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And the one who casts the goat for Azazel shall wash his clothes in water and bathe his flesh in 
water and after this he may enter the camp. (Vayikra 16:26) 

One of the most enigmatic practices of the Yom Kippur service was the choosing of two goats, one brought 
as a sacrifice and one cast into the desert, falling off a cliff to its bloody death on the rocks below.  This was 
the goat for Azazel which some explain as a “bribe” to the Satan not to accuse the Jewish People on this day.   

The one who took the goat to the desert is now impure and must wash his clothing and body before 
returning to the camp.  What is the source of this tumah, this impurity?   

It can’t be from the goat he is throwing into the desert, as it is alive and a living creature does not create 
tumah like a dead carcass does.  Not only that, the Gemara in Yoma (67b) 
tells us that this fellow’s impurity begins the moment he leaves the gates 
of Jerusalem.  Clearly, the impurity is not something caused by something 
he is touching nor the fact that he is in a desolate desert where there may 
be dead bodies. It is spiritual impurity, much as the metzora experienced.  
But what is the reason for this impurity and why specifically then? 

In explaining the curious name, ‘Azazel,’ the Ohr HaChaim says it implies 
harsh and strong as well as low and miniscule.  The desert is the home of 
the Satan, who is the lowest of all the ministering angels.  Perhaps, one 
who heads out of the safety of civilized Yerushalayim, place of the Bais 
HaMikdash, and into the void spiritual wasteland of the desert is adjured 
through the impurity to recognize his precarious situation in that though 
the Satan is low, he is incredibly strong. 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch comments that the Azazel represents a 
person using his free will to choose to abandon his spiritual side and 
focus on the physical, temporary, and baser part of his being. 

But wait!  This fellow is holy!  He is an elite member of the Jerusalem 
community and was chosen for this holy task.  Not only that, it is Yom Kippur when a person has surely 
repented and the message of the aimless goat falling to its death is not lost on him.  Why then do we point 
out to him that a path of following his desires is dangerous? 

Perhaps the point of this limited impurity (he only needs to immerse himself and his clothing in a mikva but 
not wait until evening) is because he might feel that he has only had a “close call.”  He didn’t touch a corpse 
or carcass; he didn’t go to a cemetery or place of impurity.  Despite entering the Satan’s neighborhood, he 
left unscathed.  And THAT is a dangerous assumption. 

In Mishlei/Proverbs (28:14) King Solomon, wisest of all men, says, “Ashrei Adam Mefached Tamid,” 
Fortunate is the man who is always fearful.  The Gemara (Brachos 60a) says this refers to someone who is 
afraid he will lose his Torah study or otherwise slip in his spirituality.  The one who sent off the Azazel has 
left the sanctuary of Jerusalem and entered a dangerous place.  He must recognize this and take this lesson 
to heart in other areas as well.   

One who believes he has had a brush with evil and is “unscathed” is simply foolhardy.  Our environment 
affects us no matter what.  What is the solution?  “He must wash and bathe with water and then he may 
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enter the camp.”  Water is a common euphemism for Torah.  The only way to be protected is to have a 
healthy dose of Torah to bring us back to where we belong. 

Holocaust Remembrance DayHolocaust Remembrance DayHolocaust Remembrance DayHolocaust Remembrance Day    

This week, Jews and Gentiles around the world observed Yom Hashoah, the day established to reflect 
on the horrors that were rained down on our people in Europe in World War II. Strictly speaking, 
Yom Hashoah does not have the same status as Purim or Chanuka as once the Hebrew calendar was 
closed in the times of the Talmud, we cannot establish any more holidays. Even Lag B’Omer, the 33rd 
day of the mourning period between Passover and 
Shavuos, while much older, does not have the status 
of being an officially “calendared” day.   

Nevertheless, taking time to think and reflect is 
always a good idea, and we’d like to share some 
thoughts from R’ Dovid z”l. His take was that 
everything comes from G-d, so we can’t argue that it 
was bad or evil. Rather, it has some good which we 
don’t yet understand. 

Another point was his response to the Nazis. While 
it is appropriate to hate those who hate G-d and His 
Torah, that doesn’t mean we let the hatred overcome 
us and change who we are supposed to be. Rather, we 
remain kind, loving, and upright, even when facing 
evil. 

The best way to rub it in the faces of the Nazis is to 
live as Jews, coming closer to the G-d they wanted to 
deprive us of, and never stoop to their level. This year, let’s take some time to reflect not on the hatred 
the Nazis had, but how markedly they missed the boat. They called the Jews “sub-human” but they 
were so very wrong about that. We are not sub-human, but superhuman. 

They thought the way to create “ubermentschen,” literally supermen and superwomen, was by 
physical breeding and racial purity. They were wrong because we are people, not animals.  

The way for us to become supermen is by studying the Torah and uplifting ourselves through our 
Judaism. We strive for purity of thought and action, with constant effort not only before birth, but 
throughout life. We become supermen with powers others do not have.   

Through our faith we are strong enough to control our hatred, to rein in our desire for revenge, and to 
walk amongst our haters with equanimity. 

Look on the Bright Side 

A man who took great pride in his lawn found himself with a large crop of 
dandelions. He tried every method he knew to get rid of them. Still they 
plagued him.  

Finally he wrote to the Department of Agriculture. He enumerated all the 
things he had tried and closed his letter with the question: “What shall I do 
now?” 

In due course, the reply came: “We suggest you learn to love them.”    

Want to sign up to get this Shabbos Table Talk each week?  E-mail us at DoItForDovid@Gmail.com. 

 

 


