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I am having a hard time on this Shabbat Zachor, when we remember Amalek and their evil 
attack on the Jewish People, and when we remember the greedy Haman who tried to 
annihilate our people in ancient Persia; I am having a hard time not speaking about Iran and its 
constant verbal attacks on Israel and its current attempt at nuclear annihilation of our 
Homeland. I will be attending the AIPAC convention this coming week where we will discuss the 
issue almost constantly. Iran’s quest for atomic weapons is the number one agenda item at 
AIPAC. It has also become the focal point of a war of words between our president and the 
president of Israel. It is starting to look like support for Israel is become just another partisan 
hot button issue. If so that would be disastrous for Jews and for Israel. I will have more to say 
about it when I get back from the Convention in Washington DC.  

 

So this week, there is a different issue. At the very beginning of our Parsha we have the first 
mention of the “Ner Tamid” the light that burned inside the Mishkan, the portable sanctuary 
that will be constructed in the wilderness. It is a light that is supposed to burn  
“Tamid” and that is where the controversy begins.  Tamid can have two meanings. It can mean 
something that happens “perpetually” or something that happens “regularly”.  

 

Rashi, the commentator who holds by the plain and simple meaning of the text, says that Aaron 
is commanded to light the lamp each evening so that it would burn until morning, continually. 
The text of the Torah seems to agree. The next verse reads, “Aaron and his sons shall set [the 
lamp] up in the Tent of Meeting outside of the curtain which is over the Ark to burn from 
Evening to Morning before the Lord.” It really does not leave room for doubt. This is a lamp 
that is to burn regularly, all night, every night.  

 

But the Rabbis will not accept this simple explanation. Long before Rashi commented on this 
passage, the Talmud quotes Rav Sheshet who asks, “Does God then require its light? – Surely, 
during the entire forty years that the Israelites traveled in the wilderness, they traveled only by 
God’s light. But this light is a testimony to humanity that the Divine Presence, rests in Israel.” 
According to Rav Sheshet, if the light is a symbol of God’s eternal presence than it is only logical 
that the light must be kept constantly aflame. Just as God is always with us, so must God’s light 
always be with us. It is a perpetually burning light that must never go out.  

 

This explains why we have a Ner Tamid in our sanctuary and in all the synagogues around the 
world. We don’t leave a nightlight on so that God does not have to fear the dark, we leave the 



light on to remind ourselves that God is always present. There is no moment that God’s light 
does not shine for us.  

 

So why does Rashi insist that the explanation of Rav Sheshet is incorrect? After 1000 years why 
does Rashi go back to the plain meaning of the text? Does Rashi think that God needs a light in 
the dark? Rabbi Yehoyada Amir, a professor of Modern Jewish Thought at Hebrew Union 
College in New York, explains that the focus of the commandment, when explained as 
“regularly” does not mean that the light is always burning; it means that Israel has an obligation 
to keep lighting it day after day. He says, “This is a light that we are commanded to kindle 
before God in order to express our presence  before God, our standing ready to serve as 
partners in the work of holiness and the work of creation.” 

 

So which is it? Do we read the text as a perpetual light that is the symbol of God’s constant 
concern for the Jewish people; or do we see the lighting of the lamps as our peoples’ way of 
thanking God for the constant divine care.  I like to think that Judaism does with this issue what 
Judaism does with most disagreements in the law; they try to reconcile the differences so that 
both ideas are valid. According to Rabbi Shai Held of Machon Hadar, “While the plain sense 
meaning and the midrashic interpretation of the text seem clearly at odds with one another, 
taken together they form a potent symbol of God and Israel’s life together; the light burning in 
the Mishkan makes the statement that God and the people are perpetually committed to, and 
present for, one another.” 

 

In a similar way there is a striking difference between the way Parshat Terumah began last 
week and the way Parshat Tetsaveh starts this week. Terumah starts with a call for gifts, for 
donations to help build the Mishkan. The gifts are purely voluntary and it is the generosity of 
the people that will make the project beautiful. This week, Parshat Tetsaveh begins with the 
command to bring oil to light the lamps continually. It is not a request for donations; it is a 
command about how we are supposed to act. There are two important lessons being taught 
here. According to Rabbi Yehuda Brandes, the head of the Bet Midrash at Beit Morasha of 
Jerusalem: The Center for Advanced Judaic Studies and Leadership, he writes, “The initial 
construction of the Mishkan and its vessels is a one-time event; the one-time preparations are 
exciting. As for any important building project, it is relatively easy to enlist donors … but the 
service in the Mishkan is different. Service requires consistency and constancy; it does not 
contain the same excitement. There is an element of routine to it, which can sometimes be 
exhausting and dispiriting.”  

  

The question we need to ask ourselves as we study these two parshiyot, is what is the right way 
to serve God? What are we supposed to do as Jews who wish to have a connection to the 
Divine? Our relationship with God must at least be like our relationship to our partners. In the 
beginning, our love is like that of Terumah, freely given and exciting. But this is not a way one 



can live a life. At some point in our relationship, we have to realize that we have made a 
commitment, we are bound to our partner and he or she is bound to us. We commit to loving 
each other even in the moments when we may not feel like it. Perhaps it is the moments of 
excitement that are essential to making a commitment, but it is impossible to live in a constant 
state of passion.  

 

Rabbi Held concludes his essay saying, “In serving God, consistency and constancy may be just 
the most important things in the world, … that in order to affirm God with the totality of who 
we are and in order to love others in all of what we do, regularity and steadfastness are 
essential.”  

 

What the parsha is teaching us is that it is not enough to only love God in moments of joy and 
excitement. It is not enough to show God our love when we are celebrating a special moment. 
We have to love God with all of our existence, on the good days as well as on our bad days. We 
have to love God not just when we are in a good mood, but when we are struggling or suffering 
as well. Our love for God must be constant and regular. There will be days filled with passion for 
God, there will be days when we feel the presence of God close by so that prayer comes easily 
and study can be done passionately. But we are commanded to pray and we are commanded to 
study. The mitzvot are designed to help us through the difficult days, the days when spirituality 
just doesn’t work. When we feel far from God and our spirit feels down, we must still pray and 
we must still study with the hope that eventually the passion will reignite. Passion and 
Perseverance; we must love God constantly and regularly.  

 

These two parshiyot are not just about a building plan for a Mishkan, they are the building 
plans for a spiritual life. In good times as well as bad, on happy days as well as sad, in sickness 
and in health, on sunny days and in the rain, God is with us constantly and we need to be 
constantly aware of God and constantly concerned with serving God. It is a relationship that is 
built on faith, commitment and love.  

 

May we always strive to be close to God, even when God seems so far away.  And may God 
inspire us to bring love to ourselves and to others as we say … Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


