
 In the Torah reading for this morning, the priestly rituals of Yom Kippur are described. Aaron, 

dressed in plain white linen, is to slaughter first a bull, which is his own sacrificial offering meant to atone 

himself for the sins he has performed against Adonai. He is then told to slaughter a goat (the one marked 

for “The Eternal”), which is meant to atone for the sins of the people against Adonai. After slaughtering 

the animals, he his commanded to take the blood of each and sprinkle it onto the curtains of the 

Tabernacle. He is also told to sprinkle this blood onto the incense alter within the Tabernacle. Though the 

splashing of animal blood onto the walls of a sacred space seems counterintuitive to any notion of 

cleanliness, this process “shall purge the Shrine of the impurity and transgressions of the Israelites, 

whatever their sins” as it is stated in chapter 16, verse 16, including those defilements of the Shrine that 

have not been properly accounted for in the previous year.  

 Though the priestly rituals of Yom Kippur described in this Torah portion are no longer carried 

out in modern Judaism, we do engage in the Avodah service, in which we as a community confess the 

sins first of ourselves and our families, then of the priesthood, and finally of all of Israel. Upon the 

conclusion of each of these confessions, we acknowledge the purifying properties of this service by 

quoting Adonai, who tells us that through this confession, “we shall be cleansed”. The Tabernacle thus 

comes to represent ourselves, our community, and all of Israel.  

 As a social scientist and a member of a Reconstructionist Synagogue, I often find that my first 

reference when trying to understand portions of the Torah, or the meanings of holiday practices within 

Judaism, is the writings Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan. In his essay on Yom Kippur and the Avodah service in 

his book “The Meaning of God”, he does not disappoint this future Doctor of Sociology. Kaplan 

contextualizes this Torah portion by understanding that the Tabernacle is a representation of the many 

social institutions we are part of and engage with on a daily basis; our schools, our workplaces, the 

Synagogue, and even our own families. At a higher level, the Tabernacle can represent our governing 

bodies and even the nation itself. Within this understanding of the Tabernacle as the larger social 

groupings that make up our society, when we do wrong onto others, when we commit transgressions 

against them, these social institutions become impure, the same way in which the sins of Israel made the 

Tabernacle impure. It is through asking for forgiveness that we are able to right these transgressions and 

“purify” our institutions in the same way Aaron purified the Tabernacle through the sacrifice of the bull 

and the goat. 

 However, while understanding the Tabernacle as a representation of our social institutions is 

helpful for applying this Yom Kippur reading to our everyday lives, is not a perfect analogy. In the case 

of the actual Tabernacle, the sins of the Israelites that made this Tent impure, the sins that needed to be 

accounted for by splashing the blood of the goat onto the curtains of the Tabernacle, did not cause the 

Tent to function less properly as a tent. These sins of the Israelites did not cause the Tabernacle to fall, 



nor did they in any way did they stop the Tabernacle from housing the Arc of the Covenant. In contrast, 

the wrongs that we do to others within our schools, our workplaces, our friendship networks, and our 

families not only impurify these institutions, but also inhibit their ability to function in their best way. 

When we wrong someone at the office, it interferes with the work that is done by both parties. When we 

wrong a parent, a sibling, or a child, it can turn a loving and supporting home environment into a place 

that lacks the warmth and happiness usually associated with family. And when we wrong a friend, it 

could ultimately lead to the very breakdown of the friendship itself. Damage to these institutions can also 

affect uninvolved parties. Imagine a situation in which unatoned-for transgressions between two teachers 

negatively impacts the learning environment of their students, as one example. I am sure that you can 

imagine many more examples in which a lack of atonement between two individuals can cause damage to 

a larger social environment and all those within it. I am sure that you have had the misfortune to 

experiences this situation first-hand. We all have. It is only through having the strength to ask for 

forgiveness, as well as the strength to forgive, that these institutions, our schools, our workplaces, our 

friendships, our Synagogue, and our families, can be purified and function in a way that is beneficial for 

all who are part of it.  

 So in this next year, and even beyond that, recognize that while atonement is often thought of as a 

very personal experience involving two people, we are all part of larger social environments, or 

Tabernacles, if you will, that we share with those around us. It is through our atonement with others that 

we not only create an individual sense of repair between us and the other person, but also repair the 

damage that this initial wrongdoing can have on our society and all those within it. The efforts that we 

make to seek atonement with others today can have far reaching, positive consequences that we may 

never truly realize. 

 Thank you.  

  


