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After reminding us about the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, the Torah portion
for Yom Kippur gives a detailed account of the rituals associated with the day.
In an invitation to review the principles behind our actions during the past year,
we are asked to do “no manner of work,” and to “afflict our souls” on a day of
introspective rest. In turn, the minutiae of an intricate ceremony are laid out
for the High Priest, setting a mood of order and separation that adds to the
solemnity of this sacred day.

In this spirit of separation, the Torah portion discusses the ceremony of
the two goats. In it, two indistinguishable goats were brought to the High
Priest, who then cast lots to decide which of the two was to be sacrificed as
an atonement offering to God, and which was allowed to live to be sent away
into the wilderness, symbolically carrying the weight of communal sins to the
bottom of a cliff. Although the ceremony is rich in symbolism, I wanted to share
two things that struck me about it.

First, I was struck by the fact that it is precisely two goats that are used in
the ritual. The number was notable because there are so many dualities that are
also highlighted throughout today’s readings: the day’s dual purpose to atone
and cleanse; an acceptable and an unacceptable form of fasting; the cleansing
of the physical, communal Mishkan and of the spiritual, individual soul; the
implicit reminder of the fact that Aharon had two other sons who did not die
— overall, the day is full of subtle and not-so-subtle references to binary themes.

In a commentary on the day’s portion, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks points to yet
another duality that the ceremony of the two goats is reminiscent of. With
monotheism, he argues, the tensions between good and bad inclinations that
were originally cast as the clash of distinct, external forces are re-framed as the
internal conflict of a single mind. The tensions between justice and compassion,
between reason and passion, between being “for God” and “for Azazel” —
all of these opposing and complementary forces are now cast as psychological
struggles. “Perhaps”, he argues, “the significance of the two goats, identical in
appearance yet opposite in fate, is simply this: they are both us.”

In us, therefore, are both the pull of the wilderness and the transformative
force that allows us to move closer to God, and away from the injustices that are
often perpetuated by appeals to our basic emotions of anger, fear and anxiety.
And at the base of this force is an ethic of responsibility, a confession of sins: we
acknowledge our own role is this movement away from God — both in matters

1



related to our own life and in matters related to the actions of our community —
and cast it out, lest it become a new source of anxiety, fear and anger. Renewed,
we are once again free to continue the struggle every day, to fight for justice and
peace every day.

Secondly, and running contrary to the motifs of order and separation, I was
struck by the introduction of an element of randomness at the heart of this
ritual. In casting lots to decide the fates of the two goats, the High Priest is
asked to move beyond the realm of the predictable and deterministic, making a
choice that is not based on reason or on any visible characteristic of the goats.
As a result, neither goat is a priori more deserving of being designated “for
God.”

Along with the fact that Hurricane Florence literally went out of its way to
avoid us, this appeal to randomness reminded me of the fortuitous nature of my
own lot in life: as a Colombian, I could just as easily have been born to violently-
displaced, Afro-Colombian parents in a poor neighborhood of Bogotá. Most
privilege, in fact, is rooted in the fateful lottery of birth. Although a million
deliberate decisions may have affected the people we are today, we cannot deny
the role chance played in getting us here. As a result, there is a fundamental
sense in which none of us are more or less deserving of our lots in life.

Is this antithetical to the ethic of responsibility I was talking about earlier?
I do not think so. Once again, we can look to the ritual of the goats for a
plausible explanation: while their fates are decided in the casting of the lots,
nothing would happen to either one of them without the deliberate actions of
the High Priest. So the casting of the lots reminds us not only of the fragility
of our situations in life, but also — and perhaps more importantly — of our
ability (and indeed moral responsibility!) to do something, and correct those
instances in which sheer luck has put so many of us in desperate situations.

Rabbi Sacks ends his commentary on the irony entailed by the modern use of
the word “scapegoat”, which runs opposite to the meaning it communicated in
the ceremony that gave rise to the term: whereas the goats of Yom Kippur help
us look inward, the modern scapegoat allows us to point outwards, and assign
blame elsewhere. I would like to end on a different source of irony, however.
To me, what is profoundly ironic is the fact that the fragile source of most
privilege gives rise to some of the most enduring forms of injustice. Our own
responsibility, if we are to move closer to God, is therefore to deliberately work
to counteract the consequences of fortune.
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