Yom Kippur
On Yom Kippur we read the portion of the Torah which discusses the Avodah of the Kohen Gadol, the service of the High Priest on Yom Kippur.  At the center of this service is the designation of two goats.  One goat is dedicated to the altar, and the other goat is sent off into the wilderness, as atonement for all of the sins of the Jewish people.


According to the Mishnah in Massekhet Yoma, this goat, which is literally a scapegoat, has a crimson string tied between its horns as it is sent off a cliff.  At the same time, there was a second red string hanging on the wall of the Temple.  And our sages teach us, when the goat was thrown off the cliff, the entire congregation watched as the red string turned to white.  In other words, the simple act of the goat being thrown off the cliff worked as atonement for all of the sins of the Jews.


The question is why?  Why does this goat being thrown off a cliff have anything at all do with whether or not we are forgiven for our sins?


To answer the question is to understand what was involved with this scapegoat being sent off into the wilderness.  According to the Mishnah in Yoma, the goat was not simply sent off into the wilderness alone, but rather it was accompanied at every step of the way.  First it was escorted by the leaders of the Jewish people and then by a runner.  All along the way people went out of their homes to provide provisions for the runner.


This shows that the deeper purpose behind this sair le-azazel was to unite the Jewish people.  It was to show them that on this Yom Kippur, they were being judged as a community for all of their sins.  Thus only after the Jewish people rallied around the escorting of the goat, could they be forgiven.  For in doing so, they showed that they were truly viewing themselves as one nation. On a deeper level this tells us that all of the service of Yom Kippur has as its ultimate mission, the goal of uniting all of the Jewish people and causing them to realize that on this very Holy Day we are being judged together for all of our sins.

