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Craig Miller YK Final    9-20-26      The haftorah for Yom Kippur morning is Isaiah 57:14 – 58:14
In 58:1, God calls out to the Prophet Isaiah:
Cry with full throat, without restraint;
Raise your voice like a ram’s horn!
Declare to My people their transgression . . .
God is instructing Isaiah to sound like a ram’s horn. 
A ram’s horn? Like the shofar we heard on Rosh Hashanah?  Yes.
Isaiah’s words, the words of the Prophet are the shofar we hear this morning.  
A shofar, what Maimonides called the spiritual alarm clock.
To wake up the people.
An alarm is ringing today.
The haftarah interrupts our spiritual observance with a jarring question: 
“Is this the fast I desire?”
And maybe even with a bit of sarcasm?  
Is it bowing the head like a bulrush
And lying in sackcloth and ashes?
Do you call that a fast. . . 
So how did it come to this?
The haftorah begins at Chapter 57 verse 14 with Isaiah telling us that God is ready to heal us.
“Build up, build up a highway! Clear a road! Remove all obstacles from the path of my people …” 
Teshuvah is possible. God will remove the barriers between the people and divine presence.
Chapter 57 establishes God’s readiness to forgive.  Chapter 58 asks why the people aren’t taking God up on the offer.
It can help to know there is a specific historical context for the haftorah.  The consensus is it describes events from the late 6th century BCE in Judah after the return from exile in Babylon. The people are back in the holy land, worshipping at the temple, and practicing fasts and rituals in a land ruled by the Persians in a generally benign and tolerant, yet imperial fashion.  Cyrus the Great was King. In the ongoing scorecard of what’s good or bad for the Jews, Cyrus the Great was definitely good. He ended the Babylonian exile, permitted the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem, and respected local customs and practices.  His policies are documented in historical artifacts.  (Cyrus cylinder imperial tolerance). 
But the people’s expectations for a glorious restoration in the holy land have not materialized.  Instead, they find economic hardship, social inequality, internal oppression, wealthy Judeans exploiting poorer ones, and religious formalism without spiritual or ethical renewal.  
When the Prophet tells the people they’re transgressing, that’s what he’s talking about. 
Yet the people say back to Isaiah:
Why, when we fasted, did You not see?
When we starved our bodies, did You pay no heed?  (58:3)
In effect, Isaiah, God, we’ve done what you’ve asked us to do. We read the rule book in Leviticus 16 and we afflicted ourselves.  Mistakes were made.  Where’s the forgiveness part?  
Not so fast. What is it that God asks of us?  What should we ask of ourselves?
We don’t have to look very far.  It’s right there in 58 verse 6.
The haftorah’s answer is do not place religious form over spiritual, ethical, and moral substance.  Ritual observance is not enough.  
Isaiah tells us.
No, This is the fast I desire.  And what we’ll hear on the holiest day of the year when the greatest number of people assemble, is that the rabbi’s selected a haftorah that centers on social justice.  The rabbis, our tradition, say Isaiah is the ethical heart of Yom Kippur. 
To share your bread with the hungry is one of Isaiah’s exhortations.
And it’s a unique example of how the call to social justice and the day’s ritual can connect. 
Fasting helps us understand what it means not to eat when we want to. 
Today some people fast voluntarily.
Other days, some people fast when they have no choice. 
We all know that there are things we can do about it – donating, volunteering, and more.
Performative ritual IS part of the problem, exalting form over substance.
The substance, the ethical heart of which is social justice.  
Ritual can be meaningful - as meaningful as we make it. 
Toward the very end of the haftorah, there’s a discussion of Shabbat observance.  It seemed to enter rather abruptly to me, and I asked myself what is it doing here?  Rabbi Eliezer Diamond OBM of JTS writes in a 2004 book that ritual practices shape moral character, cultivate self‑discipline, and form ethical dispositions. He says Isaiah is joining the discussion of moral values to ritual with Shabbat as the link to the ethical.  Clearly, Isahiah is not directing us to eschew ritual or to underestimate its meaning and usefulness. 
In this haftorah then, there is ritual, there is the spiritual, the ethical, and there is beauty to be found in it, too.  Hunger isn’t the only practical matter of concern.  As each of us spend some time today thinking about the person we are, the world we live in, and what we’d like them both to be, I’ll end with some of the finest language in prophetic literature: 
No,  this is the fast I desire:
To unlock the fetters of wickedness.
And untie the cords of the yoke - To let the oppressed go free;
To break off every yoke.
It is to share your bread with the hungry,
And to take the wretched poor into your home;
When you see the naked to clothe him,
And not to ignore your own kin.
Then shall your light burst through like dawn
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