AKSE Tzav—Shabbat Ha’Gadol 5786
Sermon: Keeping the Fire Going

By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

My dear friends;
The opening of this week’s parashah begins with a simple, yet powerful instruction:
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Command Aaron and his sons. ..
And what is the command?

That the offering remain on the altar all night—
and that the fire must keep burning.

Then the Torah repeats it:

The fire on the altar shall be kept burning —it shall not go out.

And then again, a third time:

A perpetual fire shall be kept burning— it shall not go out (Leviticus 6:6).
Three times.

Because this is not just a detail.
This 1s an important message:

The fire must never go out.

Our tradition takes this so seriously that it becomes two commandments:
a positive command—to keep the fire burning,
and a negative command —never to extinguish it.

Even removing a single coal is considered a violation.
Why both?

Because it is not enough to avoid putting the fire out.
We must actively keep it alive.



This fire is more than a flame.

It is a symbol of God’s presence,
a symbol of holiness,

a symbol of spiritual energy.

And the Torah is teaching us something essential:
Holiness does not sustain itself.

It requires attention.
It requires effort.
It requires consistency.

At the end of the parashah, we hear a similar call:
"You shall remain at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting day and night for seven days,
keeping God’s charge.” (Ibid, 8:35)

Day and night.
Not occasionally.
Not when it’s convenient.

But constantly.

Because spiritual life is not built on moments of inspiration alone —
it is built on consistency.

We often think leadership is about putting out fires.
But the Torah teaches us:
leadership is about tending the fire.

Keeping it alive.
Nurturing it.
Making sure it does not fade.

But the parashah is not only about leaders.
It is also about community.

Because the second half of the portion describes the consecration of Aaron and his
sons —

and it assumes something powerful:

That the community will support them.



No one can carry the fire alone.

The priests tended the flame —
but the people made that service possible.

And the same is true today.

Jewish life, communal life, spiritual life —
it depends on all of us.

On showing up.

On giving our time.

On sharing our gifts.

On supporting one another.

Because it takes more than a village
to keep the sacred fire burning.

It takes a committed community.

And this year, that message deepens even further—

Because Parashat Tzav coincides with Shabbat HaGadol —the Great Shabbat.
Why is it called “great™?

*(Last year Alan Goldberg spoke about the meaning of it’s name why it’s called “The
Great Shabbat™)

One powerful explanation takes us back to Egypt, just before the Exodus.

On this very Shabbat, the Israelites were commanded to prepare for the very first
Pesach.

For the first time, they were asked to take responsibility —not as individuals, but as a
people.

In Jewish tradition, a person becomes a gadol— great—not simply by age,
but by accepting responsibility for the commandments.

Greatness 1s not something we are given.

It is something we grow into.

And that is why this is called Shabbat HaGadol.



Because it marks the moment when the Israelites stepped into their greatness —
by embracing their responsibilities.

And that is exactly the message of the fire on the altar.

The fire does not keep itself burning.
It burns because someone takes responsibility for it.

The same 1is true for us.

We keep the fire burning—

through our actions,

through our commitments,

through our willingness to take responsibility for our community and our tradition.

So the question for us is simple:

What fires have been entrusted to us?

And what are we doing to keep them burning?

May we learn to embrace those responsibilities.
May we nurture the flames entrusted to us.
And may that sacred fire lead us toward true greatness.

Amen.



