~ SEFIRAT HAOMER T ~

Making it Count

( :ounting the Omer is a mitzvah that connects Pesach to Shavuot, the Exodus from
Egypt to the Giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. This period is also a time of
mourning for the deaths of the twenty-four thousand students of Rabbi Akiva.

There are two Morasha classes on the topic of Sefirat Ha’Omer. The first class will
address the basics of the mitzvah of counting the Omer, the philosophy behind the
mitzvah, and the reasons that this is a period of mourning. The second class will
discuss the festive day of Lag B'Omer and how to use the period of Sefirah to achieve
personal growth.

This class will address the following questions:
& Why do we count the Omer?
# Why do we count up from one to forty-nine rather than the reverse?
# Why do we mourn during this time?

Class Outline:

Introduction. The Value of Time

Section . The Omer Offering
Part A. The Biblical Source
Part B. The Message of the Omer Offering

Section 1I. Counting the Omer
Part A. The Biblical Sources for Counting the Omer
Part B. Reasons for Counting
Part C. The Counting Procedure
Part E. Counting Forty-Nine Days and Seven Weeks

Section III. Mourning Period

Part A. Death of Rabbi Akiva’s Students
Part B. Pogroms and Massacres
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SEFIRAT HA’'OMER 1

INTRODUCTION. THE VALUE OF TIME

Perhaps the most precious gift that God has given us is the gift of time. It is the one commodity that we can
never trade or exchange and that never loses its value as a result of changing economic conditions. It is a
commodity whose value is potentially infinite —but ultimately depends on how we use it.

A slave’s time is not his own. When the Jewish people were slaves in Egypt, their overlords were able to
dictate how they used their time. The Egyptians forced them to work all hours of the day and night — never
was their time their own. As slaves, they had no choice as to how they used the minutes and hours that made
up their lives.

Then came the Exodus on Pesach, and in a flash, they were free. Their time was now their own. And they
had a new commandment: to count the days until Shavuot, when they would receive the Torah. What was
the significance of this counting? By counting each day separately, a person realizes how valuable each day is.
A day that goes by without being used for meaningful accomplishments is a day that has been squandered,

a day that will never come back. And every day is equally meaningful, equally filled with potential. As a
person counts the days of the Omer and sees the numbers climbing higher and higher, he should come

to a chilling realization: Time is passing, the hours of his life are ticking by, and he must take stock of his
accomplishments and make sure that he is using each day to its fullest.

What happens when a person fails to perceive the passage of time? Rabbi Yissocher Frand quotes an “ethical
will” that a doctor wrote before his passing, hoping to communicate to his children the lessons he had
learned from life. Here are his words:

“My dearest children, when I first graduated from medical school, my burning ambition was to go into medical
research and discover a cure for a major disease. I felt I had the talents and the skills, and I wanted to do something
great, something important that would improve the health of innumerable people and add years to their lives. I
wanted to be a doctor in the fullest sense of the word. But I also wanted to be financially secure. I did not want to
worry about bills and mortgage payments. I wanted to provide a comfortable standard of living for your mother. So
I decided to open an office in an upscale neighborhood and practice medicine for ten or fifteen years. I would make a
ton of money and retire. Then I would be free to devote the rest of my life to research.

“What should I say, my dear children? You know the rest of the story. My practice was extremely successful. I made a
lot of money. And I kept delaying my retirement to make even more money. One year slipped by and then another and
then another. Before I knew, I had spent the best years of my life amassing a large fortune. And my dream of finding a
cure? I'm sorry to say that it remained just that, an unfulfilled dream. I squandered my best years. I squandered my
great talents. I squandered my opportunity to achieve immortality. And for what? For a pot of gold.

“The worst of it is that in retrospect your mother would have stood by my decision to go into research. I told myself
that I did it to give her the standard of living she deserved, but I know that she would have agreed to live more
modestly, that she would have encouraged me to pursue my goals, if only I had asked her.

“My dear children, what can I say? The pot of gold I leave to you. It should be enough to free you from financial
worty. Do not make my mistake. Do not spend your precious lives fattening that pot of gold.” (From An Offer You
Can’t Refuse, ArtScroll Publications, by Rabbi Yissocher Frand)

After many years of toil, this doctor came to the realization that he had squandered decades of his life in
pursuit of material wealth. Time that could have been spent with his family or in pursuit of noble ideals had

instead been funnelled into the endless pursuit of money. And that time would never return.

The mitzvah of counting the Omer should remind us that the days of our lives are passing, and we must take
hold of each day and fill it with meaning — before it goes by.
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SECTION I. THE OMER OFFERING

The period of the Omer derives its name from a special sacrificial offering that was brought in the Temple.
Before any newly grown grains — wheat, barley, oats, rye, and spelt — may be eaten, the equivalent of one
day’s worth of barley flour (for one person) must be offered in the Temple on the second day of Pesach.
This offering of barley flour is known as the Omer offering. (Today, without the Temple, the new grains are
permitted after the conclusion of the second day of Pesach).

PART A. THE BIBLICAL SOURCE

1. Vayikra (Leviticus) 23:9-11 — The Omer offering at the start of the new harvest.

God spoke to Moshe (Moses) saying, “Speak to 1IN SR 233 5N 937 TORD Twid SR 1R 92
the Chﬂdren Of Israel and say to them: When you anxp1 DDb ]ﬂ} N TN Y'INTI bx NI D Dnbx
come to the land that I am giving you and you bN DT MW TV N DN TR N

reap the harvest, you shall bring the Omer of the M DOIEA5 YR 355 Y AN A3 10

first of h he Kohen. He shall
rst of your harvest to the Kohen. He shall wave T BEYY A

the Omer before God to be an appeasement for
you; on the day following the Sabbath (the first
day of Pesach) the Kohen shall wave it.”

PART B. THE MESSAGE OF THE OMER OFFERING

The sacrificial services in the Temple are replete with meaning and significance. What lessons can we derive
from the Omer offering?

1. Chizkuni, Vayikra 23:10 — Showing appreciation to God for the harvest.

It would not be appropriate to eat from the new WD WA TV WA 1 DO IR TIT PN
harvest without bringing a portion of it as a gift 95 1T

of thanks to God.

What is the propriety that the Chizkuni is referring to? A fundamental principle of the Torah is that all of our
assets, income, and prosperity come from God. At the beginning of the annual harvest, as we literally begin
to reap the fruits of our labors, the Torah requires us to bring a thanksgiving offering to God, to acknowledge
that all the grain that our fields produced is really a gift from Him.

2. Vayikra Rabbah 28:1 — The Omer shows gratitude to God for providing the crops.

Rabbi Yannai said, “The way of the world is that 5w 1rN RIS FRS DTN DDA 33 N 4N
when a person buys some meat from the market RYT VR 7100 3 RIT IWPY 00 PRS0 Wl
he must expend much effort and hard work until YLD DY YIS P3N Howaw T3 s

he cooks it. Yet, while people are sleeping God
makes the wind blow and brings the clouds,
which cause the plants to grow and nourish the

DTN DY TOYI MM 2w RIS 3 TP
20w 8ON 1 DI PRI VN DN [T DD
SN DOPIP PWNRT IMY NN OONIM T4 Wi

fruits, and we only pay Him the value of an Omer. o

This is the meaning of the verse: “You shall bring
an Omer of the first of your harvest to the Kohen.”
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3. Sifsei Chaim, Vol. III, p. 40 — The purpose of the Omer is to recognize that everything comes
from God.

In order that a person should not, God forbid, A oW T DRI M’ W KD 141 DTRY T
think “my might and the strength of my hands” ST 3N 1995 3T, IR IN IO YN hwn
~ he should not think, I plowed and planted W53 NI 8D SN AT TR 195 1NN N

and now I am harvesting, I am the one who
produced the grain! Therefore the Torah teaches
him that he did not do it with his own strength;
rather, God gave him the sustenance, and
everything comes from Him. How is this lesson
taught? Through the fact that we give God the
first and most precious portion of the grain. We
thus admit that everything comes from God.
When we connect the first portion [to God],

.55 N2 I 037D SIN 1D 10 4apn DN 0D
9 FPWRIT D3I T 5P 270000 NI PR
Somw DI 93, 03 A ann phnn
ID7 NI PWRIT NN DIWPD TWRD.TIRD NI
L2TP00 5om 5o Sy mom NN

the first portion reflects on all the portions, and
everything becomes sanctified.

Since God is the Source of everything that we have, it follows that we are meant to utilize all of our
possessions in His service. In fact, every detail of the Omer service symbolizes this point — that it is only
through acknowledging God as the center of our existence that our lives become meaningful and fulfilling.

4. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Vayikra 23:10 — Our prosperity and joy of life finds direction
and meaning within the context of God and Torah.

When you have attained not only freedom, but also national independence which the possession of
one’s own land gives, and you cut the produce of the land, bring that which the land has produced
into your own personal possession, then bring the first Omer that you cut, i.e., the amount that
corresponds to one day’s food; to the Kohen, to your representative in God’s Sanctuary ... This cutting
corresponds to the real harvest of the land — wheat, barley, oats, rye, and spelt ... This Omer is
brought from the barley, which is the earliest grain to ripen.

To the Omer, the law of waving is added — consisting of horizontal movements in all four directions,
followed by moving upwards and downwards. By the procedure of waving, one’s material nourishment
(flour), one’s well being (oil), and one’s mental satisfaction with life (incense), which are all represented
in the Omer, are stripped of every idea of selfishness. [Represented by our giving the Omer offering to
the Kohen who does the waving — see Vayikra 23:10-11.] Then this symbol of our earthly existence,
with all its prosperity and joy of life, is placed in the Temple to acknowledge that only through the
Torah’s ruling influence can we find our dedication to the community and to God.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

& The Torah commands us to bring a sacrificial offering of barley on the second day of Pesach. This
offering, called the Omer, is meant to instill within us the awareness that God is the Source of our
prosperity and everything we have.

& The procedure of bringing the Omer offering symbolizes the fact that we can only achieve meaning
and fulfillment in life by dedicating our earthly endeavours to the service of God.
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SECTION II. COUNTING THE OMER

The mitzvah in the Torah is to count the days and weeks from the second day of Pesach until the evening
before Shavuot, a total of forty-nine days. The days of the Omer are a time of preparation for Shavuot, which

parallels the period between the Exodus from Egypt and the Giving of the Torah on Mt. Sinai.

PART A. THE BIBLICAL SOURCES FOR COUNTING THE OMER

1.

Vayikra 23-15-16 — There is a mitzvah to count each of the forty-nine days from Pesach (at
which time the Jews left Egypt) until Shavuot (at which time they received the Torah at Mt.
Sinai).

You should count for yourselves from the day MY NN DONIT DD MW N9 035 Do
after Shabbat [Pesach], from the day that you . 3»"3;’333;1 I'T?DT’DB mnt;};j ;73127 ,ﬁéi]ﬂﬁ
brought the Omer of the waving; seven weeks, ‘ ' ' '
they shall be complete.

Until the day after the seventh week you shall ;DY DRI IDON NP NIWT NITnn TV
count fifty days; and you shall bring a new flour K vl minfainbi=Yalqmulein)
offering for God.

Devarim (Deuteronomy) 16:9 — Apart from counting the days, there is also a mitzvah to count
each of the seven weeks.

Seven weeks shall you count for yourselves; from SIn AR WinIn Sman , 720500 Nyay yaw
the time the sickle is first put to the standing YA TR 9505
grain you should begin counting seven weeks. ) ' '

PART B. REASONS FOR COUNTING

At face value, this mitzvah may seem somewhat strange. Is it not enough to know that we have entered a
special period of time between Pesach and Shavuot? Why do we need to verbalize the count each day?

1.

Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #306 — Counting manifests longing and desire for the great and
awesome day when we receive the Torah.

The simple explanation is that the essence of the S 1y Sow 05 w8 Sy s WD
Jewish people is the Torah, and because of the DO INT23 T 300, T NON 1N SN
Torah the heaven, earth and Israel were created, NS DN [7749 30 11370 ] 2510 157, 58T PN

as the verse states, “If not for My covenant [of

. . PRI 7D PP RN T DB N3
Torah] day and night I would not have appointed

TN OD TN 192D T DRI INS
the laws of heaven and earth” (Yirmiyahu/ l I

Jeremiah 33:25). [Torah] is the foundation and
the reason that we were redeemed and left Egypt
—in order to receive the Torah at Sinai and to
keep it ...

Since the acceptance of the Torah was the goal of PR TP SR Sw 1Y 52 N0 ,10 o

5 Jewish Calendar



SEFIRAT HA’'OMER 1

our redemption and serves as the foundation of
the Jewish people, and through it we achieved
our greatness, we were commanded to count
from the day after [the first day of] Pesach until
the day that the Torah was given. This manifests
our great desire for that awesome day which our
hearts yearn for just as a servant yearns for shade.
We count constantly — when will the day come
that we yearn for, the day that we left slavery?
Because counting [towards a certain date] shows
a person that all his desire and longing is to reach
that time.

DML 7BHR WRI N By 9Tn 55 1o
NI, T00 95 DY TV Mo S o oY
355 A3 730307 0P R 1T yor wwesa
A3 Y R D THO M58 ANY? Ty
W 530 DTIRD N P3O, MM N N
NI 9T 5N 3212 130 5

2. Rambam, Moreh Nevuchim (Guide for the Perplexed) 3:43 — To elevate and endear Shavuot.

Shavuot is the time of the Giving of the Torah. In
order to honor and elevate this day we count the
days from the previous festival until it [arrives],
like someone who is waiting for a loved one to
arrive, who counts the days by the hours. This

is the reason for counting the Omer from the
day that we left Egypt until the day of the Giving
of the Torah, as this was the ultimate purpose

of leaving Egypt: “And I will bring them to Me”
(Shemot 19:4).

WD NI PR DTN .70 0 OV N e

TONIT I3 PIDE B, VOR PWRIT TP 1D D5

N ONN, PWE O Y7 N NI PITINIY
MDY TV DOIDD NANY DD YT NPOD N0
TIBNI DANRA PO INSN R XY,
(T2 M) SON DINN NYIN

Thus, the mitzvah of counting the days of the Omer highlights the significance of the festival of Shavuot

and the Torah that we received on that day. Counting toward it both demonstrates and reminds us of its
importance to us and our love for it. But there is a noteworthy peculiarity about this. Usually, when people
count toward an important event, they count down. Why do we count up, beginning with day one and

ending on day forty-nine? Additionally, why do we begin counting on the second day of Pesach, rather than

the first?

3. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #306 — Since we desire the arrival of Shavuot we do not want to
mention the large number of days that remain. We count from the day after Pesach, so as not

to detract from the celebration of the Exodus.

The reason that we count from the [bringing

of the] Omer “So many days have passed in

our counting,” rather than counting how many
days remain, shows our great desire to reach the
time [of Shavuot]. Therefore, we do not want to
mention at the beginning of our counting such
a large number of days that remain until we
reach the offering of the Two Loaves on Atzeret
(Shavuot). We should not find it difficult [to
understand] that once we have passed halfway
through the seven weeks we do not count down
the few days remaining, as one should not change
the nature of the counting in the middle.
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Why do we begin counting from the day after
[Pesach] and not from the first day? The answer
is that the first day is entirely dedicated to
remembering the great miracle of the Exodus
from Egypt, which is a sign and evidence of

[the fact that God] created the world, and of the
existence of Divine Providence. We may not mix
[something else into] that happiness and mention
a different idea with it. As such, the counting
begins from the second day.

SEFIRAT HA’'OMER I

S0 WINPT BN 705 10 DN, ONWH DN
MR D2 TN, MR O KDY Hawn
D81 NINSY NI OYTn D37 301D 1010 T
5y DWn AMRWN DY LT DO TN NI
DR MY PRI N 399 15 PRI, DTN 32
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According to this explanation, counting up rather than down is a greater expression of our emotional
connection to Shavuot. This is in keeping with the general theme of the counting of the Omer — that the
mere act of counting toward Shavuot highlights the significance of the day. But there is another, deeper
explanation for this phenomenon, which touches on a very significant aspect of the mitzvah of Sefirat
HaOmer.

4.

Rabbi Shimshon Pincus, Nefesh Shimshon: Pesach, Sefirat HaOmer and Shavuot, p. 176 — We

would count down if the days of the Omer were merely days that intervened between us and

Shavuot; but since they are days of preparation for Shavuot, we count up to demonstrate that

each day represents an accomplishment.

When a person counts the days toward a certain
day, the intervening days have no significance.
For instance, a person who is expecting to receive
a large gift at the end of fifty days views the days
of waiting as “fifty days that are interfering with
my receipt of the gift,” and when a day passes,
only forty-nine days remain that separate him
from the gift. But we relate to the days of Sefirat
HaOmer differently. These days are days of
spiritual building, and when a person builds a
ten-story building, he counts each story: I have
built one story, a second story, etc. He doesn't say:
“I have nine stories left to build.” Similarly on

the days of Sefirat HaOmer, we are building and
preparing ourselves for Matan Torah. God would
be prepared to give us the Torah right away, but
we are simply not ready yet. Therefore, we count
the days of preparation, and count the spiritual
“stories” that prepare us for Matan Torah.

,ON01 DY INIPD D1 1IN 100 DTN MND
INDNTOIWHWH PR D3 DO D0 0
oY DWW TWA 7T M 5305 MaNw 0N

DY DWRM“D MANS o8 T DrYn 1
0P 79 TR, “aran AN 5305 05 ooyrpnw
1A WA DORINT O YW DYAIN P IINS
SN IDIND DDA BN MW NP0 1D IN
N2 DTN WINPT I D Do B 9N D0
IPID P 55 DD NI T N Wy Sya paa
IO WX 8D NI, 00, A, SN T 93D
NN MW ITOD 3 0. 4mad mp ywn b
TIZM 4P, TN 05 BHIY IN DY D13
RO WD BN TN, TH 7NN AR 00 A0 P
DO TSN W AN D00 NN 19217 DI
10 INTPD VMR MWORT DYImT Mmpn N
s

The significance of the Omer period as a time of spiritual accomplishment is closely related to the sacrificial
offerings which mark its beginning and conclusion.

5. Rabbi Aryeh Carmel, Masterplan, Feldheim, p. 205 — The forty-nine-day count is a seven-
step process from physical freedom (which we share with animals) to a spiritual purpose and

destiny (which is a uniquely human aspiration).

The Omer on Pesach was from the barley harvest. The offering on Shavuot was of wheat. Barley is
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mainly food for animals. Wheat is food for human beings. The Torah hints to us that physical
independence by itself still leaves man — from the Torah perspective — on the animal level. The
counting of the forty-nine days signifies a sevenfold refining process and marks our progress to full
human status with our acceptance of the Torah at Sinai, seven weeks after the Exodus.

PART C. THE COUNTING PROCEDURE
The particulars of the mitzvah are clearly summarized by the Rambam (Maimonides).

1. Rambam, Hilchot T'midin U'musafin (The Laws of Continual and Additional Offerings) 7:22-
25 — Laws of counting the Omer.

It is a positive mitzvah to count seven complete NI DD, DO MO YA NODD My M

weeks from the day of the bringing of the Omer, Uahl'7mBeninia)a) DDb DAYODY IANIY--IIWT

as the verse states, “You shall count for yourselves —Iaw oY, D b MR (1,30 NI)
) ) | | 5 )

from the day following the Sabbath” (Vayikra
23:15). It is a mitzvah to count the days with
the weeks, as the verse states, “Count fifty days”
(Vayikra 23:16). One should count at the earliest
time: therefore, one should count at night, from

(1,00 XP™) “DP DM 1DDN” MR-
T 51,1953 3 9907 ;73 DR N
O3 Wy

the night of the sixteenth of Nissan.

If fi tt t at night h t
a person fo1got Lo count at night fie may cout NON T3 PRY.OPA TN, 79003 i KDY Ao

LON 50 5P 11 MSH LR, WD 30 DR TWD
PO, DT3P DWW ;78 5221 DIP 5931, HRWLD
all Jewish men in every place and at all times. BYTR WK 122 233 7130 T A eD

Women and non-Jewish slaves are exempt from NODW DT — MW NPOD Sy WrR PN
counting the Omer. Each night before counting STI2M MM WNY, NS — 1IN
one should say the blessing, “Who has sanctified

us with His commandments, and commanded

us regarding the counting of the Omer.” If one

during the day. Counting should be done while
standing, but if one counted while sitting he has
fulfilled his obligation. This mitzvah applies to

counted without a blessing he has fulfilled his
obligation and should not go back and make the
blessing.

Additional laws are as follows:

2. Mishnah Berurah 489:5 — A person may count the Omer in any language, but he must
understand the language he uses.

The later authorities wrote that the counting P 7957 ]W)b 593 909 TODT DN 1300
may be done in any language, provided that the BT NS 950 1IOR P31 IR DR IS N
person understands that language. If he does TDD DN TN N P ROT 10T NED N

not understand it, then even if he counted in
Hebrew he has not fulfilled his obligation. Since
he did not know what he was saying, it is not
considered counting.
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3. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 489:7-8 — One who forgot to count at night should count
during the day without a blessing. One who skipped an entire day may no longer say the
blessing, but he should continue to count.

If a person forgot and did not count at night, he DN .T7993 852 013 oD 9955 5o T3 NO) Fow
may count during the day without reciting the IRWM PAPMNT O P2 O TN T135 AW
blessing. If he forgot to count on any of the days, R17 0N DIN 973 KDI 00 TN 9010 D0

whether the first day or any of the other days, DO IR MDD I5D N1 TAN DY 35T BN POV

he should continue counting on all subsequent e

days without reciting a blessing. However, if he
is uncertain whether he skipped a day, he should
count the rest of the days with a blessing.

The Rambam mentioned that one should count the Omer while standing. What is the source of this law?

4. Meah Shearim, Laws of Chodosh and Counting the Omer, p. 105 — The verse that commands
the counting hints that it should be done standing.

We have learned from our Rabbis that there is a ,TTBYI TN IPODT NADHONT WA 3P
hint in the Torah that the Omer must be counted 775 ,ME05 AN ‘PR3 BN SAmy’ PR
while standing. It says, “From the [time the sickle DD FTRYA P

is] first put to the standing wheat you should
begin counting” — this [word “standing”] teaches
us that one should count while standing.

Although one should stand in order to count the Omer, a person who counts while sitting has still fulfilled
his obligation.

5. Mishnah Berurah, 489:6 — The fulfillment of the mitzvah is not dependent on whether one

stands.
A person should stand from the time when he DN TIPTI .T0930 S nnY T TInyS T
begins the blessing. After the fact, even if he NS WP 99D DN
counted while sitting, he has still fulfilled his
obligation.

PART E. COUNTING FORTY-NINE DAYS AND SEVEN WEEKS

The verses of the Torah may be somewhat confusing regarding the exact parameters of this mitzvah. Are we
supposed to count forty-nine days, as the verse in Vayikra indicates, or seven weeks, as the verse in Devarim
implies? The Talmud explains that we are required to do both.

1. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Chagigah 17b — Counting days and weeks.

Abaye said that it is a mitzvah to count the days, (O NP 1T WY S35 IR PN IONTI
as the verse says, “Count fifty days” (Vayikra AT I PR IS DY DM 19000
23); and it is also a mitzvah to count the weeks, M1 31 YT 9900 FINAY YA (b £937)

as the verse says, “Seven weeks you shall count .
for yourselves” (Devarim 16). Furthermore, [at
the end of the Omer period] the festival is called

“Weeks” (Shavuot).
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Exactly how does one verbalize the count of days and weeks?

2. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 489:1 — The correct format of the count includes both the
number of the day itself and (beginning on the seventh day) the number of weeks.

On the first day, one should say: “Today is one PO TP MW TAN DY DT MR PWNRIT D1
day of the Omer,” until one reaches seven days. TAN VI DI DO P DPS ION? IR DY 4O
Then one says “Today is seven days, which are YW DM DO TIY DY TR H OPa) A

k of the Omer,” and on the eighth d
S ee O e e B B PR S Y TYIING W T 11 TP TN OV TN
one should say “Today is eight days, which are
WA 1Y DY D15 WY TYAIN OVF ION°

one week and one day of the Omer,” and so on,
“
until one reaches fourteen, when one should say, OV 13 TP T N 7 77T 591 w3

“Today is fourteen days, which are two weeks of
the Omer.” One should continue to count in this
manner until he reaches forty-nine days.

The obvious question, however, is: Why should we count both days and weeks? What is the significance of
this duality? The answer to that question will help us understand the significance of the specific number of
days (forty-nine) and weeks (seven) of the Omer. As we know, nothing in the Torah is random.

3. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Vayikra 23:16 — Significance of counting both the days and
the weeks: Counting the days reflects the process by which a person achieves physical purity;
counting the weeks is to remind us of the Shabbat, which testifies that the world belongs to
the Creator.

Counting of days is also found in connection with the zav and zavah (someone who experienced a
bodily discharge which causes impurity). In general, the passing of a period of seven days in the laws
of tumah and taharah (impurity and purity) are given for striving to leave the condition of tumah and
bringing it to a close, to enter a period of taharah on the eighth day. A sevenfold counting of periods

of seven days, a counting of forty-nine days, to enter a new condition on the fiftieth day would be the
most complete nullification of the tumah restraint of being bound by one’s senses, and the fiftieth day
would bring the most positive entry into the taharah-realm of moral freedom. Just as the fiftieth Jubilee
year brought a fresh foundation of the Jewish State ... so too the Omer denotes inner moral freedom
... necessary for the reception of the Torah.

In accordance with this, the fiftieth day, i.e. the day after the seven times seven days, has a very similar
meaning as the eighth day of milah (circumcision). To this we can combine the idea of counting the
Sabbath weeks and the counting of the days together, then they appear simply as an emanation from
those two institutions — the Sabbath and milah — with which God wished to lay the foundation for
Israel to be the People of His Law.

Paying homage to God in nature and history and the resulting subordination of man and his position
in the world to the service of God, as is taught by the Sabbath, and struggling for moral purity by
subordinating one’ free will ... as milah demands, were established even before we received the Torah.
And it is just these factors which the counting of the days and the weeks from the Omer to the Day of
Receiving the Torah is to bring home to our minds, each year afresh, as the preliminary fundamental
conditions for our great mission in the world.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

& During the forty-nine-day period between Pesach and Shavuot, we are commanded to verbally
count both the days and the weeks that elapse. The act of counting expresses our longing for
Shavuot, when we receive the Torah, and the importance of it to us.
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& The days of Sefirah represent a period of personal growth. Counting each day demonstrates that
each day’s accomplishment is like another brick being added to a structure. In this case, that
structure represents our own characters, which we must prepare and “build” in preparation for
receiving the Torah.

& The number seven itself represents a process of purification. Seven weeks (i.e., seven times seven
days) represents the ultimate process of purification. That defines the process of the Sefirah.

SECTION III. MOURNING PERIOD

The days between Pesach and Lag B'Omer (the 33" day of the Omer) are marked by reduced joy (such as not
celebrating weddings or playing and listening to live music) because of the tragedies that befell the Jewish
people during this period. Some extend this period until Shavuot (which is the 50™ day of the Omer). What
were these tragedies and how do we respond to them today?

PART A. DEATH OF RABBI AKIVA’S STUDENTS

1. Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 62b — Rabbi Akiva’s students died between Pesach and Atzeret
(Shavuot) for showing disrespect to one another.

Rabbi Akiva says, “If you have learned Torah in WP TN TS IMTHI NN THO NN P9
your youth you must [continue to] learn Torah NP D TRO 1 P IMTA DR 15 v
in your old age. If you have had students in your AON WY D3 1IN ) TV AN P 9P ‘N

youth you must [continue to] have students in DIDDIN TV A NDEY 1375 15 v Db o

TS 7 T30 W ROW 39 TN P53 10 1910
D177 1WM3T DIN P47 Naw TY onw oW M
371 NP 23N DY N T N 1947 DI NN
JIVW TN TN PRYT OO O VI 13 MYON

your old age,” as the verse says, “In the morning
plant your seeds and in the evening do not let
your hand rest.” They said that Rabbi Akiva had
twelve thousand pairs of students from Givat to
Antiprat and they all died during one period of
time because they did not treat each other with
respect. The world was desolate until Rabbi
Akiva came to the Rabbis of the South and taught
them. [They were] Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehudah,
Rabbi Yossi, Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar ben
Shamua. It was they who re-established Torah at
that time.

It was taught that twenty-four thousand students
all died between Pesach and Atzeret. Rav Chama
bar Abba, or perhaps it was Rabbi Chiya bar
Avin, said that they all died a terrible death.
What type of death does this refer to? Rabbi
Nachman said askara (death by choking).

93 RI5M 39 N I8P T3 ADH 1 015 Rif
YT 0 10 0910 PAN 93 RPM I RIPIPRTNIN
JTI2DN 13 94N RO OND

2. Bereishit (Genesis) Rabbah 61:3 — Rabbi Akiva reminded his new students not to repeat the
mistakes of the past: treat each person with love and respect!

Rabbi Akiva said to his new students, “My 3" :[ownn 1»-;973’73-‘5] NPy 37 TN
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sons, the first ones only died because they did 1377 15K 1OR 798 DIPPY TR KON I 8D
not look generously toward one another other. “ OTWYIND WYH RO DNy

Pay attention that you do not act like them.”

The Talmud thus reveals to us that the deaths of Rabbi Akiva’s students were a Divinely ordained
consequence of their failure to treat each other with the proper respect. It should be emphasized that these
24,000 individuals were all great Torah luminaries in their own right. The plague that took their lives wiped
out the entire spiritual leadership of the Jewish people; it was a disaster of immense proportions. Why was
such a severe sentence meted out to them?

3. Rabbi Aharon Kotler, Mishnas Rabbi Aharon, Vol. III, p. 17 — The students’ lack of mutual
respect prevented them from being the true transmitters of the Oral Torah, which emphasizes
the intrinsic, infinite potential of the human soul.

To explain [Why Rabbi Akiva’s students died for NPY %29 9777, WON T773 N 9277 N
a seemingly trivial sin] perhaps we can say that D7 SYW D DA PTROM ,DUYAIAS TN
Rabbi Akiva was the foundation of the redaction D28 KB, MNTS BYAINT DR T

of the Oral Law, and his students were the ones D993 [ 59 o FSSRS ObeN e

DXV 9DM M0 7 02T 003 I3 ANnnw
SOENTRY N0 993 11531 R 00, NN P

who would pass on the Oral Law to future
generations. Therefore, they had to embody the
perfection of all the forty-eight traits through
which Torah is acquired (see the second Morasha
class on Sefirat HaOmer, Section II. B). For if they
would lack [even one of these traits] they would
be lacking in the essence of the acquisition of the
Torah, and they would not be able to transmit it
in purity and holiness.

Therefore, apart from the fact that God is strict
with the righteous to within a hair’s breadth,
there was also this idea, that since they were
lacking in the quality of “Being close with one’s
fellow students” [which is one of the forty-eight

I WT IS DRSOV PYTRT TA0h P
‘N NITW] 0931 212773 DO DM PO, A
NS NI 799503 o0 PR, [2793T m4amn

SO D4YaRINT DDA IR D7INT YT RD

traits], their Torah would be fundamentally
flawed. Therefore, they were not worthy of
passing on the Oral Law to future generations.

Furthermore, their Torah [learning] was deficient
because it was not completely pure, and the Oral
Law had to be passed on as a complete Torah in

N513 77500 RO, M0 DY 900 T O
kb Fuinii Be) il B> 1 VintisaTain Ba miiuya) Wraiulen o)
o 19t 8D 199 13y 593 e 7 D

every way. Therefore, they did not merit having
119101973 W37 RP1T 03 191,07 5Y AN

the Torah passed on through them, but it was
[instead] the Rabbis from the South who merited (N2 FISYY 5) 1997 W02 AN DR2nA YT
this. Since the life of the Sages is Torah, as IPYATY D IO 1
Rambam writes (Hilchot Rotzeach 7:1), they were SO IO T, DINSD
lacking in the essence of their existence, and that

allowed for what happened.

Due to the great tragedy of the deaths of Rabbi Akiva’s students, certain practices of mourning were instituted
for the period of the Omer. There are varying customs regarding when these practices should be observed.
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Some observe them from the beginning of the Omer until the 33" day (Lag B'Omer), others observe them

from the beginning of the month of Iyar until the end of the Omer, and others observe the mourning

practices throughout the Omer period.

4. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 593:1-2 — Weddings and haircuts are prohibited during the

Omer period.

It is customary not to get married between Pesach

35 7y 193y DD A MR NS ROW DN

and Shavuot because the students of Rabbi Akiva SAN REY 237 050 170 Tt NI 10D Ty

died during that time period, but it is permissible
to get engaged. . . .

It is customary not to shave or take a haircut
until Lag B'Omer, when they say that the students
stopped dying ...

L ODT Yo WP DIND

INW DYINNY I 3D TP NS RO D
. S50 1PED

5. Mishnah Berurah 493:3 — Engagements and engagement parties are held.

It is permissible to get engaged and make an
engagement party...

STTIVD Y POYTR YD 9

6. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Igros Moshe, Orach Chaim, Vol. I, Ch. 166 — One should not listen to

musical instruments being played during this period.

During the days of Sefirah, instrumental music is
prohibited.

PART B. POGROMS AND MASSACRES

NIDT NI NORD 2 V00N M

The deaths of Rabbi Akiva’s students were not the only tragedies that took place during the time of the Omer.

Centuries later, other misfortunes befell the Jewish people during this time.

1. Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein, Aruch HaShulchan 493:1 — During the Crusades there were

massacres during this time of year.

The days which are between Pesach and Atzeret
have been considered for the past several
hundred years by Israel as days of judgement
and mourning, as within this short span of time
twelve thousand pairs of students of Rabbi Akiva
died, as the Talmud explains (Yevamot 62b), and
they all died of askara.

Furthermore, we see that the worst days of the
decrees in the hundreds of years of [Jewish life]
in France and Germany occurred during this
time, as explained in the liturgical poems that
the earlier Rabbis made for these days between
Pesach and Atzeret. They are full of mourning,
lamentation and woe.

13
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To help account for the loss of Rabbi Akivas students, there is a collective responsibility for each individual
to improve both his character and Torah study during the Sefirah period, as discussed in the second Morasha
shiur on Sefirat Ha'Omer.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION III:

& During the days of the Omer, a terrible tragedy befell the Jewish people when Rabbi Akiva’s
24,000 students died from a devastating epidemic. In just a matter of weeks, the entire spiritual
leadership of the Jewish people was wiped out. To commemorate this tragedy, we observe certain
mourning practices during this time.

& Other tragic incidents have occurred throughout history during the Sefirah, notably a large
number of massacres during the period of the Crusades.

CLASS SUMMARY:

WHY DO WE COUNT THE OMER?

There is a commandment in the Torah that requires us to verbally count the forty-nine days leading from
Pesach to Shavuot. The commentators explain that the reason for this commandment is to highlight the
importance of Shavuot and express our yearning for the day on which we will receive the Torah.

WHY DO WE COUNT UP FROM ONE TO FORTY-NINE RATHER THAN THE REVERSE?

The Sefer HaChinuch explains that we would feel discouraged by counting down, since that would make us
realize how long a time still remains until Shavuot. Consequently, we begin with the number one. Counting
up rather than down also alludes to the fact that the counting of the Omer represents a process of spiritual
growth, in which each day is an accomplishment that can be added to our preparation for Shavuot.

WHY DO WE MOURN DURING THIS TIME?

During the Omer period, twenty-four thousand students of Rabbi Akiva died from a devastating epidemic.
This tragedy dealt a terrible blow to the Jewish people, who saw their entire spiritual leadership wiped out all
at once. To commemorate this tragedy, we mourn during this time.

This class was prepared by Rabbi David Sedley

and edited by the Morasha Curriculum Team
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