know what I think: I think one of the greatest obstacles to our really 
asking for forgiveness – is that we don’t really believe it will work. 
Maybe someone will say the words אני מוחל לך – I forgive you. But we’re 
not convinced they mean it. So we don’t even try. 

If you take away one thing from this morning’s talk, it should be this: 
The Torah knows all about our limitations. It knows exactly how hard it 
is for us to buy into the concept of Teshuva. So it gives us an 
extraordinary gift called the שתלחשעיר המ . It’s not a magic trick. It’s not 
a sacrifice meant to appease the demonic forces. It’s simply a visual aide 
– the physical manifestation of the notion that Teshuva actually works – 
that we can re-invent ourselves – that we can in fact put our sins behind 
us – that forgiveness is really possible. 
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Nowadays we’re no longer blessed with a בית המקדש. We suffer from the 
lack of first-hand exposure to this kind of closeness to Hashem. But the 
message is no less resonant.  

Whether we’re asking forgiveness from God or from a person in our 
lives that we’ve wronged, it’s never easy. It’s so hard for us to 
apologize. It’s so hard for us to say the words, “I’m sorry.” It’s so hard 
for us to admit that we were wrong.  
How ironic that the שעיר המשתלח has become known as the scapegoat. 
The idea is not for us by pinning the blame on someone else, to escape 
from sin. It’s rather an opportunity for us to accept responsibility and 
escape the delusion that repentance is impossible.  
 
 
This simple goat carries on his back something weighty indeed: A 
double message never to be taken lightly:  
 
First, it reminds us that we categorically reject the ethic of denial and 
finger-pointing. We take ownership over our sins and then we let them 
go. Like Yaakov, we part ways with our shadow and search 

unrelentingly for the godly path.  
 
And second, it affirms in no uncertain terms, that skeptical as we may 
be, Teshuva is ultimately attainable. Penitence is no parochial pipe 

dream; forgiveness is no fanciful fiction. If we are but willing, we can 
envision a reality in which the past is really past and our sins are really 
behind us. Peering from those cascading cliffs of Azazel, one can 

imagine seeing that beyond the horizon lay not only an untarnished 

tomorrow, but the potential and promise of an extraordinary year 

ahead.  
 
I wish each and every one of you a shana tova u’metuka.  
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