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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Acharei Mot
The strangest and most
dramatic element of the
service on Yom Kippur,
set out in Acharei Mot
(Lev. 16:7-22), was the
ritual of the two goats,
one offered as a sacrifice,
the other sent away into
the desert “to Azazel.”
They were to all intents
and purposes
indistinguishable from one
another: they were
chosen to be as similar as
possible in size and
appearance. They were
brought before the High
Priest and lots were
drawn, one bearing the
words “to the Lord,” the
other, “to Azazel.” The
one on which the lot “To
the Lord” fell was offered
as a sacrifice. Over the
other the High Priest
confessed the sins of the
nation, and it was then
taken away into the
desert hills outside
Jerusalem where it
plunged to its death.
Tradition tells us that a
red thread would be
attached to its horns, half
of which was removed
before the animal was
sent away. If the rite had
been effective, the red
thread would turn to
white. Much is puzzling
about the ritual. First,
what is the meaning of “to
Azazel,” to which the
second goat was sent? It
appears nowhere else in
Scripture. Three major
theories emerged as to its
meaning. According to the
Sages and Rashi, it meant
“a steep, rocky, or hard
place”. In other words, it

was a description of its
destination. In the plain
meaning of the Torah, the goat
was sent “to a desolate area”
(el eretz gezerah, Lev. 16:22).
According to the Sages, this
meant it was thus taken to a
steep ravine where it fell to its
death. That, according to the
first explanation, is the meaning
of Azazel.
The second, suggested
cryptically by Ibn Ezra and
explicitly by Nahmanides, is
that Azazel was the name of a
spirit or demon, one of the
fallen angels referred to in
Genesis 6:2, similar to the goat
-spirit called ‘Pan’ in Greek
mythology, ‘Faunus’ in Latin.
This is a difficult idea, which is
why Ibn Ezra alluded to it, as
he did in similar cases, by way
of a riddle, a puzzle, that only
the wise would be able to
decipher. He writes: “I will
reveal to you part of the secret
by hint: when you reach thirtythree you will know it.” Thirtythree verses later on, the Torah
commands: “They must no
longer offer any of their
sacrifices to the goat idols
[se’irim] after whom they go
astray” (Ramban Lev. 17:7).
Nahmanides reveals the secret.
Azazel, on this reading, is the
name of a demon or hostile
force, sometimes called Satan
or Samael. The Israelites were
categorically forbidden to
worship such a force. Indeed,
the belief that there are powers
at work in the universe distinct
from, or even hostile to, God, is
incompatible with Judaic
monotheism. Nonetheless,
some Sages did believe that
there were negative forces that
were part of the heavenly

retinue, like Satan, who
brought accusations against
humans or tempted them
into sin. The goat sent into
the wilderness to Azazel was
a way of conciliating or
propitiating such forces so
that the prayers of Israel
could rise to heaven without,
as it were, any dissenting
voices. This way of
understanding the rite is
similar to the saying on the
part of the Sages that we
blow shofar in a double cycle
on Rosh Hashanah “to
confuse Satan.” (Rosh
Hashanah 16b)
The third interpretation, and
the simplest, is that Azazel is
a compound noun meaning
“the goat [ez] that was sent
away [azal].” This led to the
addition of a new word to
the English language. In
1530 William Tyndale
produced the first English
translation of the Hebrew
Bible, an act then illegal and
for which he paid with his
life. Seeking to translate
Azazel into English, he called
it “the escapegoat,” i.e. the
goat that was sent away and
released. In the course of
time, the first letter was
dropped, and the word
“scapegoat” was born.
The real question, though,
is: what was the ritual
actually about? It was
unique. Sin and guilt
offerings are familiar
features of the Torah and a
normal part of the service of
the Temple. The service of
Yom Kippur was different in
one salient respect: in every
other case, the sin was
confessed over the animal
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that was sacrificed. On Yom Kippur, the High Priest confessed
the sins of the people over the animal that was not
sacrificed, the scapegoat that was sent away, “carrying on it
all their iniquities” (Lev. 16:21-22). The simplest and most
compelling answer was given by Maimonides in The Guide for
the Perplexed: There is no doubt that sins cannot be carried
like a burden, and taken off the shoulder of one being to be
laid on that of another being. But these ceremonies are of a
symbolic character, and serve to impress people with a
certain idea, and to induce them to repent – as if to say, we
have freed ourselves of our previous deeds, have cast them
behind our backs, and removed them from us as far as
possible.
Expiation demands a ritual, some dramatic representation of
the removal of sin and the wiping-clean of the past. That is
clear. Yet Maimonides does not explain why Yom Kippur
demanded a rite not used on other days of the year when sin
or guilt offerings were brought. Why was the first goat, the
one of which the lot “To the Lord” fell and which was offered
as a sin offering (Lev. 16:9) not sufficient? The answer lies in
the dual character of the day. The Torah states: This shall be
an eternal law for you: On the tenth day of the seventh
month you must fast and not do any work…This is because
on this day you shall have all your sins atoned [yechaper], so
that you will be cleansed [le-taher]. Before God you will be
cleansed of all your sins (Lev. 16:29-30).
Two quite distinct processes were involved on Yom Kippur.
First there was kapparah, atonement. This is the normal
function of a sin offering. Second, there was taharah,
purification, something normally done in a different context
altogether, namely the removal of tumah, ritual defilement,
which could arise from a number of different causes, among
them contact with a dead body, skin disease, or nocturnal
discharge. Atonement has to do with guilt. Purification has to
do with contamination or pollution. These are usually two
separate worlds. On Yom Kippur they were brought together.
Why? We owe to anthropologists like Ruth Benedict the
distinction between shame cultures and guilt cultures. Shame
is a social phenomenon. It is what we feel when our
wrongdoing is exposed to others. It may even be something
we feel when we merely imagine other people knowing or
seeing what we have done. Shame is the feeling of being
found out, and our first instinct is to hide. That is what Adam
and Eve did in the garden of Eden after they had eaten the
forbidden fruit. They were ashamed of their nakedness and
they hid. Guilt is a personal phenomenon. It has nothing to
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do with what others might say if they knew what we have
done, and everything to do with what we say to ourselves.
Guilt is the voice of conscience, and it is inescapable. You
may be able to avoid shame by hiding or not being found
out, but you cannot avoid guilt. Guilt is self-knowledge.
There is another difference which, once understood, explains
why Judaism is overwhelmingly a guilt rather than a shame
culture. Shame attaches to the person. Guilt attaches to the
act. It is almost impossible to remove shame once you have
been publicly disgraced. It is like an indelible stain on your
skin. It is the mark of Cain. Shakespeare has Lady Macbeth
exclaim, after her crime, “Will these hands ne’er be clean?”
In shame cultures, wrongdoers tend either to go into hiding
or into exile, where no one knows their past, or to commit
suicide. Playwrights in these cultures have such characters
die, for there is no possible redemption.
Guilt makes a clear distinction between the act of
wrongdoing and the person of the wrongdoer. The act was
wrong, but the agent remains, in principle, intact. That is
why guilt can be removed, “atoned for,” by confession, remorse, and restitution. “Hate not the sinner but the sin,” is
the basic axiom of a guilt culture. Normally, sin and guilt
offerings, as their names imply, are about guilt. They atone.
But Yom Kippur deals not only with our sins as individuals. It
also confronts our sins as a community bound by mutual
responsibility. It deals, in other words, with the social as well
as the personal dimension of wrongdoing. Yom Kippur is
about shame as well as guilt. Hence there has to be
purification (the removal of the stain) as well as atonement.
The psychology of shame is quite different to that of guilt.
We can discharge guilt by achieving forgiveness – and
forgiveness can only be granted by the object of our
wrongdoing, which is why Yom Kippur only atones for sins
against God. Even God cannot – logically cannot – forgive
sins committed against our fellow humans until they
themselves have forgiven us. Shame cannot be removed by
forgiveness. The victim of our crime may have forgiven us,
but we still feel defiled by the knowledge that our name has
been disgraced, our reputation harmed, our standing
damaged. We still feel the stigma, the dishonor, the
degradation. That is why an immensely powerful and
dramatic ceremony had to take place during which people
could feel and symbolically see their sins carried away to the
desert, to no-man’s-land. A similar ceremony took place
when a leper was cleansed. The Priest took two birds, killed
one, and released the other to fly away across the open
fields (Lev. 14:4-7). Again, the act was one of cleansing, not
atoning, and had to do with shame, not guilt.
Judaism is a religion of hope, and its great rituals of
repentance and atonement are part of that hope. We are not
condemned to live endlessly with the mistakes and errors of
our past. That is the great difference between a guilt culture
and a shame culture. But Judaism also acknowledges the
existence of shame. Hence the elaborate ritual of the
scapegoat that seemed to carry away the tumah, the
defilement that is the mark of shame. It could only be done
on Yom Kippur because that was the one day of the year in
which everyone shared, at least vicariously, in the process of
confession, repentance, atonement, and purification. When a
whole society confesses its guilt, individuals can be
redeemed from shame.
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW.

YOM HASHOAH PROGRAM
Please join us for a compelling Yom HaShoah program on
Wednesday evening, April 27th beginning at 8:00 pm.
Our featured speaker will be Erwin Forley, a survivor of
Auschwitz who will tell his incredible story. Additionally, we
will hear from our second generation panel including Ilana
Kroll, Joey Hecht and Phyllis Safdieh.
YOM HA’ATZMAUT PROGRAM
Please join us for a celebration of Yom Ha’atzamut in honor
of the State of Israel, on Wednesday, May 4th.
Wandering Que food truck will be here with awesome
food, beginning at 6:30 pm. Mincha will be at 7:30 pm and
Jason Greenblatt, one of the chief architects of the Peace
to Prosperity plan between Israel and the Palestinians and
a key player in laying the foundation for Abraham Accords,
will address the congregation.
GNS 360
We are greatly looking forward to Shabbat, May 7th for
our Shabbat 360, where friends and neighbors will be part
of the warm hospitality of the GNS community.
INVITATION FOR SHABBAT MEALS
GNS has several members that live alone and would
warmly welcome an invitation for a Shabbat meal. If you
are hosting Shabbat dinner or lunch and have room for
another person to include, please email Rabbi Polakoff at
dpolakoff@gns.org or Rabbi Lichter at ilichter@gns.org who
will provide you with the name and contact information of
people you can invite. You may not know them, they may
be from a different generation or they may daven in a
different GNS minyan than you do, but we are all part of
the same GNS family.
GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR
In order to avoid any conflicts, it is suggested that when
planning a simcha or event that you send your request to
both mtwersky@gns.org to book at GNS as well as to the
community calendar at greatneckcalendar@gmail.com.
BNEI AKIVA SHLUCHOT
Please welcome Liron and Shira to your homes for Shabbat
meals. The meal train link is: https://rb.gy/wlebp5
GNS WEEKDAY CLASS SCHEDULE
(Resumes after Pesach)
Monday
8:30 am: Scholars’ Kollel - Rabbi Froimowitz
8:30 pm: Gemara Sota - Rabbi Polakoff
Tuesday
8:30 am: Scholars’ Kollel - Rabbi Polakoff
Wednesday
8:30 am: Scholars’ Kollel - Dr. Alan Mazurek
9:00 pm: WNL Chabura - Rabbi Lichter
Thursday
8:30 am: Scholars’ Kollel - Rabbi Lichter
9:15 am: Women’s Chumash - Rabbi Polakoff
Friday
8:30 am: Scholars’ Kollel - Rabbi Froimowitz

MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS
Mazal Tov to Carol & Stephen Karbowitz on the birth of
a granddaughter, born to their children Rachel & Josh
Spindel.
Mazal Tov to Phyllis & Albert Safdieh on the
engagement of their daughter Lisa to Asher Freilich of
Australia.
Mazal Tov to Elana & Nataniel Schmuelian on the birth
of a son. Mazal Tov as well to grandfather Michael Aryeh
and great grandmother Mahin Aryeh.
Mazal Tov to Aviva & Bob Zausmer on the birth of their
granddaughter born to their children Sara & Phil Morrow.
Mazal Tov to Sarah & Arik Hirschfeld on the birth of a
son.
SHED THE MEDS
On Sunday, May 1st from 10:30 am - 1:30 pm, residents
are invited to drop off sharps and pharmaceutical waste at
the district’s contactless drive-thru at 236 East Shore Rd. in
Great Neck.
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Monday, 24 Nissan
Kathy Flatow for Olga David
Amy Goldberg-Reiss for Anne Goldberg
Joan Katz for Anne Rezak
Sigalit Katz for Helen Hartrman
Jacob Toledano for Ester Toledano
Tuesday, 25 Nissan
David Bronheim for Sol Bronheim
Scott Danoff for Stuart Danoff
David Werber for Joseph Drezner
Martin Werber for Joseph Drezner
Wednesday, 26 Nissan
Asher Davoudpour for Mahjabin Davoudpour
Sadie Frank for Henry Ekstein
Philip Hanfling for Roslyn Hanfling
Thursday, 27 Nissan
Betty Crane for Simon Hochman
Lev Dynkin for Berl Dynkin
Semyon Dynkin for Berl Dynkin
Stanley Fischer for Hedwig Fischer
Halina Greenwald for Yechiel Geller
Karen Spitalnick for Jonas Steigman
Friday, 28 Nissan
Marilyn Feinerman for Frieda Stackman
Hedva Kessler for Mike Majus
Anne Lupkin for Sol Fischler
Saturday, 29 Nissan
Deena Heisler for Donald Heisler
Elito Heisler for Donald Heisler
Sunday, 30 Nissan
David Smooha for Eliahu Smooha
Rona Woldenberg for David Woldenberg
Monday, 1 Iyar
Linda Bunim for Sybil Faye Shapiro
Jacob Toledano for Moshe Toledano
Roselin Wagner for David Wagner
Devorah Wang for Samuel H. Wang

