Harmonious Passion » Parshat Tzav

The opening of Parshat Tzav emphasizes that the
outer altar must be aflame with a perpetual fire.
The priests were required to keep the fire burning,
utilizing wood mixed with the parts of the burnt

o ering. If the fire were to go out, they would be

in violation of two negative commandments, as
indicated by the repetitiousness in the verses: “The
fire on the altar shall be kept burning, not to go
out... A permanent fire shall be kept burning on the
altar, you shall not extinguish it” (Lev. 6:5-6).

Interpreters looking for deeper symbolism found
it here. Fire represents the desire, warmth,
illumination, and inspiration of a life infused with
Divinity. This passion needs to burn continuously.
Just like tending to the actual fire required
constant vigilance and attendance, maintaining the
metaphoric blaze and avoiding “burn out” is not a
simple process.

In conceptualizing passion, psychologist Robert

J. Vallerand distinguishes between two types:
harmonious and obsessive. Harmonious passion
occurs when a person authentically and freely
desires to pursue an activity. The person remains
in control and can maintain congruity with other
parts of life. Harmonious passion is correlated with
increased learning, enhanced performance, and
higher satisfaction with life.

In contrast, obsessive passion often controls us.
Even though we might be motivated to engage
in an activity, we often lose the impetus when
external contingencies like social approval get
in the way. This more unyielding drive can lead

to internal conflicts, negative emotions, and
maladaptive consequences such as suboptimal
performance, burnout, and an inability to integrate
the passion with other parts of our lives.

With this framework in mind, we can explore
how the constant flame on the altar symbolizes
harmonious, rather than obsessive passion. As
mentioned, harmonious passion is not inspired
by external or public validation. The continuous
burning required the altar to be tended to at night
as well, when the Temple was o cially closed.
As Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz notes, while sometimes
this ceremony took place with great pomp and
circumstance, it also entailed “hours upon hours
of Temple service done entirely in private” (Talks
on the Parsha). Passion cannot exclusively be in
response to the validation of others. It must be
nurtured even in the still of the night and in the
silence of solitude.

Other indications of harmonious passion are its
integrality with our core sense of identity and

its congruency with other aspects of our lives
According to Rabbi Yohanan, quoted in the Talmud
Yerushlami, “You shall not extinguish it” teaches
that even while traveling, the flame must not go
out (Yoma 4:6). Rabbi Yosef Greenwald, quoted

by Rabbi Baruch Simon in his Imrei Baruch, o ers
a homiletic message related to authenticity. To
keep one’s passion for the Divine ignited while
grounded and centered around inherently religious
dwellings is not necessarily challenging. It is

when one traverses away from those protective






