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Yom Kippur

Lots of Lots
Simon Wolf

As part of the Yom Kippur service in the temple, there
is a requirement to source two identical he-goats."
This is because they must be completely
interchangeable in order to properly accomplish their
possible individual purpose which will only be
determined at a later time. “And he (Aharon) shall
take the two he-goats and set them before God at the
entrance of the Ohel Mo’ed; and he shall cast lots
(mi'772a) upon the two goats, one lot (*72ia) for God and
the other lot ('miar) for A'’zazel. And Aharon shall
present the goat designated by lot (*niaa) for God,
which he is to offer as a sin offering; while the goat
designated by lot (mian) for A’zazel shall be left
standing alive before God, to make expiation with it
and to send it off to the wilderness for A’zazel.”

The Mishnayot in Yoma detail this Torah prescribed
process. “The Kohen Gadol then came to the eastern
side of the Temple courtyard, to the north of the altar.
The deputy (j20) was to his right, and the head of the
patrilineal family (ax n'a wx2) of the priestly watch
serving in the Temple that week was to his left. And
they arranged two goats there, and there was a
lottery receptacle (%) and in it were two lots
(ni771R) made of boxwood...” “The Kohen Gadol
would mix the lots in the lottery receptacle and quickly
draw the two lots from it, one in each hand. Upon
one was written: ‘For God (pi'7).” And upon the
other one was written: ‘For A'zazel (71x1y7).” The
deputy Kohen Gadol would stand to the Kohen
Gadol’s right, and the head of the patrilineal family
would stand to his left. If the lot for the name of God
came up in his right hand, the Deputy would say to
him: My master, Kohen Gadol, raise your right hand
so that all can see with which hand the lot for God
was selected. And if the lot for the name of God came
up in his left hand, the head of the patrilineal family
would say to him: My master, Kohen Gadol, raise
your left hand. Then he would place the two lots upon
the two goats, the lot that arose in his right hand on
the goat standing to his right side and the lot in his
left hand on the goat to his left. And upon placing the
lot for God upon the appropriate goat, he would say:
‘For God, as a sin-offering (nxyn 7). Rabbi
Yishmael says: He need not say: ‘As a sin-offering.’
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Rather, it is sufficient to say: ‘For God (pip'7).” And
upon saying the name of God, the priests and the
people respond after him: ‘Blessed be the name of
His glorious kingdom forever and all time ( obw N2
TVI D71V7 M7 1) ™

Ostensibly, the purpose of the lottery is to ensure that
the decision as to which role each he-goat is
relegated to is completely random. This is reinforced
by the Gemara’s explanation for why there is a need
for the Kohen Gadol to have mixed the lots in a
receptacle before he draws them. It is in order that
he not be able to bias the outcome of the lottery.® In
that way, there is no need to explain as to why each
he-goat was chosen for their particular mission. This
seems to be similar to the lots thrown by Haman to
decide in which month to carry out his diabolical
genocide of the Jewish nation. “In the first month,
which is the month of Nissan, in the twelfth year of
King Achashverosh, he cast a Pur (h19), which is a
lottery (*rqian), before Haman, from day to day and
from this month to the twelfth month, which is the
month of Adar.”® He had no predisposition as to
which date was befitting his plan and he did not want
to pick a particular date which would require him to
explain why that day was imbued with significance.’
Therefore, he throws a lot to have the date be chosen
in a completely random fashion. It is also interesting
to note that the word for lottery in Tanach is Goral
(*79ia), which, in Hebrew, is the same word that is
utiized for fate.  While all this seems pretty
straightforward and logical, it is peculiar that the
Goral (74ia) is such a central part of the Yom Kippur
service. It is a day whose central theme involves
putting God front and center, acknowledging that God
is omniscient and therefore begging God for expiation
from one’s rebellious misdeeds. How does that
reconcile with the random, fateful choosing through a
lottery the purpose of the identical he-goats for the
service on Yom Kippur?

That issue is only compounded by the fact that
surprisingly the Goral plays a role a number of times
in the Yom Kippur service as if it was a subtle leitmotif
running through the day. The Mishnayot in Yoma
note that there were “four lotteries cast ( nio's yax
ow I'n)"8 in order divvy up the service in the Temple
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between the available priests on duty.® In the
Chazarat HaShas for Musaf, the liturgy includes the
poetic (ur'o) prose of “Eileh Ezkara (n1otx n7x),” a
memorial to the Ten Martyrs murdered at the hands
of the Romans. There it describes the Roman prefect
or executioner throwing a lot (jivox n1¥ ni'Mia 7'90Y)
to determine whether Rabbi Shimon or Yishmael
Kohen Gadol would be executed first.'® Another
Goral that is found on Yom Kippur appears in the
Haftorah for Mincha in which the book of Yona is
read. In the story, the boat that Yona is sailing on, in
order to escape God’s mission for him to Ninveh, is
caught in a terrible storm."" The weather is so
treacherous that it threatens to capsize the ship.
After futilely beseeching their gods, the sailors come
to a consensus to cast lots (ni¥1ia Y921 DY) to
determine who is responsible for their predicament.
The lot lands on Yona (mai=%y ian 7941 niMia ivH4)
properly identifying him as the cause of the problems
that they are facing. All of this only serves to enhance
and accentuate the previously mentioned issue as to
why the Goral is such a prominent part of the day of
Yom Kippur.

There is a dispute between Rabbi Yehuda and the
Rabanan as to whether Asmachta Kanya ( xn>nox
X1y7), does Asmachta create a binding monetary
obligation.’”? An Asmachta is where a person makes
a commitment to do something with the assumption
that they will never have to fulfill that obligation. The
classic example of such a transaction is gambling —
where a person makes a wager assuming that they
will win and not have to lose the money they
gambled. In that instance, is the winner deemed to
be stealing when they take the loser’'s wager. Rabbi
Yehuda believes that when the individual enters such
a transaction, they fully consent to convey ownership
over their money or property if they lose and therefore
the winner is not considered a thief. Those that
disagree with Rabbi Yehuda are of the opinion that
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the person’s consent to the transaction is half-
hearted because they really thought they would win.
They never intended to convey their ownership in
their money or property and therefore, when the
winner takes the money, it is without the full consent
of the loser and is considered to be stealing the
loser’s possessions. Tosafot points out that despite
the fact that Rabbi Yehuda is a single individual
arguing against a plurality, nevertheless, the
normative practice follows the view of Rabbi Yehuda
that Asmachta Kanya.’ Consequently, gambling is
not problematic because it is theft, but rather because
it is not a productive or constructive endeavor.
Despite that determination, as Tosafot notes, there
are a number of places where the Gemara concludes
that Asmachta Lo Kanya (X1 X7 Xndnox), an
Asmachta does not create a binding obligation,
against Rabbi Yehuda’s position. In order to
reconcile these disparities, Tosafot suggests that
there are three types of Asmachta transactions, each
of which have different rulings.

One case is where an individual signs a sharecropper
agreement whereby they commit to plant the owner’s
field so that the landowner will be able to collect their
percentage of the field’s yield as compensation for
leasing the land to the sharecropper. If the
sharecropper fails to plant the land in a given year,
he commits to pay the landowner an exorbitant
penalty of one thousand Zuz. In that case, the
commitment to pay the penalty is an Asmachta and
is not binding. That is because the sharecropper
believes that he will never have to pay the penalty
because it is within his control (o'ta1 T2 1nT) to plant
the field annually. Therefore, his commitment is not
a genuine encumbrance, but rather an error, since he
never contemplated ever having to pay the penalty.
A derivative of that situation, similar to the first case,
is where the outcome (the requirement to plant
annually) is in the hands of the sharecropper, but in
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this instance he stipulates a fair penalty in a case
where he does not plant the field (n'ta X721 12 1nT).
In that circumstance, it is assumed that the
sharecropper fully agrees to the transaction, since
from the outset it is solely in his control and if he fails
to comply with the obligation to plant, he reasonably
and fully commits to make fair restitution.

The second Asmachta situation is a case where the
individual has a fair amount of control over the
outcome, but there are certain aspects that depend
on others (ITa X721 127T).  An example might be, if a
person sells a commodity forward; the person
accepts money now, at the expected future harvest
price, with a commitment to purchase and deliver that
commodity in the future assuming that they will be
able to purchase it in the open market (dependent on
others). If they fail to make the delivery, they will have
to purchase the product at whatever the current
market price is (likely higher since it is now after the
harvest) to make good on their commitment and
spare the buyer any losses. In that case, the person
does not fully commit themselves to assume the
losses because they mistakenly believe that it is
completely within their control to make good on the
transaction and therefore they assume that they will
never have to suffer any losses and do not full-
heartedly agree to the transaction.

The third type of transaction is where the outcome is
completely out of the person’s control (775 12 |'N).
For instance, games of chance where there is no skill
involved and the outcome is simply a matter of
probabilities. In that case, the person fully commits
to the transaction because they are resigned to the
outcome from the outset knowing full well that they
have odds of winning, but a good chance of losing as
well. Soin summary, when the person has full control
or absolutely no control over the outcome, they
completely consent to the transaction and its possible
losses. One also sees from this that, sometimes, less
control results in more commitment between the
parties involved.

In that light, with a little refinement, one could
understand the lotteries on Yom Kippur in a similar
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vein. The fact the Goral is completely out of one’s
control makes it more likely that they would be
resigned to accepting its outcome similar to the
instance of gambling (x17 xnonox) where Tosafot
believed that the individual fully acquiesced to the
transaction, win or lose, at the outset. With regards
to games of chance, the forfeiting of assumed control
is to the acceptance of the outcome probabilities and
therefore the individual is fully committed to the game
no matter the result. On the other hand, with regards
to important matters, the use of the Goral signals to
the person that the situation is completely out of their
control because there is a higher power directing the
results. It is not a matter of chance, but rather an
expression of God’s will and therefore the resignation
in this instance is to God which is one of the primary
themes of Yom Kippur (see Yom Kippur — A
Spectator Sport). This concept is so beautifully
captured by the verse in Mishlei, “The lot is cast
(‘ian) into the lap, but its every decision is from
God.™

This concept is clearly found in many of the other
instances where the Goral is utilized in Tanach where
a random outcome would defeat the purpose of
throwing such a lot. In Bamidbar, God commands
that the land allocations in Eretz Yisrael be distributed
based on a lottery.’™ Yehoshua utilizes a Goral to
determine who was guilty of illegally absconding with
the spoils of Yericho.'"® The Gemara Sanhedrin
interposes a conversation between Achan and
Yehoshua where Achan challenges the efficacy of
the lottery based on the fact that it is simply a random
outcome.' Yehoshua pushes back and begs him to
admit his sin in order to not cast aspersions on the
Godliness of the Goral since it would be the method
by which Eretz Yisrael would be allocated in the
future. In Sefer Shmuel, a Goral is used to identify
Sha'ul as the person chosen by God to be the king.'®
It is also utilized to implicate Yonatan ben Sha’ul with
violating his father’s orders that no one eat on the day
of the battle with the Plishtim."® In all these instances,
it is clear that the Goral is seen as being divinely
inspired and therefore the information it provides is
assumed to be a manifestation of God'’s will.
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The Gemara in Yoma implies that it was considered
auspicious if the Kohen Godol drew the lot of the he-
goat dedicated to God in his right hand. That is why
the lots were set up in such a way as to be
indiscernible and completely random in order to
counter suspicion that the Kohen Gadol might “fix”
the lottery so that the lot with God’s name would be
drawn in his right hand.?® In order to emphasize this
point, the Gemara cites a Braita, “During all forty
years that Shimon HaTzaddik served as Kohen
Gadol, the lot for God arose in the right hand. From
then on, sometimes it arose in the right hand and
sometimes it arose in the left hand. Furthermore,
during his tenure as Kohen Gadol, the strip of
crimson wool that was tied to the head of the goat
that was sent to Azazel turned white, indicating that
the sins of the people had been forgiven. From then
on, it sometimes turned white and sometimes it did
not turn white...”?! If the lottery is completely random,
then the idea of an outcome being a good omen is
meaningless. If the Goral is seen as being directed
by God or as an expression of the will of God then it
makes sense that a particular result could be more
auspicious. Moreover, the outcome could
appropriately be correlated with the righteousness of
the Kohen Gadol as is seen from the example of
Shimon HaTzaddik.

That is why Purim takes its name from the lots that
were thrown by Haman.?? He sought to annihilate the
Jewish nation by choosing a day through the Goral
that was inauspicious for the Jews, but God, who
presides over the lots, had a very different plan.?®
When the Jews repent, that supposed fateful day was
transformed into an auspicious day. Therefore, the
name of the holiday embeds within it this message
that the outcome of the supposedly random or
chosen lots are in reality all in God’s hands. A similar
idea is presented by the fact that the he-goat for God
and the he-goat for A’zazel are identical and
interchangeable. The lot will determine their fate or,
in essence, God will decide their mission.?* Akin to
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Purim (o193 or), if the sacrifices are an embodiment
of the individual offering them,?® then repentance will
determine whether one is a he-goat dedicated to God
and whether Yom Kippur is an auspicious day.

The use of a lot ("ia), especially when handled by
one of God’s intimates, such as the Kohen Gadol, is
an expression of God’s will.?¢ If that is the case then
the lots of Yom Kippur serve to direct one’s attention
to the One who controls the lots and to who one is
ceding control. That acknowledgment of God’s
control over everything, even items or matters that
seem to be simply subject to probability or
randomness, is a fundamental and pivotal step
towards full repentance. The lots on Yom Kippur
serve to move that realization from the sphere of no
or latent awareness to one of acute awareness. With
that newfound consciousness, the individual is then
able to grasp that if God controls everything then it is
incumbent upon the person to seek reconciliation
with God in order that the outcome of the day be
favorable. As a defense mechanism, one can
attempt to run away from or try to escape this reality,
but late in the day Chazal placed the Haftorah of
Yona to force one to deal with this truth. Yona tries
to run from God, but “the Goral fell on Yona ( 791
mi'-%y "ian)"?’ and he was forced to acknowledge
“that it is because of me that this great storm is upon
you (Dp'7y nIn 7iTan qwen "y ' K yTie ).
Allegorically, similar to Yona, on Yom Kippur, the
Goral falls upon each one of us. Each individual must
then come to the realization that “this storm” is
because of me and exclusively me. The only solution
is to figuratively jump “into the sea,” relinquishing our
imagined control over our destiny to God’s hands.
Once in that frame of mind, we are naturally
compelled to seek His absolution and commit
ourselves to being better people so that God will
guide us through and eventually quiet “the storm” that
we stirred up.
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