
By Yossi Goldman
Who is holy? Is it the mystic in the mountains, the monk in the monastery, or the guru in the garage? Perhaps

it is the lady with the crystal ball or the meditating yogi?
People today have fallen in love with Spirituality, Mysticism and Kabbalah. Great. I’ve even given a whole

series of Kabbalah classes myself. Judaism is certainly rich in spirituality and the mystical perspective helps
us to a deeper understanding of our faith and its practice. But how would Judaism define "holy"? Must one be

a mystic to be holy?
The Parshah of Kedoshim (Leviticus 19-20), begins with the injunction you shall be holy. Then it launches into

a litany of biblical laws from religious to ethical—respecting parents, elders, charity to the poor, honesty in
business, observing the Shabbat, not to dabble in the occult, the famous "Love Thy Neighbor," not to take

revenge, the forbidden relationships—all kinds of things that would not necessarily be associated with
becoming spiritual.

So it seems clear from our Parshah that while we do most definitely believe in the spiritual component of
Judaism, the road to holiness is not so much ethereal or otherworldly but practical and pragmatic. Holiness is

to be found more in the ordinary everyday things we do or don’t do than in mantras and metaphysics. Self-
restraint, discipline, honesty, decency, doing the right thing—these are the things that can lead us to holiness.
You don’t need a guru with a guitar, séances, incense or even long, flowing robes. You need to be a mentsch,

control your passions and behave correctly. And that, as opposed to all the spooky stuff, is what constitutes
holiness.

At the end of the day, the Torah is telling us to be different from those around us. Whether it was the
Egyptians and Canaanites of old or the hedonists and sensualists of today, the message is the same.

Holiness means distinctiveness. A Jew must march to a different beat. It doesn’t matter what the rest of the
world is doing. We are a people apart.

Our differentness is expressed in many ways. The same Parshah that reminds us to keep Shabbat also
cautions us to keep honest weights and measures in our shop, not to lie, to pay our employees on time and

not to gossip.
The same Parshah that declares boldly "Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself," also warns us not to get too lovey-
dovey with everyone—not with your daughter-in-law, sister-in-law, father’s wife, anyone else’s wife, nor a

member of the same sex.
Yes, I do think there is something pretty holy about a young couple exercising self-discipline and waiting

patiently until their chuppah in order to express their love for one another. It shows character, nobility, and I
have no doubt they will confirm that it was worth waiting for. Yes, I think married couples who work hard to
keep their marriages and family life intact, even though it may sometimes be difficult, are acting in a G‑dly

manner. That, too, is holy.
Far be it from me to make light of holy men and miracle workers. I am a great believer. But before we run to
faith healers or buy red strings and holy water, perhaps we ought to consult the Torah and try the bread and
butter stuff of Judaism first. Let us live with honesty, integrity, respect, honor, dignity and discipline. Then we

will be holy.
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R A B B I  S A C K S  O B M  -  T H E  S C A P E G O A T :  S H A M E  A N D  G U I L T

The strangest and most dramatic element of the service on Yom Kippur, set out in Acharei Mot, 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 L-rd,” the other, “To Azazel.” The one on which the lot “To the L-rd” 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 a description of its destination. According to the Torah the goat was sent “to a desolate area” (el eretz gezerah).2 According to the sages it
was 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 thirty-three you will know it.” Nahmanides reveals the secret. Thirty three verses later on, the
Torah commands: “They must no longer offer any of their sacrifices to the goat idols [seirim] after whom they go astray.”3
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.”4
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 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.”5
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.6
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 L-rd” fell and which was offered as a sin offering7 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.8
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 teharah, 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 usually9 two separate worlds. On Yom Kippur
they were brought together. Why?
We owe to anthropologists like Ruth Benedict10 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 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 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.
Shakespeare has Macbeth say, after his crime, “Will these hands ne’er be clean?” In shame cultures, wrongdoers tend either to go into exile,
where no one knows their past, or to commit suicide. Playwrights have them die.
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.11 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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Following the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, G‑d warns
against unauthorized entry “into the holy.” Only one
person, the kohen gadol (“high priest”), may—but
once a year, on Yom Kippur—enter the innermost

chamber in the Sanctuary to offer the sacred ketoret
to G‑d.

Another feature of the Day of Atonement service is
the casting of lots over two goats, to determine

which should be offered to G‑d and which should be
dispatched to carry off the sins of Israel to the

wilderness.
The Parshah of Acharei also warns against bringing
korbanot (animal or meal offerings) anywhere but in
the Holy Temple, forbids the consumption of blood,
and details the laws prohibiting incest and other

deviant sexual relations.
The Parshah of Kedoshim begins with the statement:
“You shall be holy, for I, the L‑rd your G‑d, am holy.”

This is followed by dozens of mitzvot (divine
commandments) through which the Jew sanctifies
him- or herself and relates to the holiness of G‑d.
These include: the prohibition against idolatry, the

mitzvah of charity, the principle of equality before the
law, Shabbat, sexual morality, honesty in business,
honor and awe of one’s parents, and the sacredness

of life.
Also in Kedoshim is the dictum which the great sage
Rabbi Akiva called a cardinal principle of Torah, and
of which Hillel said, “This is the entire Torah, the rest
is commentary”—“Love your fellow as yourself.”

 

This week’s Haftorah is from Amos chapter 9, and is the
Haftorah for Acharei Mos. The basic theme of the two Parshios

is the responsibility of the Jews to maintain a life style of
Kedusha – holiness that sets them apart from all the other

nations and grants them the right to live in Eretz Yisroel. Amos
the Navi began by chastising the Bnai Yisroel for being no better
than the Pilishtim or the Arameans. They too were saved from
oppression and enslavement but did not cherish the opportunity

that G-d had granted to them.
Amos began his prophesies in 3115 – 646 b.c.e. when Yeravam ll
extended the boundaries of Israel (the Northern Kingdom) and
under whose reign the kingdom of Israel flourished. Yeravam
attempted to banish Amos from the kingdom because of his
prophecy that Yeravam’s kingdom would not last. Amos

criticized the kingdom for persecuting the poor and immersing
themselves in materialism and luxury.

Amos told the Jews that primary destruction would be directed
against the leaders of the kingdom while the populace would be
driven into exile. His presentation painted the exile of Israel as an
act of preservation and kindness on G-d’s part. Verse 9:11 is the
verse that we add to the grace after meals during Succos that
prophesies the rebuilding of the Davidic dynasty. The final
words of Amos prophesy the coming of Mashiach and the

return to Eretz Yisroel.
 

Pushkin, Carol mother Levy, Fanny Faigel Rina bas Chaim Saturday 24/4/21 Iyar 12, 5781
Davis, Yochevet mother Mantel, Shoshanah Shoshanah Mantel Saturday 24/4/21 Iyar 12, 5781

Klein, Vivien grandfather Cowan, Philip Refael ben Dov Ber HaCohen Tuesday 27/4/21 Iyar 15, 5781
Winter, Alan father Winter, Max Moshe ben Avraham Wednesday 28/4/21 Iyar 16, 5781

Teller, Chaim mother Teller Yocheved bas Asher Friday 30/4/21 Iyar 18, 5781
 

WISHING ALL THOSE WITH YARTZEIT THIS WEEK CHAIM ARUCHIM

RIDDLE OF THE WEEK

Old Moishe Applebaum arrived at the post office with a post card
in his hand. He approached the employee at the desk and said,

“I'm sorry to bother you but could you address this post card for
me? My arthritis is acting up today and I can't even hold a pen."

"Certainly sir,' said the younger postal employee, "I'd be glad to."
He wrote out the address and also agreed to write a short

message and sign the card for old Moishe. Finally, the postal
employee asked, "Now, is there anything else I can do for you?"
Old Moishe thought about it for a moment and said, "Yes, at the

end could you just add, 'PS: Please excuse the sloppy hand-
writing.'"

 

I am made from an animal,
Although you nickname me after a

different one.
You can't eat me; you can only hold

me,
And once a year a festival is erected

in my honour.
 

What am I?
 
 

last weeks answer 
Darkness

Artscroll 636- 1174

  Living Torah  584- 1166
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FOOD 4 THE SOUL

If all things are G‑d’s creation and all that happens comes from Above, what is special about a mitzvah?
Because as the world is created and recreated each moment, its details are not yet in place. That is left to us.

That is what we accomplish when we do a mitzvah: We connect scattered details into place so that the original meaning and purpose
of each thing becomes clear and their divine energy can shine through.

That’s why the most powerful of all mitzvahs is the mitzvah of taking some of the money you have earned through your hard work,
money with which you could acquire the things you like—and giving it to a worthy charity.

Every other mitzvah encompasses a specific aspect of yourself and a particular chunk of your world. The mitzvah of tzedakah
encompasses all of you and all your world.

Everything you do, and everything that touches you, all at once, moves rapidly into place, finds its meaning, and begins to shine.
And so the sages say, “Tzedakah brings closer the world’s ultimate redemption.”

 

STORY TIME

There was once a woman named Rachel who had no children. Her husband, Nosan, considered himself to be modern
and disdained rabbis and their "antiquated" teachings. Rachel, however, believed differently, and whenever her

husband was away on business she would visit the great tzadik Rabbi Meir of Premishlan to beg him to bless her with
children.

For poor Rachel each visit was the same. She would wait for her turn and then make her request. Each time Rabbi
Meir's reply was the same: "I cannot bless you unless you come together with your husband." And each time Rachel

would return home sad, but not hopeless, for she believed that somehow salvation would come to her.
On one visit her faith was rewarded when Rabbi Meir replied, "Return home. When your husband returns from his

business trip, tell him, 'Rabbi Meir of Premishlan commands you to come at once.' Of course, he will refuse, but when
he does, tell him, 'On the day before yesterday, which was Lag B'Omer, you attended a gathering where you spoke
disrespectfully of Rabbi Meir.' When your husband hears this he will certainly come, and then you will be blessed."

Rachel was at home when Nosan returned, and she immediately repeated Rabbi Meir's words. His response was the
expected one, but when Rachel countered, telling him about his untoward comments about Rabbi Meir, his face

flushed. How could the rabbi know such a thing, he wondered, and he at one resolved to visit Premishlan to find out.
Nosan was not, however, ready to endure the ridicule of his friends. He decided that instead of traveling straight to

Premishlan he would make a detour through Lemberg, thus cloaking his true intentions in a bogus business trip.
When he finally arrived in Premishlan and was admitted to Rabbi Meir's room, he announced his name and his

request. Rabbi Meir responded, "Don't think I don't know that you came here via Lemberg. If you want my blessing,
you must return home and then come here directly."

Nosan was completely amazed. How could Rabbi Meir have possibly known that? If he had such wondrous powers,
he would do as Rabbi Meir said. To his wife's utter joy, Nosan returned home and announced his plans to spend

Shabbat in Premishlan. When the couple arrived in Premishlan, Rabbi Meir was pleased to see them. On Shabbat,
Nosan was honored with an aliya to the Torah for the passage which read, "There shall not be a sterile or barren one

amongst you." He was so moved, that he was about to offer a large donation. Rabbi Meir interrupted him with the
words, "Because he has promised to help a Yisrael [lit. Israelite]." Nosan was confused. What could Rabbi Meir's

words mean?
When the prayers ended, Rabbi Meir explained his cryptic words. "One day you will have the opportunity to save a
very holy Jew, at great personal risk. If you promise to help him, you will have a son." Without giving the matter a
moment's thought, Nosan said, "I promise!" In due time, the tzadik's blessing was fulfilled, and Nosan and his wife

were the parents of a baby boy.
A year or more passed and Nosan was on a business trip near the Austrian-Romanian border when he heard that the

illustrious Rabbi Yisrael of Ruzhin was also there. He was fleeing the Russian authorities and had to somehow get
across the border. This was obviously what Rabbi Meir had alluded to when he had made the promise.

True to his word, Nosan presented himself to Rabbi Yisrael and disclosed to him a plan to carry him across the
border over a small, frozen river. Rabbi Yisrael agreed and they set off at midnight. Nosan knew the crossing well,

but he was unaccustomed to heavy physical labor. Despite the bitter cold, sweat poured down Nosan's face. Carrying
a grown man was harder than he had thought, and at each step he prayed that the thin ice would hold the weight of
the two men and not crack, plunging them to a frozen death. Suddenly Nosan stopped walking. "Is anything wrong?"

Reb Yisrael asked.
"Nothing is wrong. I just realized that we have reached the middle of the river. If I am to make my request, this is the
time. Rebbe, I have committed many sins. I have scoffed and disregarded the teachings and precepts of the Torah.

But before I continue, I want your promise that I will have a place in the World to Come. If you give me your promise,
I will continue; if not, I won't go on."

Rabbi Yisrael replied at once, "Of course, I will give you my word. I am happy that at such a time you can have such
thoughts!"

With that assurance, Nosan continued his dangerous progress across the icy darkness. It wasn't until many hours
later that they arrived safely in the small, Austrian border town. It was Nosan's good fortune to have spread the news

that through his efforts, the holy Ruzhiner was finally safe.
 


