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Judaism With Open Arms

Parashat Aharei Mot/Kedoshim: Purge and Purify

Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York'

Vayikra 16:33
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For on this day atonement shall be made for you to
purify you of all your sins; you shall be pure before
GOD...He shall purge the innermost Shrine; he shall
purge the Tent of Meeting and the altar; and he shall
make expiation for the priests and for all the people of

the congregation.

1. God Getting Dirty

Bavli Menahot 27b
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Rabba bar Ulla said in response: The verse states
with regard to the Yom Kippur service: “And he shall
make atonement for the most holy place [mikdash
hakodesh]” (Leviticus 16:33), which is interpreted as
follows: He will sprinkle the blood to make atonement
not specifically on the Ark [hakodesh], but even on the

place that is dedicated [hamkudash] for the
Ark [lakodesh].

Midrash Shemot Rabbah 15:5

N7y 7w 7Y Nan NYiTa |y ' oK
DiPNA1 D22 NTIAY DiPNA NIN N2 YWiTED
|27 7¢n 17837 7'2¥a NKNY DipRat N91Y
,NYYX NN NIK ,NNAPD N INNNND N791Y
'R DN YK K XY DK RAYY
ITiNE NNX DYD 'NYY NX XNOY '7 1040 ,WON
11 11'DIAX 72 NN DY TARK K71, 000
,22 NN MXAYLRIN N2 YITED Y inninn
MY L NNAFD 12 10T e uTe (a
ININ| NN DY 'R YK N2 KD (7,2 Ning)
YiTEn X 0N 0Ny (T ,27 12Tn])
YN 'K N'NT | 7RIA I AR RN N2
TIXI (N ,2 NMY) 1KY L1707 TY'7 20In
VI NDXT K7 KXINYD 0¥ T i7ynY

Rabbi Shimon said: Great is the love for Israel, as the
Holy One blessed be He revealed Himself in a place of
idol worship [Egypt], a place of filth, and a place of
impurity in order to redeem them. This is analogous to a
priest whose teruma fell into a cemetery. He says: What
shall | do? To impurify myself is impossible, and to
leave my teruma there is impossible. It is preferable that
| render myself impure one time and then purify myself,
and [thus] | will not lose my teruma. So, our ancestors
were the feruma of the Holy One blessed be He, as it is
stated: “Israel is holy to the Lord, [the first of His crop]”
(Jeremiah 2:3). They were among the graves, as it is
stated: “As there was no house in which there were
none dead” (Exodus 12:30), and it says: “And Egypt
was burying [those whom the Lord had smote]”
(Numbers 33:4). The Holy One blessed be He said:
How do | redeem them? To leave them there is
impossible. It is preferable to come down and redeem
them, as it is stated: “| came down to deliver them from

the hand of Egypt” (Exodus 3:8). When He took them

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.
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out, He summoned Aaron, and he purified Him, as it is
stated: “He shall atone for the Holy of Holies [mikdash
hakodesh]” (Leviticus 16:33), “He shall atone for the
Sanctuary [hakodesh]” (Leviticus 16:16).

2. Purge and Purify

Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 10:1
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Rebbi Matthew ben Harash asked Rebbi Eleazar ben
Azariah in the Academy. He told him, "Did you hear the
four types of Atonement that Rebbi Ismael explained?"

He answered him, there are three in addition to
repentance. One verse says, return, naughty children, |
shall heal your waywardness. But another verse says,

for on that day, He shall pardon you, to cleanse you.
And another verse says, I shall visit their crime with the
rod, and their iniquity with plagues. And another verse
says, the iniquity of this people shall not be atoned for
until you die. How is this? If somebody violates a
positive commandment and repents, immediately
before he moves from there the Holy One, praise to

Him, would forgive him. About this one it says, return,

naughty children, | shall heal your waywardness. If one
transgresses a prohibition, repentance suspends
judgment, and the Day of Atonement pardons. About
this one it says, for on that day, He shall pardon you,
etc. If one intentionally transgressed [sins punishable
by] extirpations or death penalties, repentance and the

Day of Atonement pardon half, and sufferings pardon
half. About this one it says, / shall visit their crime with

the rod, etc. But by whom the Name of Heaven was
desecrated, there is no power in repentance to suspend

judgment, nor in the Day of Atonement to pardon, nor in
sufferings to scour; but repentance and the Day of

Atonement pardon a third, and suffering a third, and
death scours a third. About this one it says, the iniquity
of this people shall not be atoned for until you die. From

this we learn that death scours.

Jacob Milgrom, “Israel’s Sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray’” (1976), 397-399

This is one of the major contributions of the priestly theology: man is demonized. True, man falls short of being a
demon, but he is capable of the demonic. He alone is the cause of the world’s ills. He alone can contaminate the
sanctuary and force God out...On the analogy of Oscar Wilde’s novel, the priestly writers would claim: sin may not
leave its mark on the face of the sinner, but it is certain to mark the face of the sanctuary, and unless it is quickly
expunged, God'’s presence will depart...Only man can evict God from his earthly abode and destroy himself.

Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Bible With and Without Jesus, 232

...in other words, the chata’t cleanses not only the sinner but the impurities that various sins created, impurities

that now reside at the sanctuary, the tent of meeting, and the altar...Milgrom also coined the brilliant term “ritual

detergent” to explain the function of the sacrificial blood of the chata’t. Just as real detergent cleanses dirt from
clothes, so blood- properly applied—cleanses (or purges) sin from the sanctuary.
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