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What does God really want from us? 

 

 

On this Shabbat we begin to read the fifth and final book of the 

Torah, D’varim (in English-Deuteronomy). I usually base my 

Torah comments on something within the parasha, but tonight I 

wish to focus on the Haftarah which will be read tomorrow. It is 

from the book of Isaiah, Chapter 1, verses 1-27. 

 

This particular prophetic reading is always read on the Sabbath 

prior to the ninth day of Av, (Tisha b’Av). I find it important not 

just because it identifies themes that are appropriate for the 

observance of Tisha b’Av, but more importantly, it is a powerful 

reminder to us that the High Holy Days are not that far away and 

there are questions that we must be able to answer for ourselves 

and for God. 

 

At the time Isaiah is preaching and teaching, the First Temple has 

been built and it is there that people come to offer their sacrifices 

and worship God. 

 

Isaiah observes the frenetic frenzy and buzz of religious activity 

around him, and then offers a powerful and even shocking rebuke 

to the people. 

 

WHAT NEED HAVE I OF ALL YOUR SACRIFICES? I AM 

FILLED TO THE BRIM WITH YOUR BURNT OFFERINGS.  I 

HAVE NO DELIGHT IN THE (expensive) LAMBS and THE 

GOATS YOU OFFER UP. BRING ME NO MORE OF YOUR 

FUTILE OFFERINGS. YOUR INCENSE IS OFFENSIVE TO 

ME.  I CANNOT ENDURE YOUR FESTIVALS-THEY FILL 



ME WITH LOATHING-THEY ARE A BURDEN TO ME. 

WHEN YOU LIFT UP AND STRETCH OUT YOUR HANDS, I 

WILL TURN MY EYES AWAY FROM YOU AND THOUGH 

YOU PRAY FOR A LONG TIME, I WILL NOT LISTEN. This is 

certainly not a message of comfort or inspiration for the Israelites. 

 

Why would Isaiah say these things? And he tells us.” Your hands 

are stained with crime/blood. Get your evil deeds out of my sight. 

And, later on (Chapter 57) the following words, which will 

eventually find their way to become the Haftarah for Yom Kippur 

afternoon, the holiest afternoon of the holiest day of the year. 

 

You seek me daily, as if eager to learn my ways, as if you are a 

people that do what is right. 

So why do I ignore you when you fast and afflict yourselves with 

such apparent devotion to me? 

“Because on Yom Kippur you still find ways to work and enjoy 

pleasure when you shouldn’t, and while you prosper in your work 

your workers barely survive. This is not the fast I have chosen -

pretending to bow your heads and wear sackcloth as if you are so 

pious.” 

 

Isaiah is careful NOT to denounce ritual and practice in general. 

Customs and rituals are not the problem. They can be quite 

meaningful. The problem is when we see ritual as an END in and 

of itself, after a while we forget that the RITUAL is actually 

supposed to lead us to something greater, namely, showing love of 

God by acting and behaving as if we were created in the image of 

God. Isaiah’s denunciation is of the hypocrisy, the notion that if 

they do enough ritual then that will excuse or outweigh their 

“other” behavior. But it doesn’t work that way. 

 

In Judaism, ritual is to lead us to action. If all the rituals we follow 

are not accompanied by some sense of righteousness, justice and 

integrity in our life then the ritual is worth nothing. 



 

I believe this is one of the key questions that God asks of us at the 

High Holy Days and it is also a question we should be asking 

ourselves. How good are we at insuring that our religiosity is truly 

leading us to act in a God-like way? Or is our piety used so we can 

brag to others about how religious we are? 

 

    


