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Because you fast in strife and quarrelling, 
and you strike with a wicked fist! 
Today, you do not fast in such a way 
as to make your voice heard on high. 
Is this the kind of fast I desire? 
A day of merely depriving one’s body? 
Is it bowing the head like a bulrush 
and lying in sackcloth and ash? 
Do you call that a fast, 
a day in which the Lord delights? 
Is not the fast that I desire 
the unlocking of the chains of wickedness, 
the loosening of exploitation, 
the freeing of all those oppressed,  
the breaking of the yoke of servitude? 
Is it not the sharing of your bread with the hungry, 
the bringing of the wretched poor into your home, 
or clothing someone you see who is naked, 
and not hiding from your kin in their need? 
Then…the presence of the Lord will encompass you. 
Then, when you call, the Lord will answer. 
…If you banish oppression from your midst, 
the menacing hand and tainted speech, 
if you give of yourself to the hungry 
and satisfy the needs of the poor—  
Then the Lord will guide you always… 
And those among you will rebuild ancient ruins, 
foundations long dormant you’ll restore. 
You shall be called the repairer of fallen walls, 
the restorer of settlement roads.1 

The haftarah is a sharp indictment of the notion that ritual practice and moral 
behavior can exist in separate realms. We must not enter Yom Kippur under the 
assumption that fasting and prayer alone can bring about atonement for our sins, 
Isaiah contends. If we spend the day fervently engaged in ritual activities and then 
return to our lives as if nothing has changed—as if spiritual self-reflection has nothing 
to do with how we conduct ourselves in the world—then we have missed the point 
entirely. Going through the motions of Yom Kippur with a sense of complacency 
about the problems of the world around us is, according to Isaiah, a fundamentally un-
Jewish way of relating to God.  

Isaiah’s thoughts build off of earlier prophetic books, such as Amos, who puts even 
stronger words in God’s mouth: 

 

“I loathe, I spurn your festivals, I am not appeased by your solemn assemblies. 
If you offer me burnt offerings, or your meal offerings, I will not accept; I will 
pay no heed to your gifts of fatlings. Spare me the sound of your hymns, and 
let me not hear the sound of your lutes. But let justice well up like water, 
righteousness like an unfailing stream” (5:21-24). 

Reflecting on these prophetic teachings, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote: 

[T]he worth of worship, far from being absolute, is contingent upon moral 
living, and that when immorality prevails, worship is detestable. Questioning 
man’s right to worship through offerings and songs, they maintained that the 
primary way of serving God is through love, justice, and righteousness…Of 
course the prophets did not condemn the practice of sacrifice in itself…They 
did, however, claim that deeds of injustice vitiate both sacrifice and prayer. 
Men may not drown the cries of the oppressed with the noise of hymns, nor 
buy off the Lord with increased offerings. The prophets disparaged the cult 
when it became a substitute for righteousness. (The Prophets, p. 250) 

In other words, we cannot honestly define Yom Kippur as relating purely to our personal 
spiritual development. God demands more of us. To avoid reflecting on our actions in 
the realms of social action and social justice on Yom Kippur would be to fly in the face 
of what our prophets, and the rabbis who highlighted their texts, are trying to teach us. 
While we may prefer to engage with liturgy, biblical readings, and sermons that speak 
only in terms of our own lives, it behooves us, on this most sacred day of the Jewish 
year, to resist that self-centered temptation and to be reminded of our broader 
obligations to others in need. 

The Yom Kippur liturgy similarly calls us to task through the al heit confession, or vidui. 
It is so easy to mumble quickly through the long litany of abstract transgressions, recited 
repeatedly throughout the day. But if we listen to the charges of that confession, we will 
hear the text reminding us of our obligations beyond ourselves: 

For the sin that we have committed before you by hardening our hearts— 
Ignoring poverty, homelessness, and despair. 

For the sin that we have committed before you by exploitation— 
Living well while those who serve us live in poverty. 

For the sin that we have committed before you by silence— 
Saying nothing when we knew that human beings were being mistreated. 

For the sin that we have committed before you by narrow-mindedness— 
Feeling only our own pain, closing our hearts to the agony of the bereaved and 
oppressed.  

 (Adapted from the Rabbis for Human Rights Yamim Noraim Rabbinic Resource Packet) 

 

 


