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CHAPTER IV

MAN IS VULNERABLE

Nature is governed by immutable physical laws which God
ordained at the time of creation. These laws are discovered
through scientific research. Nature always conforms to these laws;
they are universally uniform. In all of creation, however, man
is unique; only he has an intellect and free will. Though he was
given a Divine Law that is to govern his behavior, man has
also been granted .the capacity to choose and, if he wishes, to
disobey God’s commandments.

Maimonides writes that:

... the human species had become unique in the world—
there being no other species like it in this respect, namely,
that man, of himself and by the exercise of his own
intelligence and reason, knows what is good and what is
evil and there is none who can prevent him from doing
that which is good or that which is evil... Let not the
notion, expressed by the foolish gentiles and most of the
senseless among Israclites, pass through your mind that,
at the beginning of a person’s existence, the Almighty
decrees that he is to be either righteous or wicked . .. wise
or foolish, niggardly or generous, and so with all other
qualities . . . There is no one that coerces him or decrees
what he is to do... Accordingly, it follows that it is the
sinner who has inflicted injury on himself; and he should
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therefore weep for and bewail what he has done to his
soul . .. it behooves us to return in a spirit of repentance . . .
for we have the power to do so (Hil. Teshuvah 5:1, 2).

Even as we emphasize man’s free will, we are also aware
that so much of what happens in life is not of man’s making.
He does not choose the family into which he is born and reared
nor the society whose values will have such an impact upon him.
He makes choices, yet major aspects of his life seem to be
governed by capricious, chance events and circumstances beyond
his control. He is a vulnerable creature whose serenity may
suddenly be jarred by overpowering temptations, peculiar turns
of events, unexpected political coups, an economic collapse,
a terminal illness, or traumatic shocks. The Book of Kohelet
portrays this unnerving uncertainty of man’s life in these words:
“For man also knows not his time; as the fishes that are taken
in an evil net, even so are the sons of man snared in an evil time
when it falls suddenly upon them’ (Eccles, 9:12).2 The key
word above, pitom (“‘suddenly”), characterizes the vulnerability
of man to events which befall him and which are not of his choos-
ing.

This tension between man as chooser and man as victim of
circumstances affects him in many ways. It is the basis of his
plea for forgiveness on Yom Kippur for, otherwise, why should
God give him a second chance? It is also an inducement to him
to be humble, since fortuhe is fickle and can suddenly change.
Finally, the uncertainty of man’s life is the motivation for many
Biblical precepts and Rabbinic enactments and is the primary
motive for prayer, as man seeks assurance and sustenance from
the Almighty.

Why Does God Forgive Sinners?

How does God relate Himself to the sinner who has knowing-
ly defied the mitzvor of the Torah but now earnestly regrets his
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rebelliousness? Judaism teaches the doctrine of reshuvah, re-
pentance, whereby the sinner is granted forgiveness and the
chance to rebuild his life on a higher spiritual plane. This is
an act of hesed, lovingkindness, on the part of God, who seeks
not man’s punishment but his rehabilitation. Yom Kippur is
particularly propitious for the achievement of atonement, es-
pecially for grievous sins.3 In the days of the Temple, a dramatic
ritual prescribed by the Torah, called the Avodah, constituted
the climactic moment of the Yom Kippur day.

To the uninformed the Avodah must have appeared a very
strange ritual. The Talmud classified it as a Aukkah, a Divine
imperative, which the Jew is bidden to observe, even though
it defies his human comprehension.? On the other hand, multi-
tudes of worshippers filling the Temple courts were deeply stirred
by this ritual. It reflected their state of mind and their desperate
yearning for forgiveness. Accordingly, we will suggest an ex-
planation of the Avodah, in terms of its impact on the participants,
by contrasting the awesome observance of Yom Kippur with
the joyful celebration of Purim, as prescribed by Rabbinic enact-
ment.

The Yom Kippur Avodah

For the Yom Kippur sacrificial Temple service (Avodah)
two male goats were réquired. “And Aaron shall place lots
upon the two goats; one marked for the Eternal and the other
marked for Azazel” 5 (Lev. 16:8). The word Azazel is defined
by the Gemara (Yoma 67b), the Septuagint, and Rashi as a
precipitous and flinty rock, a towering peak, from which the
goat was hurled to its destruction.® The goat marked for Azazel
means, then, “the one that is sent away, dismissed, or entirely
removed.” The Talmud elaborates: “The two male goats for
Yom Kippur are required to be alike in appearance, in size,
and in value and were to have been bought at the same time”
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(Mishnah, Yoma 5, 1; Gemara, 62a). Though they resembled
each other in every respect like identical twins, their destinies
were antithetically dissimilar; one was ““unto the Lord” (Lashem)
and was sacrificed on the altar, the other was sent away to
Azazel,

"How were their destinies decided? Rashi describes the
ceremonious casting of lots:

He placed one goat at his right and the other at his left.
He then put both his hands into an urn and took one lot
in his right hand and the other in his left. These he placed
on them (one on each of them). The goat upon which
fell the lot bearing the inscription ‘‘Lashem’ was for the
Lord and that bearing “‘for Azazel” was later sent forth
to Azazel (Rashi, Lev. 16:8).8

Analogy to Purim

The Ba'ale Hakabbalah (Kabbalah exponents) discovered
mystical associations between Purim and Yom Kippurim, the

only difference between the two in the Hebrew spelling being:

the initial kaf in Kippurim. Yom Kippurim, then, would signify
“a day like Purim.” A strange association! To suggest that
Yom Kippur is like Purim, to compare the boisterous Purim to
the awesome Yom Kippur, a raucous celebration to a solemn
observance! In what way, then, does Yom Kippur resemble
Purim?

The Dual Character of Purim

We usually think of Purim in terms of indulgence and merry-
making, to the point of forgetfulness and the dulling of the
senses. Actually, Purim is also a day of introspection and
prayerful meditation. The Megillah is both a Book of Thanks-
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giving and a Book of Distress and Petition. The narrative
relates two stories, of a people in a terrifying predicament and
also of their great exhilaration at their sudden deliverance.

Since it is impossible to juxtapose contradictory moods into
one day, our Sages instituted the Fast of Esther for the thirteenth
of Adar in anticipation of Purim. They advanced the sup-
plication aspect of Purim to the preceding day, when selihot
(penitential prayers) and Avinu Malkenu (‘‘Our Father, Our
King, we have sinned before Thee) are recited and a mood of
solemn penitence prevails. The Fast of Esther and Purim are
integrally connected—unlike Passover and Ta'anit Bekhorim
(Fast of the First Born), where the latter does not form part
of the festival and is an extraneous addendum. The Fast
of Esther, however, is a genuine Purim day; it reflects the
foreboding fear and prayer of the Jews on the thirteenth of
Adar as they gave baftle to their enemies. Purim day itself
celebrates the victory which followed, the sudden miraculous
salvation of the people. The joining of a fast day and a feast
day bespeaks the dual character of Purim.

Perhaps the feature common to both Purim and Yom Kippur
is that aspect of Purim which is a call for Divine compassion
and intercession, a mood of petition arising out of great distress.
While the Fast of Esther reflects the terror of the threatening
physical extinction of the people, the prayerful mood of Yom
Kippur emerges out of a sense of spiritval anxiety and the
desperate need for reconciliation with God.

Casting of Lots Signifies Uncertainty

Purim and Yom Kippur are also alike in another respect.
Both involve the casting of lots (goral), a characteristic of games
of chance. As for the Purim goral, it determined the date chosen
by Haman for the destruction of the Jews (Esther 3:7, 9:24, 26).
Indeed, the very name Purim means “lots.” What, we may
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ask, is so significant about the method that Haman employed
to choose a date? Why should the holiday itself be so named?
It seems only a tangential and insignificant detail of the Purim
story.

The Megillah is a book of contradictions. It is filled with
events that are unreasonable, even absurd, coincidental, pure
chance. At one moment the Jews live in security in Persia;
at the next, they face destruction. Mordecai is threatened with
execution; then, suddenly, he is the Prime Minister. Irrational
events and moods transform fear into festivity; and entire
situations are suddenly reversed. Purim, therefore, epitomizes
the instability, uncertainty, and vulnerability which characterize
human life generally but particularly govern the destiny of
the Jews. Thus, the name Purim (goral) expresses the erratic
capriciousness of events. It alerts the  Jew to the sudden turns
of fortune, lurking dangers, the fickleness of life, even as the
goral itself seems to operate through blind chance.

Theologically, God forgives man’s sinfulness precisely because
He acknowledges human vulnerability to changing fortunes, pres-
sing circumstances, and the intrusion of the unexpected. Otherwise,
sinful man would always stand condemned before his Maker.
As Eliphaz said to Job, “Can mortal man be just before God;
can a man be pure before his Maker?”” (Job 4:17).2 Similarly,
we read, “If You, O Lord, should note iniquities, O Lord,
who shall remain standing?”” (Ps. 130:3).1® The mitigation of
His judgment is due to God’s recognition that man is subject
to pressures and temptations, and is gullible, easily persuaded.
Man can be brainwashed by a society which is intellectually
agnostic, by the lure of intoxicating pleasures and by the appeal
of political and social ideologies which disguise themselves as
redemptive (liberating). Such was the overpowering appeal of
communism to many idealists, who saw in it the messianic
utopia for mankind.

One individual may be saintly because he was reared in
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noble surroundings; another succumbs to evil because his home
background lacked moral instruction and inspiration. The two
may be as alike as twins, with similar dispositions, but the
difference in their environments has affected their personalities.
Should all sinners, then, be deemed equally guilty? Is not much
of man’s waywardness due to his susceptibility to external
pressures? He finds himself almost overwhelmed by situations
not of his own making, and by chance circumstances which
propel him in various directions, It is because of this that man
can stand before the Heavenly Bar of Justice, hoping for
compassion and forgiveness. Despite his free will and his ac-
countability for his deeds, man enters his plea before the
Almighty, claiming that he is not the author and designer of
the worldly pressures that were too powerful for him to resist.
These subverting temptations were thrust upon him by goral
circumstances.

The Goral Significance of the Avodah

The two male goats were identical, as we previously ex-
plained, but their fates led them in opposite directions, as
determined by chance (goral) decisions, entirely beyond their
control. The casting of lots decreed which was to go Lashem,
to be sacrificed within the Temple, and which to Azazel, to
be cast out of the camp of Israel, ignominiously to be destroyed.
The secret of atonement is thus indicated in the ceremonious
casting of the lots. It reflects the basis for the penitent’s claim
to forgiveness, that his moral directions were similarly influenced
by forces beyond his control, that his sinning was not entirely
a free and voluntary choice. Only the Almighty can evaluate
the extent of human culpability in situations which are not
entirely of man’s making. Only God knows to what extent a
man was a free agent in making his decisions. The Avodah
is thus a psychodramatic representation of the penitent’s state
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of mind and his emotional need. Only by entering such a plea
can man be declared “not guilty.”

Yom Kippur is in this respect like Purim, both involving
a goral. The compelling intrusion of the unknown and irrational
is basic to man’s existential condition and it is precisely this
weakness which qualifies him to receive God’s compassionate
forgiveness on Yom Kippur.

Awareness of Uncertainty Leads to Humility

Man’s susceptibility to accidental turns of fortune is not
necessarily a tragic condition. It can also be the source of
ethical virtues and nobility of human character. An awareness
of one’s vulnerability induces humility, which dispels arrogance
and pride. We become aware of the instability of our condition.
Maimonides regarded humility as the highest ethical quality
of man. Though he consistently counseled the golden mean,
shevil hazahav, with respect to other human characteristics, he
suspended this balance of moderation when speaking of humility,
citing the dictum in Avor 4:4, “be humble exceedingly’” 1t (Hil.
De’ot 2:3).

How is this humility achieved and why should one seek
to be seli-effacing, especially in the case of people who have
obviously succeeded where others have failed? How honest
can the profession or practice of such humility be? Why does
a successful man not have a right to pride? The answer is
that personal triumph and success lead to arrogance, aggres-
siveness, and ethical insensitivity. But the awareness of one’s
vulnerablity, the knowledge that fortune is fickle, that there
ever lurks a hovering threat which can transform our condition
—these considerations induce us to be humble and enhance our
ethical character. Thus, from an ethical standpoint, vulnerability
can cleanse, purge, and ennoble man; it is a spur towards better
conduct.
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There Are No Accidents

We have spoken of an irrational goral, random events in nature
and human life. This can easily be misunderstood. Actually,
Judaism rejects any belief in a deterministic mazal or in a
blind goral. We do not believe in fate as did the Greeks, who
saw everything affected by absurd, unalterable, and ruthless
decrees which emanated from the remote unknown. Such fate
often clashes with the yearnings of man and crushes his hopes
and aspirations, irrespective of his ethical behavior. This, to
the Greeks, was the source of human tragedy. Man becomes
a helpless pawn in the hands of inexorable forces which cannot
be thwarted, even by the gods.

Judaism, even as it knew and tried to comprehend catastrophic
events which cruelly destroy man’s dreams and hopes, could
not accept the existence of the ultimately irrational in human
life. Events which we label as accidents belong to a higher
Divine order into which man has not been initiated. Not decrees
of fate, but rather reasons beyond our comprehension, operate
in such instances. We have been granted the opportunity of
gaining insights and of accumulating scientific knowledge about
the regular course of events and physical nature, but we are
excluded from the realm of goral understanding. The relationship
between the individual and his environment eludes our grasp.
To God there are no accidents, though they often appear so
to us. Essentially, this is the reply which God gave to Job, who
sought to reconcile his painful plight with his faith in God’s
justice. There is no deterministic fate; all operates on a trans-
cendental plane which is beyond the grasp of man’s finite mind.

Vulnerability in Halakhah

There are numerous religious laws, halakhot, which seek to
minimize the dangers to life. For example, “When you build
a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that
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you do not cause blood to be shed, if any man fall therefrom”
(Deut. 22:8).12 The Talmud extends this regulation to include
all uncovered pits and other obstacles which can cause accidental
injury to others. Man’s vulnerability also extends into the
spiritual realm, where he is continually susceptible to subversion.
In areas of religious observance our Sages prescribed, “And
make a [protective] hedge for the Torah” (Avot 1:1),'% thus
indicating that regulatory “fences,” precautionary restrictions, be
enacted around basic religious laws because man’s attention is
often distracted by temptation.

According to Hazal, the primary motivation for prayer is
derived from man’s feeling of fzarah, distress or desperation,
and of rzorekh, need.'* Abraham and Isaac prayed for children
(Gen. 15:2, 25:31}); Jacob prayed for protection from his brother
Esau (ibid., 32:11 ff); Moses prayed for Miriam’s restoration
to health (Num. 12:13). The fragile state of one’s condition is
a stimulant to prayer. Our Amidah is filled primarily with peti-
tions reflecting life’s menacing uncertainties. Even if one is rich,
one prays for material sustenance, parnassah; even if one enjoys
robust health, one pleads for healing refu’ah. Why? The answer
is that man is vulnerable and his present blessings may be trans-
formed a few moments later. Complacent satisfaction about
one’s good fortune is unrealistic; there lurks in the shadows
the possibility of sudden reversal. “In the evening one retires
with tears, but joy comes in the morning” (Ps. 30:6),'® and
the reverse is equally possible. There can be no wholehearted
praise and thanksgiving, shevah vehodayah, without an awareness
that we may suddenly be reduced to petition, rehinah. There
can be no sense of need, rzorekh, no matter how desperate
one’s plight, without shevah vehodayah for God’s blessings and
our faith in His eventual redemption.

The existential vulnerability of man, we have shown, is the
theological foundation of repentance and atonement, as ex-
pressed through the Avodah of Yom Kippur. It also induces
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humility and prayerfulness. This is what our Sages meant when
they declared: “Everything is in the hand of Heaven, but man
still possesses moral freedom” (Ber. 33b).16 It is only in the
larger realm of goral circumstances, which belong to a Divine
order into which man has not been initiated, that man’s free
choice operates.
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CHAPTER V

THE TORAH WAY OF JUSTICE

When was the first time that, among the children of Israel,
cases were tried in accordance with Torah Law? In Ex. 18:13
we read: “And it was on the next day [mimahorat] that Moses
sat judging the people; and the people stood about Moses from
morning until evening.”’! Rashi explains that “the next day”
refers to the day after Yom Kippur when, after a forty-day
absence, Moses had descended from Mt. Sinai. Rashi calculates
that from the sixth of Sivan, when the Decalogue was revealed,
until the tenth of Tishri (Yom Kippur) there was no op-
portunity for Moses to administer Torah judgment. Nahmanides
also associates this first mishpat (‘‘judgment,” i.e. court session)
with Yom Kippur, but he suggests that it did not necessarily take
place on the very next day; it was the first available day there-
after.?

The Word ‘“Mimahorar”

Whenever the Torah uses the word mimahorat, it seeks to
relate two days by comparing or contrasting them. Tt may signify
that the second day marks a drastic change from the preceding
shameful day; the day before had been negative and destructive,
while today is positive and worthy. In this instance, it is the
second day which is compared favorably and is primary; the day
before was unworthy. The word mimahorat, however, can also
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