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This week, we are pleased to welcome guest writer, Dvar Tzedek alumna Rachel Farbiarz.

Parshat Acharei Mot details the elaborate rituals performed by the High Priest on the Day of Atonement. Among the
several segments of strange choreography, perhaps none is more bewildering than that of the two he-goats, donated
by the Israelite community as sin offerings.

Lots were cast to determine the goats’ fates, with chance selecting one goat “for the Lord” and the other “for
Azazel."* The Lord's goat was slaughtered and sacrificed, while the other was consigned to a more elusive fate. The
High Priest laid his hands on the buck, confessing “over it all the iniquities and transgressions of the Israelites,
whatever their sins.”> The animal was then led “off to the wilderness for Azazel.”* “Thus,” the parshah explains, did
the goat “carry on it all [Israel’s] iniquities to an inaccessible region."4

The identity of the mysterious “Azazel”—mentioned in Scripture only here—has rankled commentators both ancient
and modern. Defined variously as a specific location in the desert, a more general geographical descriptor or the
incarnation of a supernatural, demonic being, Azazel in all its renderings denotes a destination beyond the pale of the
good and the ordered world. The terminus of “Azazel” is a state of forbidding uncultivation, a menacing realm that
lurks outside the boundaries of acceptable human society.”

Traditionally, the text’s spare account of the animal’s dedication to Azazel is fleshed out with detail gleaned from
Talmudic sources. The goat is led, the Sages elaborate, to a desolate cliff in the wilderness and is pushed from the
precipice by its erstwhile shepherd. As it tumbles down the slope, the unlucky buck is dashed to pieces.® And with the
goat's demise, Israel’s sins are likewise crushed—mangled beyond recognition, dashed to pieces themselves.

There is, however, a less common tale told of the goat’s fate. In this account the animal is led to a remote corner of
the desert and is simply set free.” The sin-laden beast’s dedication is accomplished not by its destruction, but by its
abandonment to a life in the unknown beyond. Unlike its counterpart that is sacrificed to atone for Israel’s sins, the
goat “for Azazel” achieves Israel's expiation by being “left standing alive before the Lord."®
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It is from this quieter account, | would propose, that a fuller, more nuanced portrait of the process of atonement
emerges—one in which sin is at once both obliterated and sustained. The sacrifice of the goat “for the Lord” speaks
to an aspiration to purge ourselves completely of wrongdoing, to excise it like a tumor from a healthy body. The
abandonment of the goat “for Azazel,” by contrast, speaks to a different reality: Sin stays with us. Our past failures
coexist with our present efforts to undo them. Our wrongdoings live in parallel to us, a persistent reminder of the
perilous and porous border that separates the wilderness of sin from the good and ordered life to which we aspire.

Coexistence with our sins enables us, of course, to learn from them. They serve as signposts of our prejudices and
insecurities, markers of how we can always do better. But the presence of our sins, embodied in the wandering goat,
serves more than just a cautionary function. The abandoned animal attests as well to the possibility of a good life that
can be achieved alongside the persistence of sin. A righteous life, in this conception, is not one that is blameless or
flawless. It is not one that demands moral perfection. It is, rather, one that assumes our failures, and expects
transcendence both in spite of, and alongside, them. This is a moral life in which the inaccessibility of perfection
serves not to paralyze, but to prod and ultimately empower.

Too often we sabotage the emergence of our better selves by narrowly focusing on the limiting nature of our flaws.
Too often we fail to do the right thing out of a fatalistic sense that our transgressions necessarily undo our nobler
efforts. Indeed, we recognize the grip of this destructive reasoning in the barriers many perceive to adopting ethical
consumption practices. Why shun diamonds that help fuel brutal conflicts when one has not committed to
purchasing coffee that is fairly-traded? How can one insist on using wood that is a product of sustainably-managed
forests when one’s rug may very well have been made with child labor? What is the value in doing good, such
thinking goes, when one is so mired in past and present failures and omissions?

Azazel's wandering goat helps us internalize that these are not either-or choices. The ability to accept the presence of
our sins even as we atone for them can prove to be a liberation—empowering us to reject the paralyzing allure of
perfection and replace it instead with the messier inconsistencies of a life of good works and righteous action.
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The writers of the Dvar Tzedek are the recipients of the Lisa Goldberg Memorial Fellowship. As President of the Charles S. Revson
Foundation, Lisa Goldberg had a profound commitment to the Jewish community and to social justice. She was a creative and vigorous
supporter of leadership development, public interest law, women and public policy and Jewish culture. Lisa died tragically at the age of
54. She was a good friend and generous supporter of AJWS, and we hope that, through these words of tzedek, we can contribute to her

legacy.

AJWS is committed to a pluralistic view of Judaism and honors the broadest spectrum of interpretation of our texts and traditions. The
statements made and views expressed in this commentary are solely the responsibility of the author.
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