
Seder HaAvodah
(the Avodah Service) 

Working out the origins and 
contemporary meaning of Yom Kippur

A 6-session study guide

By Rabbi Leon A. Morris

             



Babylonian Talmud, Menachot 110a 

[“See, I intend to build a House for the name of the Lord my God; I will dedicate
it to Him for making incense offering of sweet spices in His honor, for the regular
rows of bread, and for the morning and evening burnt offerings on Sabbaths,
new moons, and festivals,] as is Israel’s duty forever.” (II Chronicles 2:3) But how
can this be described as “Israel’s duty forever”? After all, the Temple and its rites
have ended in the aftermath of the Temple’s destruction. 

Rav Gidel said in the name of Rav: This refers to the altar built [in heaven], and
Michael, the great ministering angel stands and offers a sacrifice upon it. 

Rabbi Yochanan said: This refers to the students who engage in studying thelaws
of sacrifice. The verse regards them as though the Temple were built in their days.

The highlight of the traditional Yom Kippur liturgy is Seder HaAvodah (the Avodah service), a poetic recollection
and literary recreation of the rites of Yom Kippur performed by the High Priest during the days of the First
and Second Temples. Its words recall the approach of the High Priest into the Holy of Holies and the send-

ing off of the scapegoat into the wilderness. With the destruction of the Temple, sacrifices ceased, and the ancient
rite of Yom Kippur came to an end. The sole means for effectuating national atonement—and ensuring that God’s
presence would remain with the people—was suddenly gone The Rabbis responded by building new religious par-

adigms: repentance (teshuvah), prayer (tefilah), and charity (tsedakah)—all of them depend-
ent on human initiative—were the substitution for achieving atonement. Yet, the origi-
nal ritual of Yom Kippur, with its religious drama culminating in national atonement,
could not be entirely consigned to ancient history. Seder HaAvodah as liturgy is one
example among many,—of how the Rabbis adapted to their new and radically different
reality, and how words came to replace the very acts they described. Drawing heavily
from the Mishnah’s detailed description of the Yom Kippur ritual, the editors of the
Machzor shaped a liturgical substitution for the actual performance of the ritual. 

For about 1,500 years, the Avodah service of Yom Kippur has provided an historic
link between the most ancient elements of Yom Kippur and our contemporary
post-Temple observance. Recited in synagogues that replaced the service of the

ancient Temple, the Avodah service provides a window into the past. It reminds worshippers of the origins of
this most sacred day and serves to underscore both elements of continuity and discontinuity between that time
and our contemporary practice. The creative genius of the Jewish people is evident in the various piyutim (litur-
gical poems) that were written over the centuries to frame the narrative of the High Priest’s preparations and
entrance into the Holy of Holies. These powerful ceremonies of Yom Kippur loomed large in the imagination
of the Jewish people. While the experience of praying in our synagogues is vastly different from the Temple rites
of Yom Kippur, this liturgy links these two experiences across time and space. 
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Despite the centrality of the Avodah in the traditional High Holy Day liturgy, there has been a great deal of
discomfort with this service since the earliest days of liturgical reform in Europe and America. This uneasy
relationship is part of a larger ambivalence of liberal Jewish movements toward the sacrificial system. The

attitudes regarding the Avodah service are an extension of some of the earliest ideological stands of the Reform
movement in Europe and America—a negation of any hope of rebuilding the Temple and restoring the sacrificial
system. 

One of the first liturgical reforms in the 19th century was the removal of all references to the Temple and sacrifices.
Musaf (a service specifically recalling the sacrificial system) was eliminated or significantly altered from Shabbat and
festival services. On Yom Kippur—the Avodah service was either radically altered or excised altogether, depending on
the community and its Machzor. Moreover, a substitute morning Torah reading was inserted in place of the tradition-
al Torah reading of Leviticus 16, which describes the sacrificial service to be performed by Aaron and subsequent High
Priests. More than a century later, there is little or no relationship between our contemporary observance of Yom
Kippur and its historical origins. The language of Yom Kippur—terms of reference, vocabulary, concepts, and ideas—
have been lost to our liberal communities. A language that could lend itself so easily to metaphor and poetry is gone.

And yet, the recent “post-modern” turn has deeply affected our religious lives. There has been for some time a
renewed interest in symbols and ritual. There is a greater openness by many toward the very experiences that
were now dismissed as “primitive.”  There is a recognition that reason is the not the sole criteria for determining
what may have religious meaning.

What can be done?  For many liberal Jews, reinstituting the Avodah service is not an option. Sacrifice is an anath-
ema. Those ancient forms of worship seem primitive and outmoded. The notion that God is to be found in one
central place is objectionable. The burning of animals in serve to God seems unnecessarily cruel. And yet, there
is another possibility. This guide provides an alternative way of engaging the Avodah. What the editors of the 
traditional Machzor accomplished through liturgy is ours to create through study. 

Why an Avodah Study Guide?

Reconstructing the Avodah service as a study experience provides a new model for rescuing those texts and parts
of the tradition that have been previously rejected for ideological, philosophical or aesthetic reasons. This study
guide is intended to provide one paradigm of how study can be used to reclaim those difficult texts with cre-
ativity, interpretation and an embrace of dialectic. Texts and liturgy centered on the Temple and sacrifice repre-
sent a significant degree of classical Jewish sources. Our age opens us up to new possibilities of meaning that
such texts can have for us, and calls us to develop approaches and methods of interpretation that can treat such
texts seriously: neither forfeiting the opportunity to learn from them, nor appropriating them uncritically. 

There are many compelling reasons for introducing a study experience centered 

on the Avodah into our preparation for (and observance of) Yom Kippur. 

Educational: There is much to be learned from the sacrificial system and particularly Seder HaAvodah. These
ancient practices present notions of relationship, closeness and distance, gift-giving, and mystery. Seder HaAvodah
contains a language whose terms reappear throughout much a of Jewish literature.
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Historical: Many contemporary Jews lack an historical context for their observance of Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur,
while perhaps personally meaningful, is devoid of Jewish memory. The recollection of the Avodah ritual can allow
for inserting oneself into the mythic historical narrative of the Jewish people. 

Communal: In addition to deepening one’s personal experience of Yom Kippur, an engagement with texts about
the Avodah can strengthen the bonds that connect individual Jews to the collective. At the heart of the Avodah
experience is the notion of communal atonement. The purpose of the ritual was to cleanse the Temple of the sins
of the entire nation that have caused the Sanctuary to become polluted. The nation waits with great anticipation
to see the High Priest emerge alive from the Holy of Holies, and to witness the scarlet thread indicating Israel’s
iniquity turn white, a sign of forgiveness. By relating to a narrative in which forgiveness and renewal is mediat-
ed for the entire nation of Israel, these texts provide a counter-balance to radical individualism which predom-
inates American life. It provides a powerful example of a spirituality that is focused not on the individual, but
rather on the entire nation. 

Study and Prayer

This study guide is rooted in the notion that study is the equivalent of prayer. This is hardly a new idea. The
Beit Midrash and the Synagogue are parallel institutions of rabbinic Judaism. 

While, typically, prayer is referred to as avodah shebalev, other rabbinic sources define
study as avodah—“The Eternal God took the man and placed him in the garden of
Eden, to till it and tend it l’ovdah u’l’shomrah. (Genesis 2:15). Interpreting this as the
ideal instructions for all of Adam’s descendents, a midrash (Yalkut Shimoni 247)
explains “l’ovdah” refers to study, and “l’shomrah” refers to the performance of mitzvot. 

Study is not only as central as prayer in Jewish life, it also parallels all mitzvot of
the Torah. Study itself is both existential and performative. As evidenced from the

passage of Menachot 110a (cited at the beginning of this introduction), the Rabbis posit a special relationship
between study and performance. While this Talmudic passage addresses the topic of sacrifice—which can no
longer be performed—we should be cautious in applying this notion too broadly. We are hardly prepared to say
that actions themselves, and the performance of mitzvot more specifically, may be made exempt by study about
those practices. Yet, this notion urges us to consider the ways in which classic Jewish study is, in itself, a kind of
action, akin to prayer. Study, as the rabbis conceived of it, is not just “studying in order to do.”  Rather, it is a kind
of doing in itself. While we think of “doing” as with our hands, there is also a kind of “doing” with our minds
and with our words. Thinking and discussing are both forms of action. 

Seder HaAvodah is an example of the porous boundaries that exist between prayer and study. The liturgy of Seder
HaAvodah when recited in the synagogue is not only ritual performance, but also a study experience. Its step-by-
step narrative of the High Priest's actions helps the worshipper experience the ritual of the Temple on Yom Kippur
and simultaneously teaches the congregation about practices long discarded. Professor Moshe Greenberg has
written about the way in which symbols enable the meaningful element of reality—the "transcendent”—to be
expressed and shared with others. Such symbols include “objects, terms, stories, texts, or behaviors, whose pur-
pose is to point to a reality beyond them.” (Visions of Jewish Education, Cambridge University Press, 2003)
Engagement in this symbolic realm is shared by both ritual as well as study. Study can be more than intellectu-
al engagement. Through words and narrative, study has the ability to convey a sense of the transcendent. 
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Goals and Objectives

This study guide seeks to achieve several diverse goals:

•  This guide aims to bring a wider spectrum of our community into the world of Jewish study.
Many American Jews formally express their sense of belonging to the Jewish community and
its institutions through experiences of communal prayer on the High Holy Days. While prayer
is but one form of communal Jewish expression, it is the primary focus of these times,
despite the ambivalence many of those infrequent synagogue attendees have with prayer. A
meaningful experience of Jewish study on those occasions can provide a fuller and more
diverse encounter with Jewish life. 

It may be that for our highly intellectual and secularly knowledgeable community, study is a
far more effective mode of engagement than are worship services. This guide can be used
either to supplement the liturgical experience of the High Holy Days or to serve as a substi-
tute for those experiences. It attempts to create experiences of study which are—“spiritually
meaningful”—and which can address the full needs of spiritual seekers outside of the realm
of prayer and ritual. The guide is designed to be accessible to students irrespective of their
prior knowledge. Explanatory notes and a glossary provide the necessary tools for engage-
ment even among those with little background. 

•  Second, this guide aims to elevate the meaning and significance of Yom Kippur itself. There
is a great deal to be gained by providing a fuller historical context for Yom Kippur, and connect-
ing our individual experiences to the larger collective. The rich and elaborate ceremonies of
the Avodah in the days of the Temple may enhance our own contemporary experience of Yom
Kippur, providing us with symbols and language which can help us connect more deeply to
this day. 

•  Our sense of Jewish peoplehood is strengthened by reawakening ourselves to the ways in
which Yom Kippur has always been a means for national atonement. While contemporary
Jews largely think of repentance as a privatized activity, the sources within this guide highlight
the communal experience of this day. In addition, the guide is structured in such a way as to
build community through the act of study. While the sources within this guide could be stud-
ied by individuals, the design and optimal use is with a group of learners. The questions in
each section invite participants to discuss questions with one another, to offer opinions and
to share insights from their own personal life experience. 

•  This guide further attempts to develop a new way in which liberal Jews can relate to troubling
and problematic texts. It urges us to engage such texts and champions the place of discus-
sion, disagreement and analysis. While a wholesale rejection of such texts and their exclusion
from the prayer book and study sources marked the approach of earlier times, we approach
such classic sources with an awareness of the context in which they emerged, and with an
openness toward asking  what can be learned from them today.
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Take with you words, and turn to the Eternal; say: 

Forgive all iniquity, and receive us graciously; 

so will we offer the words of our lips instead of calves. 

(Hosea 14:3)

The Heart and the Mind

From an educational standpoint, this guide has both cognitive and affective objectives. The affective and experi-
ential goals are implicit in the description above. It seeks to connect those studying it with Jewish history, Jewish
imagination, and Jewish peoplehood. But this guide is designed in a way to maximize the cognitive impact as
well. Each page of the guide presents words, concepts, and ideas that will enhance and deepen the Jewish lives
of those who reflect and respond to them. Among the most basic examples are the notions of Temple, sacrifice,
sin, and atonement. Through the study of the Avodah, participants will encounter key concepts that inform not
only Yom Kippur, but also all of Jewish life. Beyond this, the guide shows how the language of Temple and sac-
rifice has a life that extends far beyond antiquity to the present day. 

How to Use This Guide

As you make your way throughout the guide, you will find explanatory materials, textual quotes, and guiding
questions to aid you in your study of Seder HaAvodah. Each chapter begins with an excerpted section of Seder
HaAvodah from the Yom Kippur machzor. This text is meant to serve as a gateway into a larger area of learning,
rather than to be focused on individually for intensive study. As you proceed from chapter to chapter, take a
few moments to read through the introductory material and then let that text guide you through the rest of the
chapter’s material. 

Each chapter is sub-divided into separate sections, each with a particular topic, selection of texts and guiding
questions. Each section may be studied as a stand-alone lesson, or within a wider study of the entire chapter. Let
the guiding questions aid you in your exploration of the materials at hand, but do not let them confine you to
particular areas of discussion.
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Chapter 1
Sacrifice: Why and How

1.1 How Did We Get Here?

1.2 The Very First Sacrifice

1.3 Building a House for God

1.4 Which Came First: The Temple or the Calf? 
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There are endless possible ways to begin telling a story. The editors of the machzor sought to create a liturgy
that would tell the story of the ancient rites of Yom Kippur that came to an end with the destruction of the
Temple in 70 CE. Although this ceremony could no longer be performed, they wanted to remember it and to

reflect on its significance in the synagogue. They called this service Avodah, the term that had been used for the sac-
rificial worship in the Temple. They chose to begin the story of the Yom Kippur ritual from the very beginning, lit-
erally. They began the Avodah Service with a piyut that starts from the Creation of the world and then traces the key
moments in Jewish sacred history, reaching a climax with the establishment of the rites of Yom Kippur at the time
of Aaron and his sons. This piyut serves as a preamble to the detailed description of the Yom Kippur ritual. It is a
Jewish “walk down memory lane,” providing a context for sacrifice, scapegoat, and the priestly establishment. 

The oldest (and shortest) piyut of Seder HaAvodah is Atah Barata (“You Created”) and dates from the fourth or fifth
century CE. This piyut serves as an introduction to our study. 

The piyut recalls the creation of the world and God’s first interaction with humans. Just as the piyut locates the
Yom Kippur ritual in the context of what came before it, explaining how the institution of sacrifices emerged, so
too do we begin our study of the Avodah service exploring the origin of sacrifice itself. 

Take a moment to study the text below before continuing on to the next section.

Ata Barata
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[TRANSLATION]

You created the entire world with great intelligence 
You established it in love and mercy.
In wisdom and intelligence. 
You made the heavens and spread out the earth with understanding and knowledge.
Also from it You formed Adam and You caused his descendants to thrive like the sands of the sea.
The generation for Nephilim rejected your word; they also said to You, “Go away from us.”  
You showed them the magnitude of Your anger and by that which they vilified You You dealt with them. 
Then there arose among them a small remnant: this is Noah whom you called “righteous.”
From his descendants You produced a pure and upright man:  Abraham, who loved you with all his heart.
You announced Your devotion to all who come into the world and at one hundred years You gave him the
fruit of the womb.
Before he grew up You tested him when You said to him, “Offer [Isaac] before Me as a burnt offering.”  
Your angels became agitated when they saw him bound; when [Abraham] arose to slaughter him, they all
cried out: 
“‘So shall you descendants be’ is how You blessed his father, if this one is slaughtered how can it be a 
blessing?”So You decided to spare him from the fire and from the knife You saved his offspring. 
From [Isaac] you produced a beloved from the womb: this is Jacob whom You called firstborn.
You found comfort in his children so You created what you created for their sake. 
You distinguished a treasure from among his children: this is Levi the third from the womb 
You looked favorably on those how came forth from this loins: this is Aaron the first holy man.
You specified to him with what he should enter the shrine and informed him of what he should do before
You on the Day of Pardoning.
You clothed him in righteousness in garments white as snow and added four more than his brothers’.
You sanctified him as you sanctified Your seraphim for he appeases (You for) the sins of Your people.
You made him a chief for the descendants of the father of a multitude and an officer for the third seed. 
The names of Your tribes You placed on this two shoulders so that when he entered before You they could
be remembered for good.
As a substitute for atonement you informed his sons so that they might serve before you following his
example.
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In all cultures, reciprocal cycles of gift-giving establishes and strengthens the relationship between individuals.
Sacrifice might be seen likewise as an attempt to achieve greater closeness to God through the presentation of
gifts. 

Sacrifices take many forms—flour, wine, as well as a variety of animals (rams, sheep, goats, doves, etc.). Animal
sacrifice involves an aspect of violence (slaughter) dependant upon the slaughter of that animal. The blood of
the animal plays a central role in the ritual, and is itself seen as a cleansing agent for sin. The elements of vio-
lence and death in sacrifice have led many to suggest that sacrifice provides a healthy sublimation for the human
impulse toward violence. The impulse is directed toward higher ends that result in greater closeness between God
and humanity, and by extension between human beings. 

Yet, the story of the very first sacrifice does not work out well. It concludes with violence being perpetrated rather
than sublimated. That story, as we shall see, raises many questions. What we know is that there is a relationship
between sacrifice and our life in world of violence and death. 

Sacrifice may be an attempt through the presentation of gifts to establish a sense of closeness with God in a world
that is filled with violence and death. 

Genesis Chapter 4

[TRANSLATION]

1. And the man knew Eve his wife; and she conceived, and bore Cain, and said, I have acquired a man from
the Lord.

2. And she also bore his brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.
3. And in time it came to pass, that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground an offering to the Lord.
4. And Abel also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat of it. And the Lord had respect for Abel

and for his offering;
5. But for Cain and for his offering he did not have respect. And Cain was very angry, and his countenance

fell.
6. And the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry and why is your

countenance fallen?
7. If you do well, shall you not be accepted? and if you do not well,

sin lies at the door. And to you shall be his desire, and yet you
may rule over him.”

8. And Cain talked with Abel his brother; and it came to pass, when
they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother,
and slew him.
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Comment

The midrash explains that 
Cain gave from the worst of
his produce, while Abel gave
from the best of his flock.



Sacrifice and Gift
Professor Moshe Halbertal, drawing upon the work of Marcel Mauss, explains that with the acceptance of 
sacrifice, one enters into a reciprocal cycle of gifts. Solidarity with God is established through this exchange. 

Moshe Halbertal, An unpublished essay on sacrifice and violence. 

“The first account of sacrifice has its source in spontaneous giving from the produce of each of the broth-
ers to God. It marks a gesture, which manifests a complex mix of gratitude, acknowledgment, and more
important, the expectation that the reception of the gift will establish the ongoing continuity of the bounty.
The story postulates an essential connection between rejection and sacrifice; it is a risk inherent in that act.
Why Cain’s offering was rejected is a mystery, and the different explanations that have been proposed for
this fact in the scholarly literature are inadequate. The text doesn’t provide any substantive reason and it
ought to stay this way; it is essential to this form of rejection that it is unexplainable, as if nothing could be
done to either predict it or correct it.” 

“In gifts offered from an inferior to superior the term “minchah” will be used, to stress the fact that the
superior has the privilege of rejecting the gift. The giver, by bringing forward or laying down, is merely pre-
senting something before the future beneficiary. His superior will take the next step, either to reject or
accept what was laid before him…In the human-divine relationship the divine privilege to reject is rooted in
the fact that the sacrifice is an actual act of returning rather than giving. God is entitled, as the one who gave
the produce in the first place, to reject its return.”

Sacrifice and Violence: Two Views
Richard Rubenstein, in After Auschwitz, critiques the modern discomfort with sacrifices. The Holocaust, he says,
proved that the potential for violence in the modern period is no less than it has ever been in human history.
Lest we dismiss the notion of sacrifice as primitive, we may consider sacrifice as a proper channeling for the
ever-present motive of violence in human life. 

Richard Rubenstein, “Atonement and Sacrifice in Contemporary Jewish Liturgy,” 
After Auschwitz: Radical Theology and Contemporary Judaism (1966)
“In sacrifice, there is a tragic intersection of contradictory motives. It is a very potent though altogether non-
verbal teacher of the limits of human moral possibilities. Those who object to the retention of the sacrificial
mode of religious life are quite correct in pointing out that the sacrificial act, when actually committed, is a
violent and bloody deed. Even when it is committed only verbally, the emotional overtones of violence are
not entirely lost. Those who reject sacrifice would remove mankind from occasions for violence, especially
within the domain of the sacred. The sacrificial act is one in which a life is taken away in all innocence. That
it is an animal life does not make the deed less distressing, as anyone knows who has witnessed the death
of an animal. Another element that makes the death of the victim so distressing is the historical knowledge
that the animal is a surrogate and that the real intended victim was originally a human being of pre-eminent
importance to the community. In the very act of seeking an end to guilt, the community commits a violent
act which is but a thinly disguised surrogate for its real desire, which is both to end crime and to continue
its commission. Promethean self-assertion and penitent submission awesomely interact. With dramatic
force which no conceptualization can match, the terrible lesson is borne in on the community that it has only
the choice of controlled, regulated violence or irrational and uncontrolled violence. In sacrifice, guilt is par-
tially overcome by its dramatic limitation. It is never done away with entirely.”
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Alternatively, Halbertal reads the story of Cain and Abel as a rejection of the notion that violence is properly
sublimated through the institution of sacrifice.

“The source of violence is in the rejection from the sacrificial bond, the exclusion from the cycle of the gift.
Because Cain’s gift was rejected, he was excluded from the most meaningful bond. He brought forward his
gift showing his desire to take part, and he was slapped in the face, annihilated. Having a gift rejected is far
worse than not being the recipient of a gift. The one who doesn’t receive a gift while someone else has
received one, is excluded from a cycle to which he didn’t show any initial desire to belong. The rejection of
a gift on the other hand is a harsher form of exclusion. It is an actual dejection, not only a form of ignoring.
Cain’s way of asserting his presence is through the act of violence. He destroyed the bond which he was
excluded from, and made his weight felt again. The response to being rejected from joining the cycle of
bounty from what constitutes being itself might be the deepest element in violence. The first murder was
not only motivated by jealousy, it came from an acute response to banishment and isolation. As a reflection
on violence the following point becomes clear. The exclusion from the possibility of giving is a deeper source
of violence than the deprivation that results from not getting.” 

Discussion Questions:
1. Why introduce the notion of sacrifice with such a tragic story?

2. What do you make of God’s rejection of Cain’s sacrifice (putting aside the midrash’s explanation)?

3. Which explanation of sacrifice speaks most to you—sacrifice as gift or sacrifice as a sublimation of violence?  

4. In the “debate” between Halbertal and Rubenstein, with regard to sacrifice and violence, which argument do you find
convincing?

5. What is one idea that could be drawn from the notion of sacrifice that could speak to our contemporary situation?

6. Share an experience of gift-giving that deepened a relationship, and another experience of gift-giving that resulted in dis-
tance between the giver and receiver. 
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Architecture is the reaching out for the truth.
–Louis Kahn

For the early part of biblical history, sacrifices could be offered anywhere. Noah, Abraham and Moses offer
sacrifices to God all in different places. After the revelation at Mount Sinai, God commands the people of
Israel to construct a portable sanctuary—literally “a dwelling place” for God—to serve as sole locus for sac-

rifice. The elements of the Mishkan are described in great detail—the exact measurement, the building materials
and the various vessels and instruments that are to be used in its ritual. With the establishment of the Mishkan,
sacrifice moved from a spontaneous and unregulated act to a fixed and obligatory ritual. The Mishkan became
the paradigm for the Temple in Jerusalem built by King Solomon. 

Building a house for God is theologically problematic. God cannot be contained in any space. A non-corporeal
God does not need a home. Furthermore, if we imagined a home for God, we might think of the heavens, a more
perfect, peaceful and thereby appropriate home for God. On a personal level as well, God often seems so absent
from our world. The Mishkan can be seen perhaps as a response to the question of how God can live in a
world of violence and death. 

Exodus 25:8

And let them make Me a Sanctuary that I may dwell among them.
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Commentators note that the verse should logically read,
“and I shall  dwell in it” since the subject is the sanctuary.
Rather the text says “among  them.”  What significance
does this have? 



[TRANSLATION]

Abravanel on Teruma (page 243)

It is explained that God’s intention in the cre-
ation of the mishkan and its vessels was so
that through the means of holiness and
preparation the Godly presence would cling
to the midst of Israel, and would not be pre-
vented by the evil of the desert land the infe-
riority of its region. They benefited the serv-
ice of the Shechina among them in order
that divine providence and protection would
cling to them, and so that they would not
think that God abandoned the earth and so
that they will not be like the rest of the
nations on their lands and reject the notion
that God knows and directs details and
metes out to humans according to their ways
and rewards the fruits of their actions. The
leaders among their thinkers derived that it is
not possible to claim that God is concerned
with individual actions, but rather with a
sense and material power and that His exis-
tence is ruled by materials and that He does-
n’t know details and that there is no provi-
dence. And they claim that His throne is in
heaven and he is far from humanity in ideas
and reality. 

In order to remove these false faith claims
from the hearts of the children of Israel, He
commanded that they make for Him a
Tabernacle holy and dedicated as though He
Himself dwelled among them so that this
nation would believe that God lives in their
midst and that his highest providence in
bound to them. And this is the matter of “and
I shall dwell among the children of Israel,”
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(Exodus 29:45)  “And I will walk among you” (Lev. 26:12) and “the One who dwells with you in the midst
of your impurity.” (Leviticus 16:16) It is entirely a parable and poetic phrase for divine inspiration and to cling
to His providence in them by preparatory and holy means which are there.

Solomon’s Prayer 
I Kings 8:27-30

[TRANSLATION]

But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, the heavens and heaven of heavens cannot contain you;
how much less this house that I have built? Yet have regard for the prayer of your servant, and for his sup-
plication, O Lord my God, to listen to the cry and to the prayer, which Your servant prays before You today;
That Your eyes may be open toward this house night and day, toward the place of which you have said, “My
name shall be there;” that you may listen to the prayer which Your servant shall make toward this place.
And listen to the supplication of your servant, and of your people Israel, when they shall pray toward this
place; and hear You in heaven your dwelling place; and when You hear, forgive.

Discussion Questions:
1. What does “sacred space” mean to you? What makes it “sacred”?  Is it something “real” or symbolic?

2. Abravanel states that God commanded the construction of the Tabernacle “as though He Himself dwelled 
among them.”  What do you make of his use of the phrase “as though”?  How does his explanation correspond 
to the description in the Torah? 

3. What for you would represent the notion that God has not abandoned the earth?
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In the previous section, we explored the ways in which the Mishkan represents the idea that God has not
abandoned the world. But why would service to a God who is beyond physicality require such a overwhelm-
ingly physical structure? 

Many commentators understand there to be a direct relationship between the sin of the golden calf and the
building of the Mishkan. Even though the Torah itself deals with the instructions for building the Mishkan prior
to relaying the story of the golden calf, many midashim and biblical commentators have suggested that the actu-
al order was the reverse: the command to construct the Mishkan came only after the sin of the golden calf. To
imagine the Mishkan as God’s response to the people’s need for a physical sign of God’s presence, and not as
the proper way to serve God by design, has tremendous theological import. 

[TRANSLATION]

Tanchuma
“And let them make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them.”  (Exod. 25:8)

When was this instance regarding the Tabernacle related to Moses? On the Day of Atonement itself despite
the fact that the episode describing the Tabernacle precedes the incident of the golden calf. R. Judah said
in the name of R. Shalum: There is actually no before or after in the Torah, as is said: “Lest she should walk
the even path of life, her ways wander but she knows it not.” (Prov. 5:6)  This verse refers to the arrange-
ment of the Torah and its sections. Hence it was on the Day of Atonement that Moses was told: Make me
a Sanctuary.

How do we know this to be so? Moses went up Mount Sinai on the sixth day of Sivan, and remained there
for forty days and forty nights. He stayed there another forty days and then a final forty days, totaling one
hundred and twenty [days in all]. Thus you find that they were forgiven, and on that day the Holy One,
blessed be He, said to [Moses] "Build me a sanctuary," so that the nations might know that God had forgiv-
en them for the incident of the golden calf. It was called the Sanctuary of the Testimony, for it bore witness
to the nations of the world that the Holy One, blessed be He, dwelt within the Sanctuary.
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Comment

• Ein mukdam u’me’uchar baTorah. One of the interpretive rules of Midrash is that “there is
no earlier or later in the Torah.” Interpretation allows for a playful suspension of chronology
that can enhance the meaning of the biblical text.
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[TRANSLATION]

Seforno on Leviticus 11:2
[Speak to the Israelite people and say thus:]  
These are the creatures that you may eat 
from among all the land animals.

After the Israelites stripped off their “spiritual finery” [by
worshipping the golden calf] which they had acquired at
the giving of Torah (see Exodus 33:5) by which they were
fit to have the Shechina rest among them without an inter-
mediary, as it is said: “[Make for me an altar of earth and
sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your sacrifices of
well-being, your peace-offering and your oxen;] in every
case where I cause My name to be mentioned I will come
to you and bless you.” (Exodus 20:21)  This is how it will
be in the future, as it is said: “I will establish My abode in
your midst, and I will not spurn you.” (Lev. 26:11)
Afterwards [following the sin of the golden calf], God
rejected causing the Shechina to rest among them at all,
as it is said: “But I will not go in your midst, since you are
a stiffnecked people, lest I destroy you on the way.”
(Exodus 33:3) Moses achieved through his prayer a repair
through which the Shechina would rest among them by
means of the Tabernacle and its vessels, those who serve
it and its sacrifices, until they achieve and merit  “[When
they came out, they blessed the people;] and the Presence
of the Eternal appeared to all the people.” (Lev. 9:23)  and
until the descent of the fire from heaven (Lev. 9:24)

Discussion Questions:
1. In what ways does Seforno say something different from the Tanhuma?  

2. How is the reality of the tabernacle and sacrifices not an ideal?

3. What might concern Seforno vis a vis all the sources related to Temple and sacrifice?

4. How does this recast your understanding of temple?
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Comment
• For Seforno, God’s orginal plan was to be in

their presence everywhere in the land. After
the sin of the golden calf, God had decided to
abandon them altogether. The mishkan repre-
sented a compromise whereby God would
dwell among them, but only in one place. 
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God is in the Details: Ritual as Theology
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Rabbis verses (sic) the Sadducees

2.3 More than Words Can Express: 
Battle of Ideas

2.4 Viva la Difference 
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The renowned architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe famously stated that “God is in the details.” We 
have already explored the ways in which the extremely detailed plans for the construction of Tabernacle were
an expression of God’s imminence. However, such painstaking detail was not confined exclusively to the

building plan. Equally detailed were the specific instructions concerning the various sacrifices to be offered inside
the Mishkan. What kind of animal should be offered? What is to be done with the blood? How is it to be offered?
On weekdays, sacrifices were offered morning and afternoon. On Shabbat and festivals an additional sacrifice was
offered. As the need arose, additional offerings were brought—for inadvertent sins, for the gift of a new child, for
conversion to Judaism, as well as other circumstances. Of all of the various sacrifices offered in the Tabernacle (and
later in the Temple), the sacrifice of Yom Kippur and its accompanying ritual was the most detailed and elaborate. 

The degree of detail in the Yom Kippur ritual reflected the notion that the fate of the world was in the balance.
It required much preparation and practice by the Kohen Gadol. Seven days prior to Yom Kippur, he would 
be tutored in the proper performance of the ritual. 

To say that “God is in the details” in the context of Temple and sacrifice is to suggest that the order and 
specificity surrounding the sacrifices may represent ideas about the nature of God and our relationship to God.
The power of ritual itself might be its symbolic and didactic role—it represents something important to us and it
teaches us something we need to know. This excerpt from the piyut Shivat Yamim details the preparation ritual car-
ried out by the High Priest in anticipation of Yom Kippur. Note the extreme detail in every act he undertook.
Chapter 2 is devoted to understanding why such specificity surrounded the Temple’s ritual matters. What was
the purpose of such attention? What role did it serve?

After you have finished a brief study of this piyut, continue on to the next section.

Shivat Yamim (Seven Days Before)
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[TRANSLATION]

Shivat Yamim (Seven Days Before)
Seven days before Yom Kippur they would remove the high priest from his house to the Councilors’
Chamber, and prepare another priest in his place in case something happened to disqualify him. The eld-
ers of the court handed him over to the elders of the priesthood, and they read to him from the order of
the day. 

All those seven days he would slaughter and toss the blood, offer incense, and repair the lamps and sac-
rifice the head and hind leg. Then they said to him: “Sir High Priest: Read, yourself,” lest he forgot or did
not learn. On the eve of Yom Kippur, at dawn, they stood him at the eastern gate and passed bulls, rams,
and sheep before him so that he could become familiar and accustomed to the sacrifice, and so that he
would know which to sacrifice first and which to sacrifice last. All those seven days they would not forbid
him food and drink.

The elders of the court then handed him to the elders of the priesthood and led him to the upper chamber
of the house of Avtinas. They then adjured him and departed and went their own way. And they said to
him: “Sir High Priest: We are emissaries of the court, and you are the messenger of the communi-
ty. We adjure you by Him who caused His name to dwell in this house that you change nothing of
all we have told you, so that you do not sacrifice the first animal last and the last first, and that you
do not burn the incense outside and bring it inside, and not do as the Sadducees, but do the first
first and the last last, as we have adjured you to do and demonstrated it before you.” He would
turn aside and weep, and they turned aside and wept. 

If he was a sage, he would lecture. If not, they would lecture before him. If he was accustomed to reading,
he would read. If not, they read before him from Job, Ezra, and Chronicles. And if he was an ignoramus,
they would engage him with discourse about kinds and discourse about the early pious men.
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This Mishnah serves as the source for Shivat Yamim.

Mishnah Yoma 1:3

[TRANSLATION]

The elders of the Court delivered him to the elders of the priesthood, and they brought him up to the upper
chamber of Bet Avtinas, and they adjured him, and they took their leave and departed. They said to him, “My
lord High Priest, we are delegates of the Court, and you are our delegate and the delegate of the Court. We
adjure you by the One Who made His Name to dwell in this House, that you shall not change anything of all
that we have said to you.” He would turn aside and cry, and they would turn aside and cry.The Gemarah
seeks to explain the extensive warning given to the High Priest and the emotions it might have evoked.

Excerpts from Gemarah, Yoma 19b

[TRANSLATION]

“He would turn aside and cry, and they would turn aside and cry.” 
He would turn aside and cry because they had suspected him of being a Sadducee.They would turn aside
and cry because of what Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: “Whoever suspects innocent people will be stricken
in his body.”  So, why did they need to do this at all? In order that the High Priest not prepare the incense
outside of the Holy of Holies and then bring it inside, as is the manner of the Sadducees. 

The Rabbis taught a story concering one Sadducee (who was a High Priest) who prepared the incense out-
side the Holy of Holies and brought it in. When he went out he was extremely happy. His father met him
and said to him: “My son, although we are Sadducees, we are afraid of the Pharisees.”  He replied: All my
days I was troubled by this verse, “...for I appear in the cloud over the cover.” (Lev. 16:2) I said to myself,
‘When will I have the opportunity that I may fulfill this verse?’ Now that I had the opportunity, should I not
have fulfilled it?” They say that it was not even a few days before he died and was thrown into the trash
and worms were crawling out of his nose. There are some who say that he was smitten on his way out of
the Holy of Holies. For Rabbi Chiya taught: Some sort of sound was heard in the Temple courtyard indicat-
ing that an angel had come and struck him on his face, and his fellow priests entered to investigate. They
found that he had the mark of a calf’s sole between his shoulders, as its says, “ Their legs of each were
fused into a single rigid leg, and the feet of each were life a single half’s hoof...” (Ezekiel 1:7)
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The previous Gemarah cites the calf's sole as a sign of divine punishment. Ezekiel 1:7 provides the basis for
seeing such a mark as God's “calling card.”  

Ezekiel 1

[TRANSLATION]

3 The word of the Lord came to Ezekiel the priest, the son of Buzi, in the land of the Chaldeans, by the
Kevar river; and the hand of the Lord was there upon him.

4 And I looked, and, behold, a stormy wind came from the north, a great cloud, and a fire flaring up, and a
brightness was around it, out of its midst, as the color of amber, out of the midst of the fire.

5 Also out of its midst came the likeness of four living creatures. And this was their appearance: they had
the likeness of a man.

6 And everyone had four faces, and everyone had four wings.
7 And their feet were straight feet; and the sole of their feet was like the sole of a calf’s foot; and they

sparkled like the color of burnished bronze.

In some ways, the disagreement between the Rabbis and Saducees can be seen as a debate in which each side is
emphasizing one verse of Leviticus 16 over the other. 

The Saduccees who maintain that the screen of smoke from the incense needs to be be created even prior to the
Kohen Gadol entering the Holy of Holies is rooted in Leviticus 16:2 which states:

[TRANSLATION]

The Eternal said to Moses: Tell your brother Aaron that he is not to come at will into the Shrine behind 
the curtain, in front of the cover that is upon the ark, lest he die; for I appear in the cloud over the cover. 

If God appears in the cloud over the cover, it would stand to reason that such a cloud must be obscured from
view at all times. The Sadducees understood from the last part of this verse that the High Priest may only enter
the Holy of Holies in a cloud of incense smoke. 
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On the other hand, the Rabbis emphasized verse 13 and maintained that the incense must not be placed on
the fire until the Kohel Gadol is inside the Holy of Holies, that is “before the Eternal.”:

[TRANSLATION]

12 He shall take a panful of glowing coals scooped from the altar before the Eternal, and two handfuls of
finely gound aromatic incense, and bring this behind the curtain. 

13 He shall put the incense on the fire before the Eternal, so that the cloud from the incence screens
the cover that is over [the Ark of] the Pact, lest he die. 

Discussion Questions:
1. Comment on the crying that occurs both from the elders and from the Kohen Gadol. What are parallels in your

own experience?

2. What is your own experience of things you feel obligated to do even though you wish you didn’t have to do them?

3. Are there times when one’s particular interpretation of a text should be championed over all others?  

4. Are there limits to pluralism with regard to interpretation? 

5. What contemporary parallels come to mind?

6. How does a group or society overcome interpretive differences?

7. How do we balance our own sense of truth with our desire to be part of a community that embraces particular
ideas of what is right and wrong?  
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Menachem Meiri, a Talmdudic scholar and philosopher, lived in Provance from 1249-1310. In his mon-
umental Talmudic commentary, Bet HaBechirah, he explains that the Talmud's concern over the precise
way in which the incense is burned is rooted in something greater than the ritual itself. According to his

explanation below, there is a great theological principle at stake. According to his explanation there is a great the-
ological principle at stake.

Beit HaBechirah

[TRANSLATION]

This suspicion that they suspected the High Priest clung to the words of the majority because of the suspi-
cion of the Sadducees who would confound with several matters. We are reminded of one of them in the
matter of the incense—that they would place the incense from outside, that is they would but it on the coals
and afterwards take it inside. And they would basis this on the interpretation of  “I will appear in the cloud.”
(Lev. 16:2) understanding that to mean that the incense should be in the cloud, that is, a pillar of smoke prior
to his seeing inside. From what I saw from this confusion is the beliefs from those who offer the incense to
the hosts of heaven, that this hinted at the idea of two incense offerings, one from the outside and one from
the inside. And this is the central point to understand. On account of this, was the heavy warning of the
Pharisees (early Rabbis) about this. It was for this reason that they said about a Kohen who did thus “would
find the foot of a calf between his shoulders [make this translation correspond to Gemarrah’s translation], that
is “on account of the calf” [that is, because of the kind of idolatry represented by the golden calf.]  

The early Rabbis were particularly concerned about rooting out ideas of dualism in Jewish life. Gnosticism gen-
erally refers to a broad and diverse religious movement in the Mediterranean and Middle East which, among
other beliefs, popularized the notion that there are two dueling gods—god the Creator (the demiurge) and a god
of goodness. As such religious ideas spread throughout the region, the Rabbis attempted to combat them in legal
and interpretive ways. 

Meiri equates the ancient Sadducees’ anti-rabbinic views with the dualism of Gnosticism and reads that debate
(one God versus two) into the disagreement over the fire and incense. 
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At the end of the Talmudic passage in Section 2.2, Rabbi Chiya brings a story of additional detail to the death of
this High Priest. He is killed by an angel who leaves his business card, as it were—the mark of a footprint from
the calf that stands beneath God’s throne (see Ezekiel 1). Meiri takes this same symbol of the calf’s footprint but
brings a different association to the discussion—The Golden Calf.

Exodus 32: 1-8

[TRANSLATION]

1 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mount, the people gathered them-
selves together unto Aaron, and said unto him: ‘Up, make us a god who shall go before us; for as for this
Moses, the man that brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we know not what is become of him.’ 

2 Aaron said unto them: ‘Break off the golden rings, which are in the ears of your wives, of your sons, and
of your daughters, and bring them unto me.’ 

3 All the people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears, and brought them unto Aaron. 
4 And he received it at their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it a molten calf; and they

said: ‘This is thy god, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.’ 
5 And when Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation, and said: ‘To-mor-

row shall be a feast to the LORD.’ 
6 And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the

people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to make merry. 
7 And the LORD spoke unto Moses: ‘Go, get thee down; for thy people, that thou broughtest up out of

the land of Egypt, have dealt corruptly; 
8 they have turned aside quickly out of the way which I commanded them; they have made them a molten

calf, and have worshipped it, and have sacrificed unto it, and said: This is thy god, O Israel, which brought
thee up out of the land of Egypt.’ 
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Milgrom on ritual as theology

Like Meiri’s comments, we may see the primary value of ritual in the ideas it attempts to convey through its
practice. For Meiri, the specific ways in which the Yom Kippur ritual was enacted demonstrated a commit-
ment to pure monotheism. Renowned biblical scholar Jacob Milgrom explains how such an approach

extends throughout the book of Leviticus.

From Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics (Fortress Press, 2004)

“Values are what Leviticus is all about. They pervade every chapter and almost every verse. Many may be
surprised to read this, since the dominant view of Leviticus is that it consists only of rituals, such as sacri-
fices and impurities. This, too, is true: Leviticus does discuss rituals. However, underlying the rituals, the
careful reader will find an intricate web of values that purports to model how we should relate to God and
to one another.

Anthropology has taught us that when a society wishes to express and preserve its basic values, it
ensconces them in rituals. How logical!  Words fall from our lips like the deal leaves of autumn, but rituals
endure with repetition. They are visual and participatory. They embed themselves in memory at a young age,
reinforced with each enactment.”

Both Meiri and Milgrom maintain that ethics and theology are imbedded in ritual. Ritual serves as a site for act-
ing out those ideas. But how far can we take this notion?  Does each and every detail of ritual practice have
something to teach us?  Rambam’s explanation of the details of sacrifice raises some important questions for us
concerning the way in which ritual functions.

Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed, Book 3: CHAPTER XXVI

As Theologians are divided on the question whether the actions of God are the result of His wisdom, or only
of His will without being intended for any purpose whatever, so they are also divided as regards the object
of the commandments which God gave us. Some of them hold that the commandments have no object at
all; and are only dictated by the whim of God. Others are of opinion that all commandments and prohibitions
are dictated by His wisdom and serve a certain aim; consequently there is a reason for each one of the pre-
cepts: they are enjoined because they are useful. 

A more suitable instance can be cited from the detailed commandments concerning sacrifices. The law that
sacrifices should be brought is evidently of great use, as will be shown by us (infra, chap. xlvi.): but we can-
not say why one offering should be a lamb, whilst another is a ram; and why a fixed number of them should
be brought. Those who trouble themselves to find a cause for any of these detailed rules, are in my eyes
void of sense: they do not remove any difficulties, but rather increase them. Those who believe that these
detailed rules originate in a certain cause, are as far from the truth as those who assume that the whole law
is useless. You must know that Divine Wisdom demanded it — or, if you prefer, say that circumstances
made it necessary-that there should be parts [of His work] which have no certain object: and as regards the
Law, it appears to be impossible that it should not include some matter of this kind. That it cannot be avoid-
ed may be seen from the following instance. Note this, and understand it. The repeated assertion of our
Sages that there are reasons for all commandments, and the tradition that Solomon knew them, refer to the
general purpose of the commandments, and not to the object of every detail… 
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Discussion Questions:
1. What does it mean to link this story to the Golden Calf (as Meiri does)? 

2. What makes this a different theological objection than the story relayed by Rabbi Chiya in Section 2.2 (from Yoma 19b)? 

3. What is revealed in the theological agendas of Rabbi Chiya and Meiri? 

4. What do you make of Rambam’s comments in light of Rabbi Chiya’s position in our Talmudic passage (Yoma 19b, sec-
tion 2.2)? If Rambam were explaining the death of the High Priest in the story at the end of the Talmudic selection, what
might he say? 

5. Why was there so much concern about the ritual being performed properly?

6. What is your own understanding of ritual?

7. Does ritual lose its power when we are not concerned about the way it is performed?
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As we saw with the debate between the Rabbis and the Sadducees, the difference between “proper” ritual
and “improper” ritual is slight but of great consequence. Many scholars have compared Israelite religious
expressions to those of the other peoples of the Ancient Near East in order to point out similarities and

thereby demonstrate the ways in which Israelite religion developed and evolved from a particular cultural and
historical context. Jacob Milgrom explains three basic premises of pagan religion (Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics
(Fortress Press, 2004, 8).)

1. The gods are dependent on and influenced by a metadivine realm.
2. This meta-divine realm spawns a multitude of malevolent and benevolent entities.
3. If humans can tap into this realm, they can coerce the gods to do their will.

He contrasts these notions with three premises of Israelite theology: 

1. One supreme God who has no competition.
2. There is no world of demons. There are no autonomous beings.
3. One creative power with demonic power remains—the human being.

Israel borrowed from pagans the notion of building God a temple. Whereas for them, the temple needed to be pro-
tected from incursions by demons, for Israel it is humans who can drive God out of their Temple because of sin. 

“Endowed with free will, human power is greater than any attributed to humans by pagan society. Not only
can one defy God but, in Priestly imagery, one can drive God out of his sanctuary. In this respect, humans
have replaced demons.”

The concept of impurity becomes transformed into human wrongdoing. 
“In the theology of the purification offering, Israel is so close to the beliefs of its neighbors and yet so far
from them. Both hold that the sanctuary stands in need of constant purification lest it be abandoned by its
resident god. But whereas the pagans hold that the source of impurity is demonic, Israel, having expunged
the demons from its beliefs, attributes impurity to the rebellious and inadvertent since of humans instead.”
(15)

Discussion Questions:
1. What do you make of the similarities between Judaism and the pagan religions it arose in opposition to? Does it

change your understanding of Jewish practice to find close (but not identical) parallels in other religious expressions?

2. Milgrom’s suggestion that human sin replaced the idolatrous notion of demons is a compelling idea. What does this 
suggest to you about human initiative, freedom and power?  

3. What are other expressions in Judaism which have a great deal in common with other religions but whose difference
from them feels significant to you?
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Chapter 3
What is Sin (and what do you do with it)?

3.1 The Kohen Gadol's First Confession

3.2 The Words/Three Kinds of Sins 

3.3 Oops, Sorry: Turning Deliberate 
Sins into Mistakes

3.4 Forget Jeremiah: The Exceptional 
Nature of Yom Kippur 

3.5 If These Walls Could Talk: Yom Kippur 
and the Architecture of the Temple
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The biblical instructions for Yom Kippur in Leviticus 16 delineate a series of sacrifices and atonements to be
made by the Kohen Gadol. Whenever the word “v’chiper” (“and make atonement”) appears, commentators
through the ages have understood this to refer to the act of confession with words. This is a noteworthy

reflection of rabbinic culture and its emphasis on the power and significance of words. Using Leviticus 16 as its
basis, the Mishnah delineates a series of three separate confessions made by the Kohen Gadol—the first for him-
self and his family; the second for all the kohanim, and the third for all the people of Israel. These three confes-
sions are practically identical in their wording with the exception for the referent of the confession. All  three
confessions contain three separate words to convey the idea of “sin”—cheyt, avon and pasha. In the final line of each
confession, the Kohen Gadol would quote from Leviticus 16:30—“For on this day atonement shall be made for
you to cleanse you of all your sins. Before Adonai (YHVH) … you shall be pure.” 

According to the Mishnah, the Kohen Gadol pronounced the actual 4-letter name of God when he read this
verse. Yom Kippur was the only time during the year that the Name of God was pronounced. Even today, we
substitute the word Adonai (“my Lord”) for the actual pronunciation of the Name. 

When the people gathered outside heard the Name, they prostrated themselves on the ground and said “Blessed
is God’s glorious Name for ever and ever.” When everyone had fallen on their faces, the Kohen Gadol conclud-
ed the verse with the final word: Titharu—you shall be pure. The focus of the following excerpt from Shivat Yamim
is the words High Priest’s first confession. Based on the language of the confession itself we will learn much about
the nature of sin. In addition, we will explore the nature of confession and forgiveness and their place within our
tradition. 

After reading from the piyut, please continue on to the following section.

Shivat Yamim (seven days before)
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[TRANSLATION]

They brought him a bull and a ram and two goats for
the sin offering and a ram for the burnt offering from public
property and the Temple treasury, as it is written, “With this
shall Aaron enter [the Shrine: with a  bull of the herd for a sin
offering and a ram for the burnt offering]” (Lev 16:3), and it is
written: “And from the Israelite community [he shall take two
he-goats for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering].
(Lev 16:5)” He led the bull and stood it between the porch
and the altar, then led the goats, and stood them in the north.
Then he approached his bull, which was standing between the
porch and altar, its head to the south and its face to the west.
The priest was standing in the east with his face to the west.
Then he laid his two hands on it and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household.
O, by the Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and transgress-
sions that I have committed against You, I and my household,
as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on
this day [atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of 
all your sins; before the Lord-‘” (Lev 16:30]

And when the priests and the people standing in the court
and serving in the sanctuary heard the explicit name 
coming forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness,
they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces
and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever
and ever.”

He would also aim to finish the name while facing those saying
the blessing and say to them, “You shall be pure.”
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Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 36b

[TRANSLATION]

An early Rabbinic statement taught: How does the Kohen Gadol confess over his bull?  He says: I have
committed avonot, peshaim, and chataim before you. And so too does the verse state with regard to the
scapegoat later in the chapter, “And he shall confess over it all the avonot of the children of Israel, and all
their peshaim, among all their chataim. Since the verse lists the categories of sin in this order, it stands to
reason that this is proper order for all the confessions that the Koehn Gadol will make. And so too did Moses
have this order when God said to him “forgiving avon, pesha, and chata.” (Exodus 34:7)  These are the
words of Rabbi Meir.

The Sages say: Avonot are deliberate sins, as demonstrated by its use with regard to one who commits
adultery (a deliberate sin): “Because he has spurned the word of the Lord and violated His commandment,
that person shall be cut off—he bears his sin [avona].” (Numbers 15:31)  Therefore avon stands for deliber-
ate sins.

Peshaim are rebellious sins, as demonstrated by its use with regard to the rebellion of the Moabite king:
“…The king of Moab has rebelled against me…” (II Kings 3:7) and later it states: “Libnah rebelled at that
time.” (Ibid, 8:22)

Chataim are inadvertent sins, as demonstrated by the verse: “when a person inadvertently incurs guilt  in
regard to any of the Lord’s commandments about things not to be done and does one of them…” (Lev. 4:2)

Having defined these three categories of sin, the Sages question the order of the Kohen Gadol’s confession speci-
fied in the early Rabbinic statement. 

They ask: Is it logical that after he confessed deliberate sins (avonot) and rebellious sins (pesha’im) he goes
back and confesses inadvertent sins (chata’im)? [If he was granted atonement for deliberate sins, which are
more severe,] than he would certainly be granted atonement for inadvertent sins which are not as severe.
Rather, the Kohen Gadol must have confessed the sins in THIS order: chatati, aviti, peshati—I have com-
mitted chataim, avonim and peshaim—[in ascending order of severity….]

The Sages want to address Rabbi Meir’s argument that the order of convesion should be: avon, pesha and chata,
since in the Torah God is called “The One who forgives avon, pesha, and chata.”  
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Rabbah bar Shmuel said in the name of Rav: The halakhah follows the view of the Sages.

Moses was saying before the Holy One of Blessing, “Master of the Universe, at a time when Israel sins
before you and then repents, transform for them their deliberate sins into inadvertent sins.” [In other words,
treat their avon and pesha sins like their chata sins.] 

The order of sins in the Torah comes not to teach us the order of the Kohen Gadol’s confession, but rather to
teach that repentance has the power to transform deliberate and rebellious sins into less severe inadvertent sins. 

The Torah does not explicitly mention the concept of teshuvah as we understand it. However, as we can see above,
the Rabbis introduce the concept of teshuvah into their discussion of the ancient Yom Kippur ritual performed by
the Kohen Gadol in the Temple. The Rabbis suggest that the very order of sins in the Kohen Gadol’s confession
was an acknowledgement of the power of teshuvah. In the context of the Torah itself, the ancient Yom Kippur rit-
ual is one of kaparah (atonement).

Teshuvah (repentance) and Kapparah (atonement) are not the same. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, in his book Al
Teshuvah (On Repentance) wrote that Teshuvah is a means for achieving Kapparah. 

Kapparah is forgiveness or aquital; a “withdrawal of claim” like releasing a person from a debt that is owed.
“Kapparah removes the need for punishment.” (p. 58)

But sin affects human beings in ways that go beyond the threat of punishment. According to Rav Soloveitchik,
sin causes a kind of internal impurity in a person. It stains a person’s character. “Sin, as it were, removes the
divine halo from man’s head, impairing his spiritual integrity.” (p. 59)  While Yom Kippur automatically grants kappa-
rah regardless of whether or not the person has done teshuvah, one’s “personality remains contaminated.” (p. 61)
The only way to become purified is through the act of teshuvah. 

Pinchas H. Peli, On Repentence: In the Thought and 
Oral Discourses of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik

“Indeed true teshuvah (repentance) not only achieves kapparah (acquittal and erasure of penalty), it should also
bring about taharah (purification) from tum’ah (spiritual pollution), liberating man from his hard-hearted ignorance
and insensitivity. Such teshuvah restores man’s spiritual viability and rehabilitates him to his original state. And
sometimes…it makes man rise to heights he never dreamt he could reach.” (60)

Discussion Questions:
1. What other ways of categorizing sin could be constructed?

2. The Sages suggest that sins be listed in ascending order of gravity:

Cheyt—inadvertent
Avon—deliberate
Pesha—rebellious

Pesha’im, or “rebellious” are those that are not only committed intentionally, but are done so as an act of rebellion against
God. In other words, the motivation comes not (only) from the desire to do the forbidden act, but to do so precisely because
it is a commandment one desires to break. What is a “rebellious” sin in our time?

3. What is the theology required for such a sin?

4. What exactly is the relationship between teshuvah and kaparah?
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In the previous section, we introduced the notion that repentance (teshuvah) has the capacity to transform
deliberate and rebellious sins into less serious inadvertent sins. This excerpt from the Talmud explores the
exceptional nature of repentance from several perspectives. (new paragraph) As background for reading this

Talmudic section, read Deut. 24:1-4 below. It establishes the prohibition for remarrying one’s former spouse if
they have married someone else in the interim. 

Deuteronomy 24:1-4

[TRANSLATION]

A man takes a wife and possesses her. She fails to please him because he finds something obnoxious about
her, and he writes her a bill of divorcement, hands it to her, and sends her away from his house; she leaves
his household and becomes the wife of another man; then this latter man rejects her, writes her a bill of
divorcement, hands it to her, and sends her away from his house; or the man who married her last dies.
Then the first husband who divorced her shall not take her to wife again, since she has been defiled—for
that would be abhorrent to the Lord. You must not bring sin upon the land that the Lord your God is giving
you as a heritage.

Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 86b

[TRANSLATION]

Rabbi Yohanan said: So great is teshuvah that it takes precedence over a negative mitzvah from the Torah,
as it says, “[The word of the Lord came to me] as follows: If a man divorces his wife, and she leaves him
and marries another man, can he ever back to her? Would not such a land be defiled? Now you have whored
with many lovers: can you return to Me?—says the Lord.” (Jeremiah 3:1)  Rabbi Yohanan said: So great is
teshuvah that it brings close the Redemption, as it says, “He shall come as redeemer to Zion, to those in
Jacob who turn back from sin—declares the Lord.” (Isaiah 59:20)  What is the meaning of “He shall come
as redeemer to Zion”? [He comes] because of the turning from sin among [the descendents of] Jacob. Resh
Lakish said: So great is teshuvah that deliberate sins are regarded as inadvertent sins, as it says,
“Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, for you have fallen because of your sin (pesha). Pesha is con-
sidered a deliberate sin, and yet he (Hosea) calls it ‘stumbling’ (i.e. inadvertent). Is this so? Rather, did Resh
Lakish not say: Great is teshuvah that intentional sins are considered merits, as it says, “And when a wicked
man turns back from his wickedness and does what is just and right, it is he who shall live by virtue of these
things.” (Ezekiel 33:19)  This is not a contradiction. Resh Lakish’s former statement (that deliberate sins are
regarded as inadvertent sins) applies when Teshuvah is done out of fear. Resh Lakish’s latter statement (that
deliberate sins are regarded as merits) applies when Teshuvah is done out of love. 
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Maimonides, Laws of Repentance 1:1

If a person violates one of the positive or negative commandments of the Torah, whether intentionally or inad-
vertently, when he/she does teshuvah and turns back from their sin, they are obligated to confess before God,
blessed be He, as it says: “When a man or woman shall commit any sin… they shall confess their sin which they
have done.” (Numbers 5:6-7). This confession is one of words and is a positive mitzvah. How does one confess?
He/she says: Please God, I have committed inadvertent sins, I have committed deliberate sins. I have committed
rebellious sins before you. I did such and such. Now, behold I have regret and am ashamed of my deed and I
will not repeat it again. This is the essence of confession. Anyone who adds to the confession and goes into
greater length is praiseworthy. And so too for the one who offers a sin offering or a guilt offering: at the time
they bring their sacrificial offering for their inadvertent or deliberate sin, the sacrifice does not atone for them
until the do teshuvah and confess in words, as it is said, “he shall confess that he sinned.” (Lev. 5:5) And likewise
those who are sentenced to capital punishment by the Beit Din and those sentenced to corporal punishment,
their death or lashings do not in themselves atone for them until they do teshuvah and confess. So too for any-
one who injures his fellow and causes financial damages, even though he may pay him that to which he is obli-
gated to him, this payment does not atone until he confesses and turned from such doings forever. As it says,
“Any sin that men commit… they shall confess heir sin which they have done.” (Numbers 5:6-7)

Discussion Questions:
1. What is Teshuvah and how does it come to eliminate the clear and solid categories of sin established by the Torah?

2. How does Teshuvah change our understanding of sin?

3. Why would the classical categories of sin be undermined by the notion of Teshuvah?

4. What is suggested about the power of words?

5. How is God understood within this process?
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In the Torah’s discussion of the various sacrifices one may bring, the only sins for which one may bring a “sin
offering” are those that were committed inadvertently. If the situation were otherwise, what would prevent
one from committing a sin and simply offering a sacrifice to make emends? Indeed, the prophet Jeremiah

spoke about this exact situation in the 8th century BCE.

Jeremiah 7:1-14

[TRANSLATION]

1 The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying,
2 Stand in the gate of the Lord’s house, and proclaim there this word, and say, Hear the word of the Lord,

all you of Judah, who enter these gates to worship the Lord.
3 Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, Amend your ways and your doings, and I will make you

dwell in this place.
4 Trust you not in lying words, saying, The temple of the Lord, The temple of the Lord, The temple of the

Lord, are these.
5 For if you thoroughly amend your ways and your doings; if you thoroughly do justice between a man and

his neighbor;
6 If you oppress not the stranger, the orphan, and the widow, and shed not innocent blood in this place,

nor walk after other gods to your harm;
7 Then will I make you dwell in this place, in the land that I gave to your fathers, for ever and ever.
8 Behold, you trust in lying words, that cannot profit.
9 Will you steal, murder, and commit adultery, and swear falsely, and burn incense to Baal, and walk after

other gods whom you know not;
10 And come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, We are saved; that

you may do all these abominations?
11 Is this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, I myself have

seen it, says the Lord.
12 But go now to my place which was in Shiloh, where I set my name at first, and see what I did to it for

the wickedness of my people Israel.
13 And now, because you have done all these deeds, says the Lord, and though I spoke to you, from early

in the morning, but you did not listen; and I called you, but you did not answer;
14 Therefore will I do to this house, which is called by my name, and in which you trust, and to the place

which I gave to you and to your fathers, as I have done to Shiloh.
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In light of the prophet Jeremiah’s critique, it seems that one of the highly unusual aspects of Yom Kippur is that
atonement can be achieved even from intentional sins.

Rabbi Yoel Bin Nun, a leading teacher from the Orthodox kibbutz movement in Israel, teaches that there is much
to be learned by the fact that the Torah’s description of Yom Kippur in Leviticus 16 is introduced with a reference
to the death of Aaron’s sons, Nadav and Avihu. 

Leviticus 16:1-2

[TRANSLATION]

The Eternal  spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they drew too close
to the presence of the Eternal. The Eternal  said to Moses: Tell your brother Aaron that he is not to come at
will into the Shrine behind the curtain, in front of the cover that is upon the ark, lest he die; for I appear in
the cloud over the cover.

Leviticus 10:1-2

The tragic death of Nadav and Avihu is recorded earlier in Leviticus in chapter 10:

[TRANSLATION]

Now Aaron's sons Nadav and Avihu each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid incense on it; and they
offered before the Eterna alien fire, which He had not enjoined upon them. And fire came forth from the
Eternal and consumed them; thus they died at the instance of the Eternal.

Their sin of offering a strange fire can be understood as an intentional sin par excellence. They knew exactly what
they were doing in offering a kind of sacrifice which had not been commanded. By recalling the death of Nadav
and Avihu precisely at the moment Yom Kippur is first introduced, the Torah may have specifically wanted to
present a method for gaining atonement  for sins committed intentionally. The Torah’s juxtaposition of the case
of Nadav and Avihu with the description of Yom Kippur may therefore carry with it a radical message: On Yom
Kippur, even intentional sins are forgiven. Like Jeremiah, this may run counter to all of our beliefs about justice.
Yet, justice is only one part of the religious equation. 

Discussion Questions:
1. If Yom Kippur is exceptional in allowing intentional sins to be forgiven what factors prevent its misuse?

2. Where else is the tension between justice and compassion played out?
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The exceptional nature of Yom Kippur extends to the architecture of the Temple itself. Jacob Milgrom points
out the ways in which Ancient Near Eastern religions understood that their gods could be driven out by
demons to which the gods were also subject. They devised various rituals to clear these demon out of the

temple. In Judaism’s transformation of this basic religious notion, human sin became the “demons” that could
potentially drive God out of the Temple. The purification rites of Yom Kippur therefore are aimed at cleansing
the human sin that attached itself to the Temple. Blood is the purification agent which allows God to remain
within the Temple. 

Different categories of sin attached themselves to particular parts of the Temple. According to Milgrom, this
accounts for the various ritual purifications that the Yom Kippur rites entail. 

Individual inadvertent sin outer altar
Entire community’s inadvertent sin inner altar and shrine (outer room of tent)
Deliberate sins of individuals entire sanctuary, including Holy of Holies

Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics, p. 31:

“If an individual has accidentally violated a prohibition, the priest purges the outer (sacrificial) altar with the
blood of the offerer’s  purification offering (4:27-35). If the entire community has accidentally violated a pro-
hibition, the priest purges the inner (incense) altar and the shrine, the outer room of the tent, with the blood
of the purification offering brought by the community’s representatives (4:13-21). If, however, individuals
have brazenly violated prohibitions, then, once a year, on Yom Kippur, the high priest purges the entire sanc-
tuary, beginning with the inner and holiest culprits—deliberate sinners are barred from the sanctuary—but
by the high priest himself.”

Leviticus 4:27-35

The tragic death of Nadav and Avihu is recorded earlier in Leviticus in chapter 10:
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[TRANSLATION]

If any person from among the populace unwittingly incurs guilt by doing any of the things which by the
Eternal's commandments ought not to be done, and he realizes his guilt—or the  sin of which he is guilty
is brought to his knowledge—he shall bring a female goat without blemish as his offering for the sin of
which he is guilty. He shall lay his hand upon the head of the sin offering, and the sin offering shall be slaugh-
tered at the place of the burnt offering. The priest shall take with his finger some of its blood and put it on
the horns of the altar of burnt offering; and all the rest of its blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar.
He shall remove all its fat, just as the fat is removed from the sacrifice of well-being; and the priest shall
turn it into smoke on the altar, for a pleasing odor to the Eternal. Thus the priest shall make expiation for
him, and he shall be forgiven.If the offering he brings as a sin offering is a sheep, he shall bring a female
without blemish. He shall lay his hand upon the head of the sin offering, and it shall be slaughtered as a sin
offering at the spot where the burnt offering is slaughtered. The priest shall take with his finger some of the
blood of the sin offering and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering, and all the rest of its blood he
shall pour out at the base of the altar. And all its fat he shall remove just as the fat of the sheep of the sac-
rifice of well-being is removed; and this the priest shall turn into smoke on the altar, over the Eternal's offer-
ing by fire. Thus the priest shall make expiation on his behalf for the sin of which he is guilty, and he shall
be forgiven.

Leviticus 4:13-21

The tragic death of Nadav and Avihu is recorded earlier in Leviticus in chapter 10:

[TRANSLATION]

If it is the whole community of Israel that has erred and the matter escapes the notice of the congregation,
so that they do any of the things which by the Eternal's commandments ought not to be done, and they
realize their  guilt—when the sin through which they incurred guilt becomes known, the congregation
shall offer a bull of the herd as a sin offering, and bring it before the Tent of Meeting. The elders of the com-
munity shall lay their hands upon the head of the bull before the Eternal, and the bull shall be slaughtered
before the Eternal. The anointed priest shall bring some of the blood of the bull into the Tent of Meeting,
and the priest shall dip his finger in the blood and sprinkle of it seven times before the Eternal, in front of
the curtain. Some of the blood he shall put on the horns of the altar which is before the Eternal in the Tent
of Meeting, and all the rest of the blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering, which is
at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. He shall remove all its fat from it and turn it into smoke on the altar.
He shall do with this bull just as is done with the [priest's] bull of sin offering; he shall do the same with it.
Thus the priest shall make expiation for them, and they shall be forgiven. He shall carry the bull outside the
camp and burn it as he burned the first bull; it is the sin offering of the congregation.
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Discussion Questions:
1. What is the relationship between form and function in our religious lives?

2. What are the implications of imagining sin as if it is capable of attaching itself to the Temple?
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Chapter 4
Distortions of Faith

4.1 The Kohen Gadol's Second Confession 

4.2 A Tale of Two Priests 

4.3 What Makes a Place Holy?  

4.4 Let's Call the Whole Thing Off 
(Making sense of Jeremiah 7) 
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After confessing on behalf of himself and his family, the Kohen Gadol offered a confession for all the Kohanim—
the entire “House of Aaron.” 

The priests of Israel were just as fallible as all other individuals, and therefore in need of atonement. Often, those
who represent our highest ideals are expected to live in ways that exceed the standards of average people. The
priesthood, as we shall see, like most institutions, failed to live up to these ideals. 

The text below details the confession of the Kohanim—read it over before continuing on to the next section.

Shivat Yamim (seven days before)

[TRANSLATION]

Afterward, he approached his second bull, laid his hands on it, and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong, I have transgressed before You, and I and
my household and the children of Aaron, Your holy people. O Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and trans-
gressions that I have committed against You, I and my household and the children of Aaron, Your holy peo-
ple, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be made for you
to cleanse you of all your sins; before the Lord- ‘” (Lev 16:30)

And when the priests and the people standing in the court and serving in the sanctuary heard the explicit
name coming forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness, they would kneel, prostrate themselves,
and fall to their faces and say, “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever”.

He slaughtered it and colleted its blood in a basin, and gave it to the one who would stir it, on the fourth 
terrace in the santuary, so that it would not curdle. He took the fire-pan and wen up to the top of the altar
and cleared [some of the coals inside],and went down and put it on the fourth terrace of the court.
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Discussion Questions:
1. The confession on behalf of the priestly leadership precedes the confession of the nation. In our days, leaders tend to

offer blame more than personal confession. What might it mean to see confession as a responsibility of leadership? 

2. What sort of role do our religious leaders in particular have in admitting personal failures?  

3. Would such revelations threaten or enhance their leadership?
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The Mishnah relates the following story as a way of explaining why a lottery was instituted by which
kohanim would be chosen for various roles that everyone was eager to fulfill. Religious enthusiasm and a
desire to serve are worthy and admirable qualities. In religious life, however, it is easy to mistake the for-

est for the trees. Religious life is susceptible to distortion, and the basest actions can manifest themselves in the
very religious system that was shaped to counter those impulses. 

Mishnah, Yoma 2:1

[TRANSLATION]

At first, any Kohen who wanted to separate out the ash from the altar separated it. And in the event that
there were many Kohanim who sought this privilege, the following method was used: They ran and ascend-
ed the ramp on the altar. Whoever proceeded his fellow by a distance of four amot won the privilege. If two
of them were even, the administrator would say to them: “Put out a finger.”  What did they put out?  One
of two fingers, but they did not put out a thumb in the Temple. It once occurred that two of the Kohanim
were even as they ran and ascended the ramp, and one of them pushed his fellow who fell and his leg was
broken. When the Court realized that the Kohanim were exposed to danger, they decreed that Kohanim
should only be chosen to separate out the ashes from the altar by lottery. There were a total of four lots
cast there every day, and this was the first lottery. 

In its discussion of the Mishnah, the Gemarrah brings in a baraita which has a similar, but far more violent,
story of rivalry among the Kohanim.

Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 23 

[TRANSLATION]

The Mishnah read:”It once occurred that two of the Kohanim were even as they ran and ascended the
ramp...”

The Rabbis taught: It once happened with two Kohanim who were both even as they ran and ascended the
ramp. When one of them came within four amot of the Altar before his fellow did the second one took a
knife and drove it into his fellow kohen’s heart. Rabbi Zaddok stood on the steps of the Hall and cried: Our
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brothers, O House of Israel, Listen! Behold it says, “If one is found slain in the land which the Lord your
God gives you to possess, and it is not known who has slain him; Then your elders and your judges shall
come forth, and they shall measure the distance to the cities which are around him who is slain…”
(Deuteronomy 21) As for us, who has the responsibility to bring a heifer whose neck will be broken?  Does
the responsibility fall upon the residents of the city of Jerusalem or upon the kohanim who guard the
Temple’s courtyards?  Upon hearing this, all the people burst out crying.

The father of the slain boy came and found that the boy was writhing on the floor. He said: “Behold, he is
your atonement! My son is still writhing and therefore the knife did not yet become ritually impure (as a
result of contact with a corpse).”  This comes to teach you that they considered the purity of vessels to be
more serious than murder. And so it says, “Menashe also shed very much innocent blood, until he filled
Jerusalem from end to end with it.” (II Kings 21)  

Hearing this story, the Gemarah wants to understand it in light of the story relayed by the Mishnah. 

Which happened first? If you say that the incident of the murder happened first, we are faced with this
dilemma: How if on account of murder the Rabbis did not institute a lottery, then why on account in which
a Kohen’s leg was broken would they institute one?  Therefore, you must conclude that the incident in which
a Kohen’s leg was broken happened first. But this too cannot be correct because once the Rabbis institut-
ed the lottery, why would the story of the murder mention that the Kohen came within four amot of the
altar? Rather, in fact the murder happened first. Originally, the Rabbis reasoned that this was a random
occurrence. Once they say that Kohanim were continuing to become exposed to danger as a regular occur-
rence, they instituted a lottery. 

Deuteronomy 21: 1–9

[TRANSLATION]

If one is found slain in the land which the Lord your God gives you to possess, lying in the field, and it is not
known who has slain him; Then your elders and your judges shall come forth, and they shall measure the
distance to the cities which are around him who is slain; And it shall be, that the city which is nearest to the
slain man, the elders of that city shall take a heifer, which has not been worked with, and which has not
pulled in the yoke; And the elders of that city shall bring down the heifer to a rough ravine, which is neither
plowed nor sown, and shall strike off the heifer’s neck there in the ravine; And the priests, the sons of Levi,
shall come near; for them the Lord your God has chosen to minister to him, and to bless in the name of the
Lord; and by their word shall every controversy and every assault be tried; And all the elders of that city,
which is nearest to the slain man, shall wash their hands over the heifer that is beheaded in the valley; And
they shall answer and say, Our hands have not shed this blood, nor have our eyes seen it. Be merciful, O
Lord, to your people Israel, whom you have redeemed, and lay not innocent blood to your people of Israel’s
charge. And the blood shall be forgiven them. So shall you put away the guilt of innocent blood from among
you, when you shall do that which is right in the sight of the Lord.
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Discussion Questions:
1. How do you explain the competitiveness between the two priests?

2. To what can this story be compared?

3. The Temple was regarded as God’s house. What does this story tell us about God and about human beings?
Why do you think the ancient Rabbis preserved this story?

4. What makes this a story about atonement?

5. At the end of the Talmudic sugya, the Rabbis discuss a number of questions in an attempt to reconcile the 
two versions of this story (Mishnah and the Baraita). What do you make of their discussions?

6. If we were to read this sugya as an attempt at reprioritizing our religious lives, what can we take away for 
our own lives in the 21st century?

7. What elements struck you as particularly meaningful or troubling?
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Why is this mountain so special? Legends of the Land of Israel
Legend has it that on the site where the Temple stood, two brothers once lived. The elder did not marry,
and was all alone in the world. The younger had a wife and three children. The brothers had no material pos-
sessions except a plot of land which they had inherited from their father. They did not want to divide up the
land because they loved each other. Instead they worked it together and when the harvest was over they
counted the sheaves and divided them equally between them, placing them in two piles, each besides his
own tent.

One year, after the harvest, the elder brother lay down to sleep beside his pile. But he could not fall asleep,
because the thought ran through his mind: My brother has a wife and children to care for while I am all alone
in this world and I work only to feed myself. It isn’t right that I should take an equal share with my brother.
At midnight he got up and, took some sheaves from his pile and stealthily went to his brother’s pile and
placed them there. Then he returned to his place and slept peacefully.

That same night the younger brother was also unable to sleep. He thought: My brother is all alone in the
world. I have sons who will look after me when I am old and unable to work. What will my brother do in his
old age? It isn’t right that I should take an equal share with my brother. So before daybreak, the younger
brother got up, took a few sheaves from his pile, stealthily placed them on his brother’s pile and returned
to his place and slept.

In the morning, the brothers saw their piles were as large as ever. They wondered about this, but did not
say a word to each other. The same happened the next night and the morning that followed. On the third
night, as the brothers were carrying sheaves to each other’s piles, they met midway, recognized each other
and wept, for they realized what had been happening.

God saw what the brothers had done and He blessed the spot where they had met. Later King Solomon
built the Temple on that very spot. From this spot the message of Peace, Brotherhood and Love went out
to the whole world.

Moshe Halbertal, “God Doesn’t Live There Anymore,” Ha’aretz, January 5, 2001
“In recent months, when blood has flowed freely on the Temple Mount and both sides have shown a will-
ingness to sacrifice the young people of Israel and Palestine on the altar of Moloch, Jewish and Muslim spir-
itual leaders should harken to the words of the Tosefta. To those who claim ownership over the Temple
Mount and dream of spending their lives in the House of God, let it be known that the Shechinah, the holy
spirit, has abandoned that blood-soaked place. God doesn’t live there anymore.”

Discussion Questions:
1. Compare the midrashic story about the two brothers from Legends of the Land of Israel with this contemporary op-ed piece.

Are these two pieces complementary or contradictory?

2. In your opinion, what makes a place holy?
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In the previous chapter, we read the beginning of Jeremiah to show how the prophet’s sense of justice seems
to stand in contradiction to the very concept of Yom Kippur. As one reads further in the same chapter, there
is an additional difficulty raised by the text, particular in verses 22 and 23:

Jeremiah 7: 21–34

[TRANSLATION]

21  Thus saith the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Add your burnt-offerings unto your sacrifices, and eat
ye flesh. 

22  For I spoke not unto your fathers, nor commanded them in the day that I brought them out of the land
of Egypt, concerning burnt-offerings or sacrifices; 

23  but this thing I commanded them, saying: ‘Hearken unto My voice, and I will be your God, and ye shall
be My people; and walk ye in all the way that I command you, that it may be well with you.’ 

24  But they hearkened not, nor inclined their ear, but walked in their own counsels, even in the stubborn-
ness of their evil heart, and went backward and not forward, 

25  even since the day that your fathers came forth out of the land of Egypt unto this day; and though I have
sent unto you all My servants the prophets, sending them daily betimes and often, 

26  yet they hearkened not unto Me, nor inclined their ear, but made their neck stiff; they did worse than
their fathers. 

27  And thou shalt speak all these words unto them, but they will not hearken to thee; thou shalt also call
unto them, but they will not answer thee. 

28  Therefore thou shalt say unto them: This is the nation that hath not hearkened to the voice of the LORD
their God, nor received correction; faithfulness is perished, and is cut off from their mouth. {S} 

29  Cut off thy hair, and cast it away, and take up a lamentation on the high hills; for the LORD hath reject-
ed and forsaken the generation of His wrath. 

30  For the children of Judah have done that which is evil in My sight, saith the LORD; they have set their
detestable things in the house whereon My name is called, to defile it. 

31  And they have built the high places of Topheth, which is in the valley of the son of Hinnom, to burn their
sons and their daughters in the fire; which I commanded not, neither came it into My mind. {P}

32  Therefore, behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that it shall no more be called Topheth, nor The val-
ley of the son of Hinnom, but The valley of slaughter; for they shall bury in Topheth, for lack of room. 33
And the carcasses of this people shall be food for the fowls of the heaven, and for the beasts of the
earth; and none shall frighten them away.
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This is an astonishing passage. Jeremiah cannot be saying that God never commanded Israel to offer sacrifices,
because the Torah itself includes numerous mitzvot related to the sacrifices that are to be offered. Rather, Rabbi
Yoav Sherlov suggests that Jeremiah and the other prophets were critiquing the priority that sacrifice had taken
over the ethical foundations of the Torah. Jeremiah is advocating for a restoration of ethics as the basis for all
other mitzvot. He is saying, in essence, “first things first.” In our own religious lives, we are prone to lose the sym-
metry that was established between ethics and ritual. We often define “religious” in very narrow terms.

Discussion Questions:
1. How do you relate this passage from Jeremiah to the Talmudic story of the murder in the Temple? 

2. Are the Rabbis embracing Jeremiah's critique in their retelling of  this story? 

3. Within the story itself, what would Jeremiah have done in light of the young Kohen's murder?

4. How do we apply Jeremiah's critique to our own community?
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Chapter 5
Sending Our Sins Away

5.1 Introducing…the Scapegoat

5.2 Uses of Transference

5.3 Where (or Who) is Azazel? 

5.4 The Scapegoat and Scapegoating

5.5 The Original “Red String” 
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One of the most well-known aspects of the High Priest’s Yom Kippur rituals surrounds the scapegoat: an
animal that, rather than being sacrificed on the altar, was cast off to die in the wilderness outside of the
city walls as a representation of Israel’s sins. The people’s transgressions were transferred to the goat,

offering absolution for the masses through this physical act.

Pay particular attention to the various ritual aspects surrounding the selection and sending off of the scapegoat.
After reading through the excerpts from Shivat Yamim, continue on to the next section.

[insert Hebrew] 

He approached the east of the court north of the altar, the prefect at his right and the head of the priestly divi-
sion at his left. There were two goats there, and the urn was there. He shook the urn and took up two lots. On
one was written, “for the Lord” and on one was written “for Azazel.” If the one for the Lord came up in his right
hand, the prefect said, “Sir High Priest, raise your right hand,” and if it came up in his left, the head of the priest-
ly division said, “Sir, High Priest, raise your left hand.”  Then he placed them on the two goats. And he would
say, “This is the chatat [sin offering] for the Lord,” as it is written, “And Aaron shall take the two he-goats and
let them stand before the Lord at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting; and he shall place lots upon the goats,
[one marked for the Lord and the other marked for Azazel.]  Aaron shall bring forward the goat designated by
lot for the Lord, which he is to offer as a sin offering (Lev. 16:7-9) And he left the goat designated for Azazel
standing, as it is written, “while the goat which is designated for Azazel shall be left standing alive before the
Lord, to make expiation with it and to send it off to the wilderness for Azazel (Lev. 16:10) to an inaccessible
region, a desolate wilderness, as it is written, “Thus the goat shall carry all their iniquities [to an inaccessible
region.]” (Lev. 16:22) He tied a thread of crimson wool to the head of the scapegoat and stood it opposite the
place where it was to be sent, and the one to be slaughtered toward the place of the slaughter. 
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That Yom Kippur is and was a day set aside to focus on the cleansing and removal of sin is clear. But just how
is that sin expiated? 

As we have already begun to see, in the time of the Temple absolution came by means of necessarily physical
acts: animal sacrifices and the High Priest’s visit into the Holy of Holies. A third ritual, the designation and cast-
ing off of a scapegoat, was a ritual intended to literally transfer the onus of sin from Israel onto this one animal.
The people’s wrongdoings were imparted onto another being, a goat, which was then sent out from society, into
the wilderness.

This is the origin of the contemporary word “scapegoat.” A goat, rather than wrongdoers, became the focus of soci-
ety’s ill-doing. The goat became sin incarnate, and the people saw their own transgressions manifested in the animal.

The human ability to subconsciously allow for a fluidity of attributes between one individual and another is a
recognized and significant term in modern psychology. 

transference – n. In psychoanalysis, the process by which emotions and desires originally associat-
ed with one person, such as a parent or sibling, are unconsciously shifted to another person, espe-
cially to the analyst.

The ritual of the scapegoat was then a conscious act of transference. The scapegoat became the embodiment of
all Israel’s transgressions. With this expiation came great relief.

The burden of transgression on the moral mind is great. Absolution from sin is an act that brings with it great
relief to an individual. But it is often necessary for people to see their sins literally transferred into the hands of
another being before they can accept their expiation. In modern times, we continue to observe the ritual of tash-
lich, in which a person’s sins are metaphorically transferred onto bits of bread, which are cast off into flowing
water. The human need remains the same; our world’s context changes.

Moshe Halbertal, Unpublished essay on sacrifice

Sin is traditionally framed within different metaphors: a stain, a debt, or a burden whose weight accumu-
lates and bends the sinner and threatens to crush him altogether. In the context of the burden metaphor,
atonement is experienced as a relief, alleviating the weight of the burden. Cain proclaimed in pain “my sin
is too weighty to carry.”1 If he had achieved atonement he could have passed the burden to another sub-
ject, or maybe to God himself who is called “nosse avon”—the one who carries sin, or the one who lifts it.
Within this framing of sin as a burden, ritual expiation might involve yet another procedure in which a victim
is not brought forward to the altar but rather sent away as the one who carries the sin. In such a case, the
animal doesn’t serve as a symbolic representation but rather as a vehicle of projection: 

‘Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat and confess over it all the iniquities and trans-
gressions of the Israelites, whatever their sins, putting them on the head of the goat; and it shall be sent
off to the wilderness through a designated man. Thus the goat shall carry on it all their iniquities to an inac-
cessible region; and the goat shall be set free in the wilderness.’

The laying of hands on the goat combined with the speech act of confession is the actual transfer of the
burden to the goat who will carry it away. Confession in its most primary sense is not an act of disclosure
or admission; it is an act of alleviating the burden and passing it on. This sense of confession is preserved
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even without the assumption of the ontology of sin being passed from one subject to the other. It is felt in
the experience of confession as a relief from a burden, since the burden of secrecy might at times be
greater than the future fear of shame. It is an act of letting go, of separating the self from the hidden bur-
den. In contemporary therapeutic context, which functions as a confessional practice, the metaphor of
transference is not an accident. The burden of the secret is passed on to a shared carrier. In the case of the
scapegoat, there is an actual designated subject who will bear the sin for the sinner. 

1 The JPS translation my punishment is too great to bear

Discussion Questions:
1. What examples of conscious transference can you think of that exist in modern Judaism? 

How are they similar and different from the scapegoat ritual?

2. How do we let go of our sins on Yom Kippur today?

3. What or who are our contemporary scapegoats?
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We have already mentioned (Chapter 3, Section 4) the way in which Yom Kippur is exceptional in allow-
ing intentional sins to be atoned for within the precincts of the Temple. An additional way of making
sense of the exceptional nature of Yom Kippur is through the ritual of the scapegoat. Rabbi Yoel Bin

Nun teaches that the Torah, by creating the ritual of the scapegoat, provides a method to atone for intentional
sin. Since the intentional sinner cannot atone within the Temple (which would cause the Temple to become
impute), those intentional sins are transferred onto the goat which is sent to Azazel. 

Another biblical scholar, Israel Knohl, notes is his book The Divine Symphony that Azazel is not mentioned else-
where in Hebrew Bible. While the Rabbis tried to demythologize the name by linking it with geography (the place
to which is the goat is dispatched), the name itself was changed from ktzzg (a mighty god) to kztzg. This was the
Torah’s way of borrowing from the mythology of pagan culture and transforming it, while still maintaining a
trace of its idolatrous origins. Azazel remains a kind of counterpart to God who carries sin away. After all, Knohl
notes, one can see in the phraseology of Leviticus, “one marked for the Lord and the other marked for Azazel…”
as proof of a kind of parity.

So, Knohl asks: 

“One might ask why it is here, in the holiest place and at the holiest time of the year, that the foundations of
biblical monotheism are thus shaken. The answer is to be found in the meaning and aim of the Azazel ritual.
The purpose of the ritual is atonement – cleansing the Tabernacle and cleansing the people of Israel. In order
to purge their iniquities and sins, the Israelites must find an evil persona to accept their sins. The God of Israel,
who is the source of good in the created world, could not possibly play this role. An apt representative of cos-
mic evil had to be found. The lot fell to Azazel and he was thus lifted up from the dust of ancient times and
assigned the role of the Lord’s counterpart, accepting all of Israel’s evils and sins.” (p. 16-17)

Discussion Questions:
1. What notion of God requires the mythic Azazel to be “lifted up from the dust of ancient times”?  

2. How is the Torah’s conception of sin different from our own?

3. How can mythology be re-worked in ways that can comfortably be incorporated into a monotheistic religious life?  

4. What is the role of the symbolic and the non-literal in religious life?
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Eliyah Zuta 19

[TRANSLATION]

“Their loves, their hates, their jealousies have long since perished; and they have no more share till the end
of time in all that goes on under the sun.” (Ecclesiates 9:6)  When Solomon said this verse, to whom was
he referring? He was referring to no one other than Jacob and Esau. To what can this be compared?  To two
human beings—one whom a king hated, and one whom a general hated. The one whom the king hated said
to the one whom the general hated: You are fortunate that when you go to another region, there is hope for
you [because the general has no authority there]. But I have no hope!  Wherever I go, the authority of the
king is still over me. So it is with Esau—the Holy One Himself hates him, as it says, “…and Esau I have
hated.” (Malachi 1:3)  

When the Holy One wreaks vengeance upon Edom, the ministering angels will look for the Holy One in
order to sing their song in His presence, but they will not find Him. So they will go to the sea and ask it:
When did He “who made a way in the sea” (Isaiah 43:16) last appear to you?  The sea will reply: Since the
day that He had me dry up and led His children through me, I have not seen Him. They will then go to Mount
Sinai and ask it:  When did he of whom it is said, “The Lord came from Sinai” (Deut. 33:2), the Holy One,
last appear to you, Mount Sinai will reply: Since the day that He appeared upon me and gave the Torah to
His people with Himself as a groom, Moses as the bridegroom’s friend and the Torah as the bride, I have
not seen Him. They will go to Zion, and ask: Has He, the Holy One, of whom it is said, “For the Lord has
chosen Zion” (Ps. 132:13), appeared to you?  Zion will reply: Since the day He removed His presence from
My midst, destroyed His house, and burned His temple, I have not seen Him. Then Isaiah will ask the min-
istering angels: Whom are you seeking?  They will reply: The Holy One. Isaiah will say: He has just now
gone forth from Edom, as is intimated in the verse: “Who is this coming from Edom, in crimsoned gar-
ments…?” (Isaiah 63:1) At once the angels [knowing it to be the Holy One] will go and find Him, and behold-
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ing His garments crimson, they will ask: Master of the Universe, why are your garments crimsoned?  As it
says, “Why is your clothing so red?” (Isaiah 63:2) He will say: I had a small winepress and trod it Myself, as
it says, “I trod out a vintage alone.” (Ibid.)  That is, the Holy One has taken all the sins of Israel and charged
them against wicked Esau whose cruel decrees led Israel to sin, as it is said, , “Thus the goat [the one from
Seir] shall carry on it all their iniquities…” (Leviticus 16:22) But when Esau spoke up to the Holy One, say-
ing, “Master of the universe, is my strength such that I can bear all of Jacob’s iniquities that You load upon
me?” The Holy One took all of Jacob’s sins and put them on his own garments, so that their crimson
became an intense scarlet. He will wash the garments, so that their crimson became an intense scarlet. He
will wash the garments, however, until they are made white as snow, as it is said, “His garment was like
white snow…” (Daniel 7:9)

Isaiah 63:1–3

[TRANSLATION]

Who is this coming from Edom, in crimsoned garments from Bozrah – Who is this, majestic in attire, press-
ing forward in His great might?  “It is I, who contend victoriously, powerful to give triumph.”  Why is your
clothing so red, your garments like his who treads grapes?  I trod out a vintage alone; of the peoples no man
was with Me. I trod them down in My anger, tramples them in My rage; their life-blood bespattered My gar-
ments and all My clothing was stained…”

In this midrash, Edom is punished for its treatment of Israel. It becomes the scapegoat of Israel’s sins as punish-
ment for scapegoating Israel over the years. At the end of time, however, there will be no more scapegoats. God
Himself will become the scapegoat.

In our own history, the Jew has often been the most obvious scapegoat. Some, like Jean-Paul Sartre, came to see
this as a defining feature of Jewish identity. 

Read Sartre’s words below and juxtapose them with the Rabbinic passage about Esau above.

Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew: 
An Exploration of the Etiology of Hatred 

Jewish authenticity consists in choosing oneself as a Jew—that is, in realizing one’s Jewish condition. The
authentic Jew abandons the myth of the universal man; he knows himself and wills himself into history as
a historic and damned creature; he ceases to run away from himself and to be ashamed of his own kind....
He knows that he is one who stands apart, untouchable, scorned, proscribed—and it is as such that he
asserts his being.... He stakes everything on human grandeur, for he accepts the obligation to live in a situ-
ation that is defined precisely by the fact that it is unlivable. 
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Discussion Questions:
1. What does this midrash say about the act of scapegoating?

2. What does this midrash say about patterns of blame and violence?

3. What makes the elimination of a scapegoat redemptive?

4. What are we to take from this?
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Skim through popular literature, magazines and tabloids these days, and you’ll get a very particular image
of red string: a kabalistic good luck charm worn by the likes of Madonna. Any visitor to the Western Wall
is inundated with local beggars offering to tie red strings around their wrists in exchange for tsedakah. There

are red-strings that are said to be blessed at the tomb of Sarah, ones that claim protection from the “Evil Eye,”
and even red strings that promise to allow their wearers to realize their full potential in every arena of life. 

The red string did not always have such pop-culture-spirituality-infused associations. 

Prior to casting the scapegoat out to the wilderness, a string (dyed read) was split in two; half of it was tied in
between the goat’s horns, and another to a rock nearby. This crimson thread, like the scapegoat itself, represent-
ed Israel’s sins and impurity. As it was sent on its way, the rabbis record that the red string would, incredibly,
turn white – signifying that Israel’s transgressions had indeed been forgiven.

Yoma 67a

It has been taught: ‘Originally they used to fasten the thread of scarlet on the door of the [Temple] court on
the outside. If it turned white the people used to rejoice, and if it did not turn white they were sad. They
therefore made a rule that it should be fastened to the door of the court on the inside. People, however, still
peeped in and saw, and if it turned white they rejoiced and if it did not turn white they were sad. They there-
fore made a rule that half of it should be fastened to the rock and half between the horns of the goat that
was sent [to the wilderness]’. Rav Nahum ben Papa said in the name of Rav Eleazar HaKafar: Originally they
used to tie the thread of crimson wool to the entrance of the Temple within, and as soon as the he-goat
reached the wilderness, it turned white. Then they knew that the commandment concerning it had been
fulfilled, as it is said,“Be your sins like crimson,They can turn snow-white; Be they red as dyed wool, They
can become like fleece.” (Isaiah 1:18)
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Isaiah 1:15-20

And when you lift up your hands, I will turn My eyes away from you;
Though you pray at length, I will not listen.
Your hands are stained with crime—
Wash yourselves clean; Put your evil doings away from My sight.
Cease to do evil; Learn to do good.
Devote yourselves to justice; Aid the wronged.
Uphold the rights of the orphan; Defend the cause of the widow.
“Come, let us reach an understanding,”—says The Eternal.
“Be your sins like crimson,They can turn snow-white;
Be they red as dyed wool, They can become like fleece.”
If, then, you agree and give heed, You will eat the good things of the earth;
But if you refuse and disobey, You will be devoured [by] the sword.-—
For it was The Eternal who spoke.

In 70 CE, the Romans destroyed the Second Temple. Amid the crumpled stones of the once magnificent structure
lay the ruins of the priesthood and its sacrificial system. The central mode of Jewish relation to the Divine was
no more.

In all areas of Jewish worship, prayer came to replace the sacrifices of old. Yom Kippur is no exception. The rabbis
made great effort to show the connection between the two rituals—both the old and the new. They detailed clearly
how prayers filled the void left by the destroyed sacrificial system. 

The following midrash is a prime example.

Song of Songs Rabbah 4:9

Another explanation: Your lips are like a thread of scarlet (Song of Songs 4:3), this refers to the crimson strip.
And your desert (midbarech) is lovely, this refers to the scapegoat. Israel said before the Holy One, blessed
be He: “Sovereign of the Universe, we have no crimson strip nor scapegoat. God replied: Your lips are like
a thread of scarlet: the utterance of your lips is as beloved to me as the strip of crimson.’ 
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R. Abbahu cited in this connection, “So will we offer the words of our lips instead of calves” (Hosea 14:3);
what shall we pay in place of bullocks and in place of the scapegoat? [The utterance of] our lips, as it says,
and your utterance (midbarech) is lovely. Just as your desert is lovely, so too your utterance is lovely.

Discussion Questions:
1. What is your response to learning about the original red string? How does it differ from modern manifestations of the

kabalistic luck charm? 

2. In the midrash from Song of Songs Rabbah, God and R. Abbahu both offer explanations justifying prayer superseding
the scapegoat. How are these two explanations similar? How do they differ in emphasis?

3. What does modern prayer have in common with the ancient ritual? In what ways does it differ? In your opinion, is
one better?

4. How does prayer replicate the scapegoat ritual, and in what ways does it fail to?
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Chapter 6
Achieving Atonement

6.1 The Prayer of the Kohen Gadol

6.2 You Are What You Pray

6.3 Say More! 

6.3 Bridging Past and Future 

6.4 Each of Us is a Kohen Gadol 
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The following two texts come from the Seder HaAvodah liturgy, immediately following Shivat Yamim. They
explain the blessings offered by the High Priest immediately following his exit from the Holy of Holies.
Despite having already confessed on his behalf, that of the Priesthood and that of all of Israel, he still took

the time to offer special prayers as well upon his exit.

After reading over the two quotes below, please continue on to the following section.

He came out the way he had gone in, and said a short prayer in the outer chamber. He would not extend
his prayer, so as not to frighten Israel.

This is what he would pray: May it be Your will , that this year be a year [of abundance], and let not the
prayers of travelers enter before You.
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From Shivat Yamim

[TRANSLATION]

The Mishnah stated: “… and the Kohen Gadol recited a short prayer in the outer chamber.

What would he pray?  Rava bar Rav Adda and Ravin bar Rav Adda both said in the name of Rav: “May it be
Your will, Eternal our God, that this year be rainy and hot.” Is it an advantage that the year should be hot?
Rather, say that the Kohen Gadol prayed: “If this year is hot, may it be rainy.”  

Rav Acha the son of Rava concluded the text of the prayer in the name of Rav Yehudah: “… May one who
exercises leadership not pass from the House of Judah, may Israel not be required to receive financial sup-
port from one another, and may the prayer of wayfarers to withhold the rain not be permitted to enter before
You.”

Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa was once traveling along a road. Rain descended upon him. He said, “Master of
the Universe, shall the entire world be in comfort and Chanina in  distress?  The rain stopped. When he
arrived at his home he said, “Master of the Universe, shall the entire world be in distress and Chanina in
comfort?”  The rain came down again.

Rav Yosef asked: What good did the prayer of the Kohen Gadol do with regard to Chanina ben Dosa?  The
Rabbis taught (in an early rabbinic statement): There was once an incident with one Kohen Gadol who pro-
longed his prayer in the outer chamber, and his brethren, the Kohanim, decided to enter the sanctuary to
check on him. They began to enter just as he was exiting. They said to him: Why did you prolong your
prayer?  He replied: Are you displeased that I prayed on your behalf and on behalf of the Temple that it not
be destroyed?  They told him: Do not be accustomed to do so, for we have learned (in the Mishnah): He
would not prolong his prayer so as not to frighten the Jewish people.
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Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma 5:2

[TRANSLATION]

Rabbi Shmuel son of Avudma said that there was a bima so that one would not leave the Holy of Holies
and pray a short prayer out in the outer chamber.This was the prayer of the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur,
when he left the Holy in one piece: May it be Your will, Eternal our God and God of our ancestors, that a
decree of exile not be issued against us, not this day or this year, but if a decree of exile should be issued
against us, then let it be exile to a place of Torah.

May it be Your will, Eternal our God, and God of our ancestors, that a decree of want not be issued against
us, not this day or this year, but if a decree of want should be issued against us, then let it be a want for the
performance of mitzvot. 

May it be Your will, Eternal our God and God of our ancestors, that this year be a year of cheap food, full
bellies, good business, a year in which the earth forms clods, then is parched so as to form scabs, and then
moistened by dew, so that your people Israel will not be in need of the help of one another. And do not heed
the prayer of travelers that it not rain. 

Rabbis of Caeserea say, “And concerning Your people, Israel, that they not exercise dominion over one
another. “  

And for the people who live in the Sharon plain he would say this prayer:  May it be Your will, Eternal our
God, and God of our ancestors, that our homes not turn into our graves.”

Discussion Questions:
1. Compare the Kohen Gadol’s prayers as reflected in the Babylonian Talmud with that relayed in the Yerushalmi. 

What do they share in common? How do they differ? Why these special requests?

2. What does the content of these prayers tell us about their lives?  

3. If you had three sentences to offer a prayer to God in the Temple, what would it be?  

4. What sorts of concerns are not mentioned in these prayers?
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In addition to the version of the Kohen Gadol’s prayer relayed in the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds,
many editions of the Machzor contain an additional extended version of the Kohen Gadol’s prayer. Many
of these take the form of an acrostic in the Hebrew. 

Sephardic Prayer

[TRANSLATION]
And so, just as You listened to the prayer of the Kohen Gadol
in the Sanctuary so may You hear [it] from our mouths and help.
May it be Your will, Adonai, our God, God of our forefathers
that it may be-this year coming upon us
and upon Your entire people Israel
in any place they may be,
a year of light, a year of blessing,
a year of joy, a year of delight,
a year of grandeur, a year of good assemblies,
a year of song, a year of gladness,
a year of goodness,
a year of dew and rainfall for blessing, 
a year of salvation, a year of sustenance,
a year of study, a year of tranquility,
a year of consolation, a year of merriment,
a year of exultation, a year of redemption,
a year of rejoicing, a year of pride,
a year of the ingathering of the exiles,
a year of acceptance of prayers,
a year of favor, a year of peace, 
a year of contentment,
a year in which You will lead us proudly to our land,
a year in which You will lead nations to be ruled by us
a year [in which]
You will inscribe us for a good life
a year [in which]
Your people , the House of Israel, will not need’each other for their livelihood-nor any other nation
You will withhold [any] plague or ruin from upon us, 
and from upon Your people, the House of Israel, a year [in which]
no woman shall loose the offspring of her womb.
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Ashkenazic Prayer

[TRANSLATION]

The [Kohen Gadol] would make a holiday for all his loved ones when he entered [the Sanctuary] in peace
and left in peace, without injury. And this was the Kohen Gadol’s prayer on the Day of Atonement
when he left the Holy of Holies in peace, without injury:

May it be Your will, Eternal, our God and the God of our forefathers, that this year that is coming upon us
and upon all Your people, the Family of Israel, be a year in which You open Your treasury for us:
a year of abundance, a year of blessing, a year of beneficial decrees from before You, a year of grain, wine,
and oil, a year of expansiveness, success, and permanence, a year of assembly in Your Holy Temple, a year
of  affordable prices, a year of good life from before You, a year that is dewy and rainy, if it is hot, a year
when choice fruits sweeten their produce, a year of atonement for all our iniquities, a year in which You will
bless our food and our drink, a year of commerce, a year when we can come to our Holy Temple, a year of
prosperity, a year of delight, a year in which You will bless the fruit of our womb and the fruit of our land, a
year in which You will bless our going and coming, a year in which You will save our community, a year in
which Your compassion will be stirred upon us, a year of peace and tranquility, a year on which You will lead
us with upright pride to our land, a year in which no woman will miscarry the fruit of her womb, a year in
which You will bring us up joyously to our land, a year in which your people Israel will not be dependent upon
one another or upon  another people, as You bestow blessing upon their handiwork.

And concerning the inhabitants of Sharon he would say: May it be Your will, Eternal, our God and the God
of our forefathers, that their homes not become their graves.

Activity
• Create your own acrostic version of the Kohen Gadol’s prayer in English. 

• Share your prayer with others on Yom Kippur itself at the time of the Avodah service.

Discussion Questions:
1. Compare the Sephardic and Ashkenazic versions below. Just as we asked in response to reading the Kohen Gadol’s prayer

in the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, what do these prayers say about us?  About our lives?  What sorts of things
are not mentioned?
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The entrance of the Kohen Gadol into the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur acts as a bridge between the past
and the future. Through its resonance with what came before and with what will follow, it becomes an act
of ultimate “presence” – of the here and now.

THE PAST 

Pesiqta Rabbati 47

[TRANSLATION]

What was the proof that the merit of Abraham entered the Holy of Holies with the Kohen Gadol?  The
instructions indicate, “Thus only shall Aaron enter the Shrine: with a bull calf (par ben baker) for a sin offer-
ing…” (Leviticus 16:3)  This testified to the merit of Abraham, as it says, “Then Abraham ran to the herd,
took a calf, tender and choice, and gave it to a servant-boy, who hastened to prepare it.” (Gen. 18:7)  The
words “and a ram for a burnt offering” (Leviticus 16:3) intimate that the merit of Isaac entered with him:
“So Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering in place of his son.”  (Genesis
22:13)  From where do we know that the merit of Jacob also entered with him?  Because it says, “And from
the Israelite community he shall take two he-goats for a sin offering ....” (Leviticus 16: 5)  These words
allude to the he-goats of whom Jacob’s mother said, “Go to the flock and fetch me two choice goats…”
(Genesis 27:9)
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THE FUTURE

According to the Midrash, the Kohen Gadol’s prayer was prompted by his ability at that moment to perceive
what would occur over the course of the entire year. 

Vayikra Rabbah 20:4

[TRANSLATION]

The Kohen Gadol is like the eagle who dwells on a rock and “from there spies out his food, from afar he
sees it.” (Job 39:29) From there he would receive the promise of food for all the days of the year. At the
beginning of the year he knew what would happen at the end of it. How was that possible?  When he
watched and noticed the smoke of the altar pile rise towards the south he knew that the south would have
plenty. If rose towards the west, he knew that the west would have plenty. If it rose towards the east, he
knew that the east would enjoy plenty, and so with all the others. If it rose toward the middle of the sky, he
knew that the whole world would enjoy plenty. 

Discussion Questions:
1. According to this midrash, on Yom Kippu, the Kohen Gadol knew what the year held for various regions of Israel. Why

did he offer a prayer on behalf of Israel if the ultimate outcome had been pre-determined?  

2. What are the possible reasons for the Kohen Gadol’s prayer and how is this similar or different from your own reasons
for praying?  

3. How does each of these Midrashim enhance or expand upon the Yom Kippur ritual?

4. Why does the Midrash from Pesiqta Rabbati wish to link the ritual of the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur with the life of
the Patriarchs?

5. How does the Midrash from Vayikra Rabbah expand the role and function of the Kohel Gadol?    
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“…this liturgy strives to create a sense of identification with the high priest. Listeners to the Avodah would
then follow the priest as he prepared for the sacrifice, dressed and undressed behind a sheet, slaughtered
the bulls and goats for himself, his household, and Israel, entered the holy of holies, and would repeat the
confessions with him. The Avodah, then, manages to exalt the high priest to the post of supreme emissary
of Israel while at the same time allowing each congregant to participate in a kind of vicarious sacrifice."

Michael D. Swartz and Joseph Yahalom, Avodah: Ancient Poems for Yom Kippur (Pennsylvania State
University, 2005)

S. Ansky’s The Dybbuk
From The Dybbuk and Other Writings by S. Ansky, edited and with an Introduction by David G. Roskies.

God’s world is holy and great. The holiest land in the world is Israel. The holiest city in Israel in Jerusalem.
The holiest place in Jerusalem was the Temple, and the holiest spot in the Temple was the Holy of Holies.

There are seventy nations in the world, and among them the people of Israel is the holiest. And the tribe of
Levi is the holiest of the twelve tribes of Israel, and among the Levites the holiest are the priests. And
among the priests the holiest is the High Priest.

There are 354 days in the year, and among them the holy days are sacred. And the Sabbath is holier than
the holy days. The holiest of all the holy days, the Sabbath of Sabbaths, is Yom Kippur which is the Day of
Atonement.

There are seventy languages in the world, and the holiest among them is Hebrew. And the holiest work in
the Hebrew language is the Torah, and its holiest part is the Ten Commandments, and the holiest word in
the Ten Commandments is the name of God. 

Once a year, on Yom Kippur, the four holiest sanctities gather together precisely when the High Priest enters
the Holy of Holies in order to pronounce the ineffable name of God. And at this immeasurably holy and
awesome moment the High Priest and the people of Israel are in the utmost peril, for even a single sinful
or wayward thought in the High Priest’s mind at that instant might, God forbid, destroy the entire world.

Every piece of ground on which a person stands when he raises his eyes to Heaven is a Holy of Holies;
everyone created in the image of God is a High Priest; every day in a person’s life is Yom Kippur; and every
word which a person speaks from his heart is God’s name. Therefore, every sin and every wrong commit-
ted by man brings the world to destruction.

Religion of Reason by Hermann Cohen. p. 216

"We should note, however, the significance of the singular fact that one day of the whole year is singled out
for that concern that preoccupies the whole congregation and every single member of it throughout the
whole year and which ought not be neglected even for a single moment in a man’s life.”

Discussion Questions:
1. What speaks to you about the way Ansky relates and relays the Yom Kippur ritual?

2. What troubles you?

3. Do you agree with his last stanza?  How might you adapt it?

4. How is it similar and different to what Hermann Cohen wrote?

5. What might it mean to see ourselves as High Priests?

6. What is the nature of our service, of our prayer, and of confession?
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Avodah - Literally, “service” or “work.” The entire sacrificial system was known by this name. The liturgical section of the
Yom Kippur Musaf service became known as Seder HaAvodah (the Order of the Avodah) because it described the most
important sacrificial service of the entire year, that carried out by the High Priest on Yom Kippur.

Avodah Shebalev – literally, “service of the heart.” This term refers to prayer, the form of worship which replaced sacri-
fice after the destruction of the Temple.

Beit HaMikdash – The Temple (first and second); literally “The Holy House.”

Beit Midrash – literally, “house of study,” it is the institution created by the rabbis as a replacement for Beit HaMikdash
(the Temple).

Herman Cohen – Nineteenth century German Jewish philosopher, best known for his work in the area of neo-Kantianism.
Cohen espoused a Jewish philosophy based on ethical monotheism, one of the major influences that led to the rise of clas-
sical Reform Judaism. 

Ein Mukdam u’me’uchar baTorah… - One of the interpretive rules of Midrash is that “there is no earlier or later in the
Torah.” Interpretation allows for a playful suspension of chronology that may enhance the meaning of the biblical text.

Gnosticism – A diverse religious system prevalent in the Near East during the second and third centuries CE. Often,
Gnostic theology centered around a dual-god system, in which two deities manifested good and evil respectively. Gnostic
ideas were seen by the rabbis as major ideological threats to Judaism, and their encroachment into Judaism was actively
fought against.

Guide for the Perplexed – (Hebrew: Moreh Nebukhim) a philosophical work written by Rabbi Moses ben Maimon
(Rambam) in the 12th century, CE, in the form of a three volume letter to his student, Rabbi Joseph ben Judah of Ceuta.
The Guide combines Greek and Roman philosophy with traditional Jewish Biblical commentary and theology to explore
the nature of God and all things spiritual. Though very controversial at the time of its inception, the Guide had a wide
impact on Jewish (and non-Jewish) thinking to this day.

Holy of Holies – The innermost chamber of the Temple, this is where the Ark of the Covenant was kept. The room was
seen as the most holy location within the Temple complex. The Holy of Holies was only entered once a year: by the High
Priest on Yom Kippur afternoon.

Kapparah – Hebrew, from the root meaning “to atone.”

Kohen – literally, “priest,” a male descendent of Aaron, brother of Moses. The Kohanim (plural) were in charge of the duties
of running the Temple and its system of sacrifices. The Kohen Gadol was the High Priest,. Among his many responsibili-
ties was the performance of the Yom Kippur Avodah ritual. 

Korban – from the Hebrew meaning “to bring close” this is the term for “sacrifice.” 
Machzor - special designated prayer book for the Festivals and the High Holy Days. Derived from “machzor Hashanah”—
the cycle of the year.

Meiri – Famous French rabbi (1249–c. 1310). Wrote a monumental commentary on the Talmud known as “Beit
HaBechirah”, in which he catalogued in digest form all prior Talmudic commentaries.

Midrash - A genre of literature by the Rabbis that expands upon biblical verses, it juxtaposes verses from different parts
of the Hebrew Bible, and comes to fill in “holes” in the Biblical text. From the root meaning “to seek.” Part of the genre
known as Torah She’be’al Peh (Oral Torah). 
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Mincha—from the verb lehaniach – to lay down, to place before. Refers to the afternoon prayer service, which itself is
derived from the flour offering which accompanied each sacrifice in the Temple.

Mishkan – the tabernacle, built in the desert by the Israelites before entering the Land of Israel. It served as the blueprint
for the Temple which would supercede it.

Musaf – (literally, “additional”) An additional service added after Shacharit on Shabbat, Holidays and Rosh Chodesh. It
recalls the extra sacrifices brought in the Temple on these special days (Berachot 26b).

Nephilim – Ambiguous beings that find reference throughout the Bible, specifically in Genesis. While the Hebrew of
nephilim may mean “those causing others to fall,” Ibn Ezra proposes that they were called this because men’s hearts would
fail at the sight of them. They are described as the descendents of a union between “the sons of God” and the “daughters
of men.”

Piyut - A liturgical poem composed in Hebrew that was inserted into the fixed liturgy of the prayer book. This liturgical
genre, which includes common prayers such as “Lecha Dodi” and “Adon Olam”, are often composed as acrostics. They sup-
plemented the liturgy as early as the first century.

Rambam – Twelfth century rabbi, born in Cordoba, Spain. Maimonides is best know for his two major works, the
Mishnah Torah, and the Guide for the Perplexed.

Sadducees - A party or religious sect formed about 200 BCE to which the early Rabbis were opposed. Sadducees took
a more literal understanding of Torah, rejecting the authority of the “Oral Torah” which the Rabbis claimed was also
revealed to Moses at Sinai. Their primary focus was the Temple and the priesthood. They were active in political and eco-
nomic life, and were primarily composed of priests, merchants and aristocrats.Scapegoat – Part of the Yom Kippur Temple
ritual involved the casting of a goat by the High Priest out into the wilderness. This goat represented the sins of the peo-
ple Israel, and was cast out from society as a means of cleansing the people’s sins.

Seforno –Italian Rabbi living from 1475 to 1550. He wrote a thorough commentary on the Torah that appears to this
day in most printings of Torah commentaries, alongside such rabbis as Rashi, Rambam, Ibn Ezra, etc.

Shechina – the Divine Presence, from the Hebrew root meaning “to dwell.”

Shaliach Tsibur - (messenger of the community)—While here in this piyut the term is quite literal and contextual (the High
Priest is the emissary for the entire community), later on it refers to the prayer leader who also represents the entire commu-
nity before God. The concept of shlichut, or agency, is such that generally, a person who acts as a shaliach fulfills a mitzvah
on everyone’s behalf and in so doing fulfills the Jewish legal obligation of the entire community.

Sin offering – Biblical sacrifice made as a means for kapparah (atonement) through the time of the Second Temple. The
specific sacrifice offered depended on the offending sin.

Torah Sh’be’al Peh – Literally, “Oral Torah,” which, according to Rabbinic tradition were also transmitted to Moses on
Mount Sinai. For generations these traditions were passed down orally, but were eventually collected and recorded in the
forms of the Mishnah (and, later, the Talmud) and Midrash.
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