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Albert Einstein was once scheduled to meet a group of visiting Ambassadors.  His 

wife pleaded with him to change his clothes for the dignitaries.  To this Einstein 

retorted, “If they want to see me, here I am; if they want to see my clothes, open 

my closet and show them my suits!” 

Moments ago, we read the prophetic words of the Isaiah, spoken over 2,600 

years ago. Their message is powerful, as powerful today as when they were first 

uttered.  However, read in Hebrew, and on a day in which the liturgy is long, it is 

easy for the message to be drowned out.  I’d like to take a few moments to 

highlight some of his words and together absorb their timeless lesson. 

In the time of the First Beit HaMikdash, when many were swayed by pagan 

thought, most of Israel believed that sacrifices, prayer and fasting would appease 

Hashem.  Man could do whatever he chose outside the Temple, provided he paid 

his dues inside.  In response to this situation, God had Yeshayahu deliver the 

following words on his behalf:  

Cry aloud, spare not, lift up your voice like a horn,   

declare unto My people their violations, and to the house of Jacob 

their sins.  

2 They seek Me daily, and desire to know My ways; [they act] as a 

nation that did righteousness, and did not forsake the justice of their 

God, they ask of Me righteous justice, they desire to draw near unto 

God.  

3 'Why have we fasted, and You have not noticed? Why have we 

afflicted our souls, you don’t know?' 

--Behold, on the day of your fast you pursue your business, and 

oppress your laborers. 



 4 Behold, you fast with strife and contention, you strike with the fist 

of wickedness; your fasting is not of the type that will be heard on 

High. 

 5 Is this the fast that I have chosen? A day for human to afflict his 

soul? Is it to bow down his head like a weed, and to don sackcloth 

and ashes? Is this what you call a fast, an acceptable day to Hashem?  

6 Is this not the fast that I have chosen?  

Untie the chains of wickedness, undo the cords of the yoke;  

let the oppressed go free, and break every yoke?  

7 Is it not to deal your bread to the hungry, and that you bring the 

poor that are cast out into your house?  

when you see the naked, that you cover him, and that you do not 

hide not yourself from your relatives that need you?  

8 Then shall your light break forth as the morning, and your healing 

shall spring forth speedily; and your righteousness shall go before 

thee, the glory of the LORD shall be your reward. 9 Then shall you 

call, and the LORD will answer; you shall cry, and He will say: 'Here I 

am.' 

The message is at the same time harsh, clear, and uplifting.  Observance of ritual 

is simply not enough.  Turning to God in service while ignoring the plight of those 

around us will result in God ignoring us. If we care only about Man to God and not 

about Man to Man, God is not interested in us.  If service of God is not consistent 

with His values, it is flawed and even counterproductive.  

This idea has formed the basis of many Yom Kippur sermons, particularly by non-

Orthodox, calling for social justice and better interpersonal relations.  However, 

there is more to the message than that. 

At the conclusion of the prophecy, Hashem has Yeshayahu add 



If you refrain from trampling the Shabbat, from doing your business on my 

Holy Day; If you call my Shabbat “delight” God’s Holy Day “honored” 

If you honor it by not going on your way and handling your own affairs, 

striking bargains –Then you can seek the favor of God….  

Why?  What is the connection of these two verses, focused on Shabbat, to the 

rebuke about performing ritual but not ethical commands?  This is particularly 

poignant when we realize that Shabbat is a ritual command itself! 

There was once a yeshiva student that lived a bit of a conflicted life.  On the one 

hand, he was bright and aimed to please.  When he was in his Yeshivah and 

around his Rabbi, he dressed like a regular Yeshivah student and answered all of 

the Rabbi’s questions.  At off times, however, he hung out with a different crowd, 

frequenting nightclubs and bars.  This went on for a while, with the young man 

taking great care to hide his secret from the Rabbi he so loved. 

One day, a late night turned into an early morning.  The student was making his 

way home from the city on a subway.  As he was about to get off the train, the 

doors opened and there stood his Rabbi on the platform, waiting for a train.  The 

student was crestfallen.  Seeing this reaction the Rabbi gently walked over to the 

young man and asked, “my son, what’s wrong?”  Reeking of the smoke and 

alcohol from the night’s activities, there was not much the boy could say, “I’m so 

embarrassed,” said the young man, “because now you know who I really am.”  To 

this the Rabbi quietly whispered, “my dear student, I have known all along who 

you really are; it is you that now knows who you really are.”  

This is Isaiah’s real message to us from God. 

Just as sacrifices can be counterproductive, so can Shabbat observance.  The issue 

is not only that we ignore Man to Man mitzvoth, but that are observance is 

completely external.  The problem with the sacrifices, fasting, and prayer in the 

time of the Temple was not an inherent one.  Each has value, but only if the 

external act that is performed is consistent with the moral value that underlies 

the command.   So, too, Shabbat.  There is much more to Shabbat than simply 

staying home from work and not turning on a light switch.  Shabbat is intended to 



have us release ourselves from the bondage of the necessary and important work 

that we do all week long.  It is a time to relinquish the urgent – business, 

acquisitions -- and make time for the important – Torah, Hashem, family, 

community. 

Our Shabbats have to be better.  We have to make sure that we shut our 

televisions, devices, and phones in order to open our ears and our hearts to what 

and who really counts.  Close our lips from discussing the superficial mundane -- 

who’s wearing what, who went where, and who did what -- and open a book that 

speaks to the depths of your soul.  

We must truly make it an island of time in which we, as individuals, families, 

communities, and a nation must not be merely external observance.  Otherwise, 

we have not learned the lesson God delivered to our ancestors 2,600 years ago.  If 

our insides don’t lead the way for our outsides, as Einstein lived, then we are not 

so different from the conflicted Yeshivah student.  We’re certainly not fooling 

God.  The only question is whether or not we are true to ourselves. 

 


