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Leon Modena, the great 16
th

 century Italian rabbi, was one of the most enigmatic Jewish leaders 

of his day. Over the course of a career that saw him suffer both enormous financial hardship as 

well as personal tragedy, Modena served as a preacher, musician, rabbi, translator, matchmaker 

and publisher. He was also a life-long gambler. If you’ve read Geraldine Brooks’ The People of 

the Book, he’ll be familiar to you as he is the inspiration for Brooks’ fictitious rabbinic character.   

 

At the age of 14, he published a work called Sur Mera on the topic of games of chance. While he 

appreciated that gambling could be a dangerous vice, he was also quick to extol its virtues: 

Gambling builds tolerance for the unforeseen, and loosens a person’s attachments to worldly 

possessions. And of course he seizes on the fact that even on our holiest day of the year, the 

Kohen Gadol himself plays a game of chance.  

 

In the rabbinic mind, there is a reference to gambling in the discourse of repentance: It’s the 

image of the dice-player breaking his dice to demonstrate that he has abandoned his vice in no 

uncertain terms. And yet, as Modena rightly notices – the Torah itself commands a Yom Kippur 

lottery. Remember the context: 

 

  ויקרא פרק טז 

  יְקָֹוק ֶּפַתח אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד:(ז) ְוָלַקח ֶאת ְׁשנֵי ַהְּׂשִעיִרם ְוֶהֱעִמיד אָֹתם ִלְפנֵי 

  (ח) ְונַָתן ַאֲהרֹן ַעל ְׁשנֵי ַהְּׂשִעיִרם ּגֹוָרלֹות ּגֹוָרל ֶאָחד ַליקָֹוק ְוגֹוָרל ֶאָחד ַלֲעזָאזֵל:

  

And Aharon will place lots on two goats – one shall be for Hashem while the other is for Azazel. 

The Mishna explains the process.  

 

The Kohen Gadol would stand in the courtyard of the Beis HaMikdash near the entrance facing 

the two goats, one opposite his right hand and the other opposite his left. He would place his 

hands into a small wooden box containing two gold lots, one marked 'לה and the other לעזעאל. 

Upon drawing the lots, he would place each of them respectively on the heads of the goats, thus 

sealing their fates.  

 

When we stop to think about it for a moment, it’s really quite bizarre. Granting that we need two 

identical goats for this part of the service, why do we need a lottery? Just a pick one for each task 

and move on. 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that this lottery speaks directly to something we should all be thinking 

about as we take stock of our past and chart the course for our new year.   

 

We sometimes think of the two goats as a winner and a loser: One is led off a cliff while the 

other remains in the precincts of the holy Temple.  

 

But the process is actually set up to be a tie.  
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The goats are identical – and their outcomes are identical!  

It’s not as if one goat dies and one goat lives. They’re both ultimately sacrificed in the service of 

Hashem!  

 

It’s a message that’s so easy to miss, but so fundamental to what we believe.  

This is the meaning of the last Mishna in Brachot: 

  ות פרק ט משנה ה משנה מסכת ברכ

  חייב אדם לברך על הרעה כשם שהוא מברך על הטובה 

We see both life’s ups and downs as parts of a continuum in God’s created world.  

 

It’s our job to recognize that successes and failures are equally salutary.  What we call failure is 

nothing but opportunity cloaked behind a façade of momentary disappointment.  

 

The Kohen Gadol’s lottery is the model we should be thinking about all the time. Take a chance. 

What’s the downside?  

 

In 1966, an 11 year old black boy moved with his family to a white neighborhood in 

Washington. Sitting with his brothers and sisters on the stoop in front of their new house, he 

waited to see how they would be greeted, but no one gave them so much as a passing smile. “I 

knew we were not welcome here,” he later wrote. “I knew we would not be liked here. I knew 

we would have no friends here. I know we should not have moved here.” 

 

Just then, a white woman coming home from work passed by on the other side of the street. She 

turned to the children and with a big smile, said, “Welcome!” She went into her home and 

returned a moment later with a tray full of drinks and cream cheese and jelly sandwiches for the 

children. That moment, the young man later wrote, changed his life.  

 

The young man, Stephen Carter, went on to become a professor at Yale Law School and he 

wrote a book called Civility. The name of the woman was Sara Kestenbaum, an observant Jew.  

 

As Carter put it: 
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Sara Kestenbaum took a chance. What would others think? What would they say? How would 

they react to someone who was not acting like they were?  

 

She dared to follow the dictates of her own conscience rather than succumb to social pressure. 

She dared to act when others would not – and in the process – changed the life of a little boy.  

 

It takes a lot of courage to go out on a limb – to try something other people aren’t doing. It’s a 

risk. It’s a gamble. Maybe people will you think you’re crazy. Maybe your generosity or your 

output won’t be reciprocated. Maybe the plan will backfire. 

 

But I would argue that more often than not our aversion to risk stops us from achieving much 

more than what we believe we’re capable of.  

 

To paraphrase Chaucer, "I will arise and take a chance: Nothing ventured, nothing gained, or so 

men say.” 

 

The lots cast by the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur remind us that we have to be willing to take 

risks – both in our relationships with our fellow man – like Sara Kestenbaum – and in our 

relationships with Hashem. 

 

So when opportunities arise in the coming weeks and months, take the gamble.  

• You’ve been meaning to make Talmud Torah or education a priority, but you’re nervous 

about the level or your background. Try a class. Or start with Ulpan. Discovering what 

we don’t know is also a discovery.  

• You’ve been meaning to deepen your connection to Tefillah. Try coming at 9am. Or if 

you’re really daring, try coming 10 minutes early. What do you stand to lose? 

• On Wednesday I got a call from a woman in Arizona. “You don’t know me,” she said. 

“But you know my brother. We haven’t spoken since our mom’s funeral and I was 

thinking – maybe before Yom Kippur – we could try to mend fences.” It wasn’t as 

courageous as calling her brother directly, but it was courageous nonetheless. Both in our 

fractured relationships and in relationships that should rightly move forward, we hold 

ourselves back because we’d rather not risk failure. On this day specially designated for 

forgiveness and atonement, resolve to take a chance with someone in your life. Why are 

we so afraid of the downside? 

 

What we stand to gain is immeasurable. And what do we stand to lose?  Rest assured that 

whatever it is, it will no doubt prove to be the proverbial blessings of a skinned knee.  

 

As it turns out, there’s one other story of lots on Yom Kippur. And that of course is in the book 

of Yonah. Our loose memory of the text is that when the lot lands on Yonah, the sailors cast him 

into the storm-tossed sea.  

 

But if you look at the text closely, you’ll see something quite extraordinary. Only Yona wants to 

go overboard. When he tells the sailors that he’s the cause of the tempest, they just row harder! 

And when that doesn’t work, they call out to Hashem! And of course even when they have no 

choice and finally throw Yonah overboard, he’s saved. 
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It’s actually the message of the entire book: Yonah thinks it’s over. But it’s never over. There’s 

always room to hope. 

 

If the message of the lots of Yom Kippur morning is to take risks, the message of the lots we 

read about on Yom Kippur afternoon is to remember that the sense of returning to Hashem and 

returning to our true selves – is always possible. 

 

In just a few moments, we’re going to recite Yizkor. So many of the people we remember 

transformed their lives and ours – because they were willing to take risks.  

• Fleeing persecution in Europe; 

• Trying to make a go of it a new land; 

• Building a business from scratch or trying a career utterly foreign to them.  

And of course, for those of us who recite Yizkor for our parents, we remember, too, that they 

gambled on us – bringing us into a world rife with challenges – holding fast to the hope that we 

would rise to meet those challenges and better this world in the process.  

 

Let us respond in kind.  

Rather than holding ourselves back, let’s err on the side of faith.  

 

Not taking chances might well prove to be the greatest risk to making the year ahead an 

extraordinary one.  


