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Leviticus 16
20 When he has finished atoning for the holy place and the tent of meeting and the altar, he shall present the
live goat.
 21 Then Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of the live goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the
people of Israel, and all their  transgressions, all their  sins, putting them on the head of the goat, and sending it
away into the wilderness by means of someone designated for the task.
 22 The goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities to a barren region; and the goat shall be set free in the
wilderness.

This is the third in our six part series on our Survival Guide for 2006. Today we look at survival tip #3:
What to do when you are a scapegoat. You have heard of scapegoats haven’t you? Today if you call someone a
scapegoat you are describing one who is taking the fall for someone else or somebody who gets stuck doing
someone else’s job. Scapegoat is derived from this passage in Leviticus. In the old English verse 8 was
translated as “scapegoat,” as in “escape goat.”

The selection of scripture read this morning is what to do when we are stuck out in the wilderness of our
own sins. This passage in the Bible - Leviticus 16 - establishes what is called the Day of Atonement. As
Christians we generally do not observe this day, but we definitively affirm its purpose: forgiveness. Rabbis
describe the Day of Atonement as the day you die. For the Jew it is a reenactment of death. The day is marked
with fasting from sundown to sundown. It is a time for reflection on mortality and the need for forgiveness –
atonement – for the sins of the past year.  It is considered the most important day on the Jewish calendar. For
the book of Leviticus this chapter represents the climatic and pivotal point of the whole book.

I dare say for most of us the entire book of Leviticus is largely ignored, and stories like the “scapegoat”
are amusing and quaint but not particularly relevant. I mean after all, what on earth does a goat in the
wilderness have to do with our lives governed by cell phones, emails, shopping malls, and cable TV? 

It is my conviction that this story deals with some of the most important issues for one’s survival:
forgiveness and reconciliation. 

There is a journal I used to subscribe to called “Weavings.” It contained articles, essays, and poetry
about the Christian spiritual life. One particular essay began with the author’s reflection on his recent stay at a
monastery in Kentucky. In fact this was the same monastery where the late Thomas Merton lived. Geese were
flying over, presumably heading south. The air was already chilled with fall breezes and the leaves of sugar
maples were beginning to turn. We have seen this many times ourselves: geese in tight “V” formation, flying
high overhead with the occasional honk. On this day, without warning the formation fell apart and broke up.
The geese were honking in chaos, flying in confused circles over the monastery, leaderless and directionless.
“Occasionally one goose would strike off on a particular course, and a few others would follow for a time but
never the whole flock. Again and again, the flock attempted to get back on course, and again they failed to
reach a consensus. But at last the flock did regroup in formation behind a captain who commanded to the rest
the right sense of direction and on they flew, southward to their winter home.” (Weavings, March/April 1992, p.
35).

It is not just the geese that sometimes fly over and fall apart. People do this, too. Maybe that is part of
the function of the church. We are a place and a people where folks come to fall apart. Oh, we fly over giving



the illusion of splendid formation and purposeful direction, but that’s mostly show. Listless and confused we
honk out our desperation and chaos. 

We often think of sin as bad actions, behaviors and attitudes. Sometimes we just relegate sin to moral
lapses and things that we know we ought to do better. But sin really is just chaos. It is when our life has fallen
apart, and we have drifted out of formation. It may be because of something we have done or something
someone has done to us. Either way, sin is chaos. 

And friends, that is what wilderness is in this story – desolated chaos. Many still dwell in a wilderness
of guilt and the memory of sin and failure. The effect of sin – our own and those who have sinned against us –
has left us wandering about in desolation. In this simple passage at least three forms of sin are implied in verse
21: iniquities, transgressions, and sins. These are sins of ignorance, carelessness and rebellion or revolt. 

I wonder where are we in this story? Do some of you feel as though you are the goat, bearing the sins of
all? Are you in the wilderness, parched desolation and utterly hopeless? Do some of you identify with the
children of Israel, soaked with sin and in desperate need for pardon and reconciliation?

Wherever you find yourself in the story, there is a goat with your name on it. In fact we can learn a lot
from a goat. Here are three things:

Forgiveness is Taking Responsibility

The people of Israel have done wrong and deserve to be punished. One thing about punishment – most
everyone is for it when we are wronged, but pray for a scapegoat when we are the perpetrators.  

Israel had a problem that confronts every human and so God gave some instructions for their dilemma.
The instructions require the securing of two goats for a sin offering for all the people. One goat exhibits the
effects of sin – basically, satisfying an offense or a debt. Sin kills. The goat is sacrificed on the people’s behalf. 
The other goat symbolizes the expiation of sin – that is, the sins of the people are symbolically sent away, in this
case into the wilderness. One goat recalls that sin is forgiven; the other – the one called the scapegoat – is that
sin is forgotten. 

And let us be very honest with this passage. The scapegoat was not intended to serve some neo-
psychological need to blame someone else. Funny how it always seems to be someone else’s fault or some other
institution’s fault when something goes wrong. We blame rap music for violence, Hollywood for declining
morals, teachers for struggling students…you fill in the blank. 

Amy and I are excellent for each other. We love to blame the other whenever we are traveling and get
lost! My brothers and I played the blame game while growing up. There are holes in my daddy’s ceiling, walls
and floors that somehow no one has taken responsibility for placing there.

God is not letting Israel off the hook with their sin. The scapegoat was a symbolic and tangible way to
remind God’s children to take responsibility and take action. Sin is deadly serious.

Forgiveness is Confessing 

The scapegoat bore the very real sins of the people of God. Aaron was instructed to confess those sins of
the people upon the goat. Not blame the goat. It was not intended to serve as some evasive maneuver shirking
our own faults or responsibilities. I don’t think we can ever experience complete forgiveness apart from
complete confession. God doesn’t need it so much as we need it.



NRS James 5:16 Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may
be healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.

Come clean before God so that God may clean us! How? Find a prayer partner, an accountability group,
a friend you can trust. My study is open to any of you who feel weighted down with the sins. Don’t be the goat
in the story, but neither should you be bound up. 

Forgiveness is Releasing

The function of the “scapegoat” is clear: the sins of the people of God would be removed from the
community, never to return again.

This text should fly in our face of self-doubt and doomed questioning of forgiveness but not forgetting.
These God-breathed words pour over us today and beckon us to release our sins and the sins of others.
 

Let me say something else that may contradict conventional wisdom: I have long held the view that to
forgive and forget is impossible. I still believe this. When we are hurt, wounded or wronged we just don’t forget
about it, no matter how sincere and meaningful our forgiveness. In fact, it is psychologically impossible, short of
dementia. Additionally the Bible does not direct us to forgive and forget. Jesus says turn the other cheek…don’t
hold things against your neighbor…if you withhold forgiveness it will be withheld from you. Jesus said we are
to keep on forgiving even when others keep on sinning against us. But Jesus never instructed us to forgive and
forget.

Yet God does something that we cannot. God forgets.

Listen to some of the scriptures which speak of the forgetfulness of God:
Psalm 103:12, “ as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us.”

Jeremiah 31:34 “ …for I wil l forgive their  iniquity, and remember their  sin no more.”

Micah 7:19, “ He will  again have compassion upon us; he will  tread our iniquities under foot. You will  cast all
our sins into the depths of the sea.”

Growing up I have many fond memories of playing with an Etch-a-Sketch – remember that toy? You
could draw out skyscrapers, or your name, or if you were really good people and animals. But when you messed
up – and you always do with an etch-a-sketch – you just turn it upside down and give it a shake, and there is not
a trace of the drawing remaining. This is how God works with the sins in our life. Yet we often labor at
reconstructing the pain, the effects, the etch and mark of sin.

Here is the thing: Until we really come to grips that God has forgiven and forgotten our sins, we will
always struggle at forgiving others. Many of us do not want to admit that there are times when like geese in
flight we fall apart. And when we do we struggle mightily with forgiving ourselves. Perhaps the most difficult
sins to forgive are the sins for which we are personally responsible. I believe there is a direct relationship with
our ability to forgive others and our own sense that we are forgiven.
 

Yes, it is true, forgiving and forgetting the sins of others is hard, if not impossible. Forgetting your own
laundry list of sins is harder and certainly impossible. But the good news is…the really good news is that God
has some memory problems. Your sin, your neighbor’s sin–it is forgotten about. It really is.

In the book, The Forgiveness Book, the author tells of a custodian in his church. He described him as a
large man who looked like a dark-skinned Yul Brynner. Even though he was not a young man he was shadowed
around the church by his twin boys of preschool age. 



The priest asked the sensible question: Where is their mother? “Dead,” was the custodian’s reply. Three
years earlier there had been a great deal of racial unrest in that part of FL. One evening his wife, this mother of
two boys, while walking home was met by a car coming down the road. A shot rang out and her body rolled into
the ditch. The priest then remembered reading it in the newspaper.

The priest also remarked about how calm his custodian was in relating his wife’s murder and told him
how impressed he was in his ability to relive those painful events without a trace of anger.

Here is what Mr. Chappelle said: “For a year I hurt so bad and I hated so much that I couldn’t look at a
white man without wanting to kill him. Then one night I was putting the boys to bed and I was saying their ‘Now
I lay me down to sleep’ prayers when the Lord told me, ‘Willie, it don’t do no good to hate. These boys need a
lot of love and you can’t give ‘em love when you’re hating all the time.’” (The Forgiveness Book)

When we cling to sin, especially when we are the ones who were wronged, who were sinned against, we
are allowing someone else to define us and enslave us. It is easy to choose to remain angry at a hurt or an offense
by a family member. But when we remain there we allow others to define us by our wounds. It is at that point
that we are making a choice to remain as victims. And some people would rather be victims – finding fault in
others and remaining hurt – because it is easier.

Here is the irony:  Baptism marks us as God’s beloved and that is something God will not forget. But
what God has forgiven, God has forgotten. 

How to survive in the wilderness, the desolation of sin: learn from the scapegoat. Forgiveness is taking
responsibility, confessing and releasing.

Will you let God be as good to you as he wants?
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