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SONS AND GOATS
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“After the death of the twa sons of Aharon” and the midrash in Vayikra Rabbah opens and
brings Ecclesiastes, brings a mementa mori, reminding us that everyone dies: 18 nga 737,
‘There is ane fate for everyone,” It doesn™ matter it they were good or bad, righteous or
wicked. The acts of their lives cannot and will not prevent their deaths. It pairs Moah the
rightecus with Pharaoh the wicked, David whose son built the Temple with Mebuchadnezzar
who destroved the Temple, And all of them met the same fate, Whatever distinction we
thought mattered, death does not see it. The midrash ends with Madav and Avihu, the sons of
Aaron, burnt to death. We read:
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One fate: these are the sons of Aaron, of whom it is written [in Malachi,] in peace and in eguity.

Far the wicked: this is the congregation of Korach, of whom it is written [in Fumbers,] tum
aside, how. These [the congregation of Korach) entered to offer sacrifices in dispute and came
out burned. And these (sons of Aaroen) entered to offer sacrifices not indispute and came out

burned.

The sons of Aaron and the congregation of Korach, The highest praise Malachi can find for a
priest is spoken of the sons of Aaraon: "Ik 770 W Rl oo, “in peace and in equity he walked
with me” The sharpest warning God can deliver about the congregation of Korach is §1 RIa
PITMD D'UROD DEOND TN T, Mturn aside, now, from the tents of these wicked men.” And yet.
These entered in peace. Those entered in rebellion. All of them came out as ash. One fate for
EVEMYONE.

The fire daoes not distinguish. The altar is indifferent to the interior condition of the ane who

approaches it. Whatever the priest carried in his heart as he walked toward the sanctuary,
love, arrogance, yearning. contempt, the fire reads none of it. The fire reads proximity. You
came near. and you burned.

This is the nightmare pressing up against the Yom Kippur rituzl. Aaron has just lost his sons.
The parashah opens nim 1Nk, after the death, and proceeds immediately to instructions for
approach. How does one approach when the approach has already killed? How does one draw
near when nearness has proven lethal? The midrash's answer, in its terrible symmetry, is that
no interior posture secures the one who enters, Madav and Avihu went in pure and came out
burned. and Korach's tweo hundred and fifty went in rebellious and came out burned, and the
fire wrote the same verdict on both,

And then the parashah gives us the two goats,

They are identical. The mizhnah insists an it: matched in appearance, in height. in value,
purchased topether if possible. The tradition works hard to make them indistinguishable.
because the thealogical wark of the ritual requires that nothing about them, whether visible,
hidden, or chaosen, differentiate one fram the other. And then the lot is cast: 72 " TRK 502
ITNTYT TR, "One lot for God, and one lot for Azazel” One goat enters the o'wTE wTp, holy of
holies, its blood carried into the innermost place, and the other becomes the bearer of the
people's sing, driven out toward the wilderness and what waits there,

Two identical bodies. Twao incommensurable destinies, The thing the midrash laments, the fact
that there is no real difference between the one who enters in peace and the one who enters
in rebellion, is what the ritual now takes up as its operating premise, The goats are the sons of
Aaran and the congregation of Korach stripped of their histories. Interchangeable. Alike.
Waiting together at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting.

In the midrash, the sons of Aaron and the congregation of Korach were already distinguished
before they entered. Thase verdicts made no difference to the fire. The interior truth of a
person, the reality of their actions, failed to translate into a difference in fate. Same entry,
zame flame, same ash.

In the Yom Kippur ritual, the distinction runs the other way. MHothing about the goats is settled
when they arrive. They are, by design. one goat doubled. And then something is done to them.
A lotis drawn. A name is pronounced. And the distinction is made, One becomes destined for
the haly of holies, one becomes the bearer-away of sin. The goats do not come to the ritual
with their destinies in hand. The ritual hands them their destinies,

In this lies the difference between the 713 of the Tanakh and the n~gn of the midrash. The
ritual uses T3, "lot} which will come to mean “fate” The midrash reads dapn, "chance,” the
thing that happens. the same accident falling on righteous and wicked. erasing the moral
differences that were supposed to mean something. Both words reach toward the same
cluster: the thing that hefalls us, the thing we do not choose, But in the midrash, 277n is what
empties the maral world of its distinctions, In the ritual, 773 is the instrument through which
distinction enters at all, The same structural fact, read in opposite directions. Chance as
leveler, Lot as distinguisher,

And the hand that draws the lot is Aaren s, Aaron, who has not spoken since the fire, When
Madav and Avibu were cansumed, the Torah recarded his response in two words: inK o7,
“and Aaron was silent.” Moses spake. God spoke through Moses. Aaron received. The father of
the dead priests was the one figure in the scene who did not get to say anything. who did not
need to say anything, wha could not say anything.

And now the parashah opens nin ~nk, after the death, and the first thing Aaron is asked to do

with his hands after the silence is this: nima ovews 3¢ 2y ok m). and Aaron shall place on
the two goats [ots. Action, giving, doing, Mot speaking.

Aaron is a priest silencec by the fire that took his sons. He cannot speak for them, cannot
cpeak against God, cannot articulate a verdict on what happened. He cannot say "my sons
were i nd oiwa,” cannot defend them. Anc the ritual. rather than forcing him to break the
silence, gives him an instrument that distinguishes without speech. The lot s drawn. The
distinction is made. Aaron does not have to say a word. And the distinction holds.

And then, of course, both goats die. The goat whose bload is carried into the Holy of Holies
dies on the altar. The goat led out toward Azazel dies inthe wilderness. The distinction the lot

draws does not save either of them from the ending the midrash grieves. Tnx Mg still holds.
The fire still waits. Everybody dies.

But for this one day, in this one ritual, between the drawing of the lot and the dying of the
gaats, there is a difference. One is holy of holies, One bears away. The 7ia does not cancel the
0. It carves a shape inside it. The goats will both die. While they live, they are not the same.
And Aaron, who cannot speak the difference. places it on their heads with his hand.
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