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 I don’t know about you, but at least one person in my house is very excited for the beginning of 
college basketball’s March Madness. My son Ethan filled out multiple brackets for the men’s and 
women’s tournaments, researched the teams, and had more than a few conversations with friends and 
family to increase the hype. And he isn’t the only one. There’s a lot at stake in a single-elimination 
tournament, and many of the games turn out to be a lot more compelling than they seem. But today I 
want to put in a plug for the other sport that is finally gearing up.  

 Baseball has a very different feel from the excitement of March Madness or the quick, don’t-
even-play-every-team-once rhythms of football. I obviously don’t care which sport (if any) you choose to 
watch; but I want to think about the style of America’s pastime in comparison to the other sports that 
seem more popular to my children’s generation.  

Because baseball is played every day. The games are long, which means each pitch may not 
matter quite as much. The season is longer, too, which leaves time for players and teams to slump and 
come back, which is a better metaphor for real life than a win-or-go-home tournament. Even after 
recent rules changes, the baseball postseason is relatively limited, which means the regular season 
counts. The lazy features of baseball make it boring to some. But they also make baseball a better 
primer for life.  

Today’s Torah portion continued the presentation from last week of the various offerings our 
ancestors brought in ancient times. There are two different types. Certain offerings were brought every 
day, morning and evening, with the priests tasked with maintaining the routine, while others were 
brought only on special occasions.  

We generally relate better to the special offerings. The Todah, or Thanksgiving offering was 
brought by a person who had been spared from disaster. The Talmud suggests such an offering after 
successful completion of a dangerous journey, recovering from an illness, release from confinement, 
and the like. That offering was not entirely burnt; it was roasted and then shared with friends at a 
celebratory meal.  

We can relate to that. It is not uncommon today for people to respond to life’s “close calls” by 
requesting an aliyah and reciting the special Gomel blessing to thank God for having bestowed good 
fortune. It is not uncommon today for people to sponsor a kiddush or host a party to celebrate life’s 
special moments. And that is very powerful. As Rabbi Kushner suggests in Etz Hayim, the Thanksgiving 
offering emerges from a need of the petitioner, not an obligation of God or the Torah. We can relate to 
the notion that there are certain profound moments in life when God is more apt to be experienced. 
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The problem is that these profound moments don’t happen all the time. They are more like 
March Madness – fantastic when they happen, but not every day. Some wait years. Some never get 
there. Our challenge is to find meaning in the everyday, ordinary experiences too.  

That was the purpose of the Olah offering with which the portion began. There were two daily 
offerings – one for the morning, which, together with the accompanying grain offering and libation, was 
the first thing placed on the altar each day; and one that was placed on the alter each evening and left 
burning throughout the night. The fire on the altar was to burn at all hours of the day and night, a 
feature we recall today with the ner tamid, the eternal light, which adorns every synagogue sanctuary.  

To me, the most interesting requirement of the Olah offering was that every morning, the 
priests were to remove their sacred vestments, dress in linen breeches, and remove the ashes from the 
altar. Call it the ritual taking-out of the trash. Priests were not above such ordinary, even demeaning, 
work. The ordinary tasks were holy too.  

This is Rabbi Kushner’s interpretation of the primary requirement regarding the altar: “The fire 
on the altar is kept going on it, ואש המזבח תוקד בו.” That word, “בו, on it”, can also be translated “within 
him.” Which means it doesn’t only refer to the fire on the altar. It refers to the fire in the heart of the 
officiating priest, whose enthusiasm for the sacred nature of the work must never be lost. The priest had 
to get excited every day.  

We have the same challenge. This morning is a wonderful celebration for Brooke. She worked 
very hard to prepare all the relevant pieces and she deserves a spectacular celebration. And her parents 
deserve every ounce of pride and joy they might be feeling. But not every day can be the bat mitzvah. I 
sometimes hear from parents as their children reach 6th- or 7th-grade: why do we still need to go to 
religious school? If my child is meeting with the cantor for tutoring every week, why do they need to go 
to school also? And the answer is that school is not preparation for just one day. School is preparation 
for life; and in life, not every day is extraordinary. The highlight on some days, it seems, is taking out the 
trash.  

We feel it with our worship; and not just Jews. In Morocco, we visited the spectacular Hassan II 
Mosque in Casablanca, which accommodates over 105,000 worshippers for services during Ramadan. 
We were told, however, that for daily services during the rest of the year, they expect about 600 people 
to show up. Not every day is Yom Kippur! I want to give a shoutout to the regulars who show up for daily 
minyan and ordinary Shabbatot. I enjoy special services, too, but our community is sustained by its 
commitment to the everyday. Esh tamid, the perpetual fire must burn within us and within it.  

Some of you may be familiar with the work of Dr. John Gottman, author of The Seven Principles 
for Making Marriage Work. Gottman tells the story of a couple, Rory and Lisa, who came to him for 
counseling; and they weren’t getting anywhere. They agreed to be interviewed in his lab for a TV 
program, hosted by Connie Chung. Gottman describes how the interviewer asked Rory and Lisa to talk 
about their early years together. Their eyes lit up as they recalled their first date, followed by Rory’s 
concerted campaign to win Lisa’s heart. The interview demonstrated, in Gottman’s words, that 
“underneath their mutual antagonism there were still glimmerings of what [Gottman calls] a fondness 
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and admiration system.” That’s the perpetual fire. And in Gottman’s estimation, as long as a glowing 
ember can be found, there is still hope.  

Our challenge is to work to keep the fire burning beyond the first date, beyond the excitement 
of the wedding or the child or the first promotion. Our challenge is to find holiness in the everyday. Does 
anyone else hear James Earl Jones in the background, expressing the challenge? “Baseball.” 

We see it in other areas as well. Did the problems of systemic racism suddenly arise with George 
Floyd? Did the need to support poor Jews only begin with the Russian invasion of Ukraine? Did the 
issues of poverty and homelessness arise for the first time after Hurricane Katrina or Harvey or Sandy? It 
is important to respond generously when disaster strikes; but we have to work to keep the fire of 
tzedakah burning the rest of the year, too. Esh tamid – Tzedakkah is a value every day. 

The Hasidic master Sefat Emet, Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter of Ger, is really into this idea of the 
perpetually burning fire within us. Every morning, we recite words from the liturgy extolling God as 
 constantly and with divine goodness renewing each day” with an infusion of ,המחדש בטובו בכל יום תמיד“
light and love. The 613 commandments, says Sefat Emat, provide new fuel, every day, which burns and 
consumes impure and unhealthy thoughts. We end each evening with a proclamation from the Shema: 
“You shall love, ואהבת,” which offers a certain cleansing and clearing of the ashes from the day, making 
room in the soul for the renewed light of the next morning. And that routine – morning and evening, life 
and love – sustains the healthy or religious person. The constant holy fire of the everyday can be 
wondrous. 

I know I will be enjoying March Madness for the next few weeks. The excitement is real. But it 
won’t last. And that is why I am also looking forward to the seemingly endless slog of the Boys of 
Summer. Let’s play ball! Shabbat shalom.  


