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ewish life is replete with halakhic obligations
and rituals that serve both the individual and
the community and are conducted both in
private and in public. How do these two realms
relate to one another? Being a part of a community
is an important value, as is recognizing and finding
ways to support the marginalized among us. This
is evident from the birkhot haShahar, the morning
blessings, when we express gratitude for God’s
benevolence in helping the blind to see, enabling
the feeble to walk, providing clothing for the poor,
and freeing those in captivity.
Throughout our calendar year, there are
moments when we step out of the mundane and
into more holy and heady days. In preparation for
the Yamim Nora’im, the High Holidays, at the
start of the month of Elul, it is customary to blow
the shofar at the end of Shaharit, the morning
services, sounding out the tekiah, shevarim,
teruah, and tekiah/teruah gedolah calls. The cry of
the shofar is jarring, haunting. The prophet Amos
asks, “Can a shofar be blown in the city and the
people not tremble?”
The Aseret Yemei Teshuva mark the Ten
Days of Repentance that start with Rosh Hashana
and culminate with Yom Kippur, when we shift
our focus toward self-awareness asking for and
offering forgiveness to one another in an effort
to achieve true repentance. It is traditional to
increase Torah learning and to mindfully modify
our behaviors as a nod toward the gravity of Yom
Kippur.
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The liturgy and practices on Yom Kippur are
intended to intensify our own personal connection
to the day. In contrast to a typical day, Shabbat,
or Yom Tov, we refrain from eating and drinking,
wearing leather shoes, bathing, applying lotions,
and having marital relations. The prayer services
are filled with references to worship at the mishkan
(sanctuary), and several times throughout the day
we stand, heads bowed, reciting the al het (“for
our sins”) prayers of atonement as we beat on
our hearts. It is a serious day; a constant reminder
that our individual fates are inscribed on Rosh
Hashana, and then sealed on Yom Kippur. We
have no choice but to be introspective.
On Yom Kippur morning, our Torah reading
focuses exclusively on ritual behaviorspecifically,
the prescribed worship on Yom Kippur in the
mishkan (Leviticus 16:134). Traditionally, the
haftarah readings are thematically related to the
Torah reading; but the Yom Kippur haftarah,
surprisingly, seems to contradict the Torah
reading almost entirelypronouncing ritual to be
meaningless in the eyes of God. These passages
serve as a reminderalmost a rebukenot to
separate ritual practice from realities dictated by
social and moral considerations. The haftarah
reminds us of the human condition.

֣ ֵהן לְ ֤ ִריב ּומַ ּצָ ה֙ ּתָ ֔צּומּו ּולְ הַ ּ֖כֹות ּבְ אֶ גְ ֣ר ֹף רֶ ַׁ֑שע ל ֹא־תָ ֣צּומּו
כַ ּי֔ ֹום לְ הַ ְׁש ֥ ִמיעַ ּבַ ּמָ ֖רֹום קֹולְ ֽ ֶכם׃
הֲ כָ ֗ ֶזה ִֽי ְה ֶיה֙ ֣צֹום אֶ בְ חָ ֔ ֵרהּו י֛ ֹום עַ ּנ֥ ֹות אָ ֖ ָדם נַפְ ׁ֑שֹו הֲ לָ ֨כ ֹף
א־צֹום וְ י֥ ֹום
֔ ָֹאׁשֹו וְ ֤ ַׂשק וָאֵ ֙פֶ ר֙ י ֔ ִַּציעַ הֲ לָ ֶזה֙ ִּת ְקר
֗ ּכְ אַ גְ ֜מ ֹן ר
רָ ֖צֹון לַ יה ֽ ָוה׃
הֲ ֣לֹוא ֶזה֮ ֣צֹום אֶ בְ חָ רֵ הּו ֒ ּפַ ּתֵ ֙חַ ֙ חַ רְ צ ֻּ֣בֹות ֔ ֶר ַׁשע הַ ֖ ֵּתר
ל־מֹוטה
ָ֖
ָצּוצים֙ חָ פְ ֔ ִׁשים וְ כ
ִ ְאֲ ג ֻּ֣דֹות מֹוטָ ֑ה וְ ַׁש ֤ ַּלח ר
ְּתנ ֽ ֵַּתקּו׃
רּודים ֣ ָּתבִ יא ֑ ָביִ ת ִּֽכי־
ִ ֖ הֲ ֨לֹוא פָ ֤ר ֹס ֽ ָלרָ עֵ ב֙ לַ ְח ֔ ֶמָך ַועֲנִ ֥ ִּיים ְמ
ּומּבְ ָׂשרְ ָ֖ך ֥ל ֹא ִת ְתעַ ֽ ָּלם׃
ִ יתֹו
֔ ִתרְ ֤ ֶאה עָ רֹם֙ וְ כִ ִּס
אֹורָך וַאֲ רֻכָ ְת ָ֖ך ְמהֵ ֣ ָרה ִת ְצ ֑ ָמח וְ הָ ֤ ַלְך
ֶ ֔ ֣֙ ָאז יִ ּבָ ֤ ַקע ּכַ ַּׁש֙חַ ר

לְ פָ ֶנ֙יָך֙ ִצדְ ֔ ֶקָך ּכְ ֥בֹוד יְ הוָ֖ה יַאַ ְס ֽ ֶפָך׃
ֹאמר ִה ֑ ֵּננִ י ִאם־ּתָ ֤ ִסיר
ַ ֣ ֤ ָאז ִּת ְקרָ א֙ וַיה ָו֣ה ַי ֲע ֔ ֶנה ְּת ַׁש ֖ ַּוע וְ י
ר־אוֶן׃
ָ ֽ ֶמֹוטה ְׁש ֥ ַלח אֶ ְצ ֖ ַּבע וְ דַ ּב
ָ ֔ ִ֙מ ּֽתֹוכְ ָך
֙וְ תָ ֤ ֵפק ֽ ָלרָ עֵ ב֙ נַפְ ֔ ֶׁשָך וְ ֥ ֶנפֶ ׁש ַנ ֲע ֖ ָנה ּתַ ְׂש ֑ ִּביעַ וְ ז ֤ ַָרח ּבַ ח ֹ ֶׁ֙שְך
אֹורָך וַאֲ פֵ לָ ְת ָ֖ך ֽ ַּכּצָ הֳ ֽ ָריִ ם׃
ֶ֔
וְ נָחֲ ָ֣ך יְ ה ָוה֮ ּתָ ִמיד ֒ וְ ִה ְׂש ֤ ִּביעַ ּבְ צַ ְחצָ חֹות֙ נַפְ ֔ ֶׁשָך וְ עַ ְצמ ֖ ֶֹתיָך
מֹוצא ֔ ַמיִ ם אֲ ֥ ֶׁשר ל ֹא־יְ כַ ּזְ ֖בּו
ָ ֣ ְיַחֲ ֑ ִליץ וְ הָ יִ ֙יתָ ֙ ּכְ � ַג֣ן רָ ֔ ֶוה ּוכ
ימיו׃
ָ ֽ ֵמ
Because you fast in strife and contention, And
you strike with a wicked fist! Your fasting today
is not such as to make your voice heard on high.
Is such the fast I desire, a day for men to starve
their bodies? Is it bowing the head like a bulrush
and lying in sackcloth and ashes? Do you call that
a fast, a day when the Eternal is favorable?
No, this is the fast I desire: To unlock 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 the
dawn and your healing spring up quickly; Your
Vindicator shall march before you, the Presence
of the Eternal shall be your rear guard.
Then, when you call, the Eternal will answer;
when you cry, He will say: Here I am. If you
banish the yoke from your midst, the menacing
hand, and evil speech.
And you offer your compassion to the hungry And
satisfy the famished creatureThen shall your
light shine in darkness, and your gloom shall be
like noonday.
The Eternal will guide you always; He will slake
your thirst in parched places and give strength to
your bones. You shall be like a watered garden,
like a spring whose waters do not fail.
(Isaiah 58:411)

The haftarah is a proclamation that ritual
practice and moral behavior must exist hand-inhand. The reading serves as a blueprint that maps
out the requirements to complete our atonement,
insisting that it cannot be achieved by merely
fasting and participating in prayer. No matter
how hard we concentrate on the words, beat our
chests or prostrate ourselves, our davening must
include an intentionality regarding how we treat
othersespecially those less fortunateand how
we conduct ourselves in the world.
The purpose of Yom Kippur is to complete
the atonement of our sins. But we must not allow
ourselves to be satisfied with merely showing up
at services, fasting, and chanting the prayers as we
pass the hours of this awesome holiday. We must
not lull ourselves into thinking that this intense
focus on ourselves is somehow the preferred
way to benor should it serve to exclude those
around us. Indeed, disregarding others leads to
a fundamentally flawed way of relating to God.
Once the day is over, we should hold the words of
Isaiah’s admonition in our hearts and endeavor to
never hide behind personal ritual and communal
responsibilities. Rather, we can lean on our
Jewish valuesthose very ones that we include in
our daily prayers in the birkhot haShachar yearroundand let them serve as a guide for each of
us, toward building a better world—for ourselves,
our neighbors, and for the world around us.

205 E 42nd St, 20th Floor • New York, NY 10017
212-679-8500 • www.jofa.org
JOFA’s mission is to expand the spiritual, ritual, intellectual, and political opportunities for women within the framework of halakha. We advocate
meaningful participation and equality for women in family life, synagogues, houses of learning, and Jewish communal organizations to the full extent
possible within halakha. Our commitment is rooted in the belief that fulfilling this mission will enrich and uplift individual and communal life for all Jews.

