SEFIRAT HAOMER
& LAG BOMER

An Opportunity for Personal Growth in Preparation for Shavuot

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. A
highlight of this period is Lag B'Omer, when Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai revealed the
Zohar (Kabbalah) just before he passed away. The Sefirah (counting) period provides a
framework to enable us to refine our character, help rectify the loss of the students of
Rabbi Akiva, and improve our ability to acquire the Torah in preparation for Shavuot.

This class will address:

~  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?

~  What is Lag BOmer and why do we celebrate on that day? Who was Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai and why is his death a reason for happiness?

~  What are the reasons for some of the customs of Lag B'Omer?

~  Why is the seven-week period from Pesach to Shavuot especially suited for
personal development and growth?

Class Outline:

Section I.  The Omer Offering
Part A. The Source in the Torah
Part B. The Message of the Omer Offering
Section II.  Counting the Omer
Part A. The Sources for Counting the Omer in the Torah
Part B. Counting Forty-Nine Days and Seven Weeks
Part C. Reasons for Counting
Part D. Counting Up; Not Counting Down
Part E. Counting while Standing
Section III. Mourning Period
Part A. Death of Rabbi Akiva’s Students
Part B. Pogroms and Massacres
Section IV. Lag BOmer
Part A. Rabbi Akiva’s Students Stopped Dying
Part B. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and the Revelation of the Zohar
Part C. The Manna Began to Fall
Part D. Lag B'Omer Customs
Section V.  Using the Sefirah Period to Achieve Spiritual Perfection
Part A. Seven Cycles of Seven Midot
Part B. Forty-Eight Ways to Acquire Torah
Part C. New Heights in Spiritual Attainment
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SECTION I. THE OMER OFFERING

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, in
recognition that all produce is ultimately a gift from God. This offering of barley flour is known as the Omer
offering. (Today, without the Temple, the new grains are permitted after the second day of Pesach).

PART A. THE SOURCE IN THE TORAH

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

God spoke to Moshe (Moses) saying, “Speak to TN SR 233 5N 937 MRS D DR 1 93
the Children of Israel and say to them: When you DrER1 0o M3 TN PINT DN NI 0D DTN
come to the land that I am giving you and you SN DOTED FWNT TV X DN 7SR N

reap the harvest, you shall bring the Omer of the
first of your harvest to the Kohen. He shall wave
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.”
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PART B. THE MESSAGE OF 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 DONOW PIN TIT PN
harvest without bringing a portion of it as a gift 9o 1T
of thanks to God.

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

Rabbi Yannai said, “The way of the world is that a S nrR XS mD DTN DYWL 3D NP 94N
when person buys some meat from the market he NYT IR 70 3 RIWT NP A0 PRI 0 WA
must expend much effort and hard work until he JPIION By PR ST TO Ty W

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 fruits, and we
only pay Him the value of an Omer. This is the
meaning of the verse: “You shall bring an Omer of =l
the first of your harvest to the Kohen.”

ST DB TOYH MM Wn KT T2 e
0w KON 15 DM PRI PO NN WIS D08
5N DIVEP MWNRI T NN DRI T4 MW

3. 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.
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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 22:10-11.) 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.

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; a time of preparation which parallels the Exodus from Egypt to
the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai.

PART A. THE SOURCES FOR COUNTING THE OMER IN THE TORAH

1.

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

You should count for yourselves from the day 5y AN DINYIT DM N NI0n DD DRI00)
after Shabbat [Pesach], from the day that you SRR R FNaY YA Tonn
brought the Omer of the waving; seven weeks, _ o T

;0 DWW IBDN DY WT NAWT DI TV
they shall be complete. 71k ‘ .

TR YT 0 DR3P

Until the day after the seventh week you shall
count fifty days; and you shall bring a new flour
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 ’7;3;3 MR WD 5;3:;7; 37?‘“995‘ nYaY Ny
the time the sickle is first put to the standing WY Ty Seob
grain you should begin counting seven weeks. o

The significance and symbolism of the act of counting 49 days is answered by the following question: why is
the Omer offering from barley and the offering on Shavuot from wheat?

3.

Rabbi Aryeh Carmel, Masterplan, Feldheim, p. 205 — The 49-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 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.
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PART B. COUNTING FORTY-NINE DAYS AND SEVEN WEEKS

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

Abaye said that it is a mitzvah to count the days,
as the verse says, “Count fifty days” (Vayikra
23); and it is also a mitzvah to count the weeks,
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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2. Talmud Bavli, Menachot 65b — Counting forty-nine days (and not forty-eight or fifty days).

You might think that you must count fifty days
and sanctify the fifty-first day. Therefore it says,
“They should be seven complete weeks.” You
might think that you should count forty-eight
days and sanctify the forty-ninth. Therefore the
verse says, “Count fifty days.” How so? You must
count forty-nine days and sanctify the fiftieth day,
just like the Jubilee year.

5451 2TMINY DOWHBAT DY W DE MR D1
DYYIIN NOD? DI 5N MDD MO yaw
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3. Rambam (Maimonides), 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
weeks from the day of the bringing of the Omer,
as the verse states, “You shall count for yourselves
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
the night of the sixteenth of Nisan.

If a person forgot to count at night he may count
during the day. Counting should be done while
standing, but if one counted while sitting he has
fulfilled his obligation. This mitzvah applies to
all Jewish men in every place and at all times.
Women and non-Jewish slaves are exempt

from counting the Omer. Each night before
counting one should say the blessing, “Who has
commanded us with His commandments, and
commanded us regarding the counting of the
Omer.” If one counted without a blessing he has
fulfilled his obligation and should not go back
and make the blessing.
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4. 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’s 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.

PART C. REASONS FOR COUNTING

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 S 198 S 055 WD T8 Y ST W
the Jewish people is the Torah, and because DO I3 T 300, TN NON 1R SR
of the Torah the heavens and earth and Israel N5 DN [ 35 Y] DIMSw 10, 5T FINY

h “If not fi
VISR ERHIRS, EO(IrE VO SEiLe; TNl oRIW APDT P TN 79 D21 173
My covenant [of Torah] day and night I would
TP YD AN D3P 7D DRI NS

not have appointed the laws of heaven and
earth” (Yirmiyahu/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 ORI MY DR S Py 55 N 99 12301
of our red.emption and serves as thg founda.tion PR NS W8O8 oY 7o 595 1o
of the Jewish people, and through it we achieved NS S PR O T Ao Sw A o

our greatness, we were commanded to count
3355 ADa37 730307 Y 5N 1T Yor Bl

from the day after [the first day of] Pesach until . X b -
the day that the Torah was given. This manifests e ] S i) TRl B o A YRR

our great desire for that awesome day which our W 53 DTND FINTD PIAT D P NP YON

hearts yearn for just as a servant yearns for shade. NI T ON P2 1801 5
We count constantly — when will the day come
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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.

2. Rabbeinu Nissim, End of Pesachim (p. 28b in the Rif) — Reminder of the Omer and the
offerings in the Temple.

When Moshe said to them, “You will serve God 9907 5 DO OIN N7V D oob IONY Tyea
on this mountain” (Shemot/Exodus 3:12), the SN 1727 T ONTL 15 1IN, (2% 3 ) i
Jews said to him, “Moshe Rabbeinu — when will P PII.OP WA 0D 00 TON? 1 T
this happen?” He told them it would be after fifty FEE5 DEOM WA NS TS5 TN TN 5

days. Each person counted for himself. For this
NDY 1299 PRI BN PRY T 113 R Wi

reason the Sages made [the mitzvah of] counting ‘
the Omer. In other words, in our days, when we VIS 13D AN AMYS OV 3 PIV KoK T

do not bring any offering or the Omer, we only NIPYT NI WITD TITONT 33 1IND SN
count fifty days to the [day of] happiness of the TPR% 9 ROPDT
[giving of the] Torah, as the Jewish people did at

that time. This is certainly only allegorical, for the

main purpose [of our counting] is to serve as a

reminder of [the Omer and the sacrifices in] the

Temple.

3. Rabbeinu Yehudah HaChasid, Intentions for Shavuot — Determining the day of the Festival of

Shavuot.
Since these days are [when people are] busy in TIW 1 PRI T NORD 1 1057 DI 905
the fields, and there is no one who can tell the AT TN 95,70 I8 X9 N DN 579555
villagers whether the month of lyar is full or O WTID NP SN T OV D NEDR
lacking [whether it has twenty-nine or thirty days], ug5
the Torah says, “Count fifty days,” and immediately '
afterwards, “It will be a holy day for you.”
4. Avudraham, p. 85a — Trigger for teshuvah.

Because the world is worried during the period S5 MaY TV ADOH WL PN DMWY NED
between Pesach until Shavuot about the crops and D05 7495 TIPS 7205, MR S MINIANT

the [fruit of the] trees, God therefore commanded
us to count, in order that we should return to
Him with a complete heart and beseech Him to be
merciful to His creations and to the crops.

Sy om® e PR’ 05w 3253 PON M 703
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5. 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 DY DMYA51 7355 75390 1 DY NI Y
order to honor and elevate thiS day we count the Mo Jabx -[y nwx-]n bintai VD DY N DD T
days from the previous festival until it [arrives], DO AN I010 AP YOU MR DTNS SERTY

like someone who is waiting for a loved one to

. Sy
arrive, who counts the days by the hours. Y
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PART D. COUNTING UP; NOT COUNTING DOWN

1.

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).

SEFIRAT HAOMER & LAG BOMER
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Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 306 — Why do we count up from one to forty-nine and not the
reverse? Why not begin counting on the first day of Pesach? 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.

Why do we begin counting from the day after
[Pesach begins] 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.

PART E. COUNTING WHILE STANDING

1.

T9173Y DB 91 T2 010D, WD Pam NNY 1N
715290, 11% 135 2 D7 01 70 PN BN PRI, IO
P73 RS 10 531,198 DR 32310 DI P3N N
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ST oY R SN .Y S oo o 1375
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Meah Shearim, Laws of Chodosh and Counting the Omer, p. 105 — The verse that commands

the counting has a hint that it should be done standing.

We have learned from our Rabbis that there is a
hint in the Torah that the Omer must be counted
while standing. It says, “From the [time the sickle
is] first put to the standing wheat you should
begin counting” — this [word “standing”] teaches
us that one should count while standing.

,ITHY TN DPODT NADHONT WA 1Whap
7755, 7005 5 npa winan Srmn’ 55T
NODN TTHYN P
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2. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 306 — If one counted without standing, the mitzvah is still valid.

The best way of doing the mitzvah is to count
while standing.

B 12)1772F g)brablainidiaty 10 M8

SECTION III. MOURNING PERIOD

The days between Pesach and Lag B'Omer (the 33rd 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 50th 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
your youth you must [continue to] learn Torah
in your old age. If you have had students in your
youth you must [continue to] have students in
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).

WINPEA ND T YNTA NN TS TIN P
WINPT 1R P T DR 1 v
9N WY D 1IN W1 TN ON PR P33 N
DIDWIN TV N NIPY 037915 ¥ D00 oot
IS 7 T30 B ROW 35 TAN P53 1 1910
D772 37 DI P49 Naw TY onw oW M
3T PYBY AN DY N TN N 1249 00 NN
TP IMN TNNTRYT O DM DY 13 MO

93 N7 27 MR Y TV AOOM 1 DN NI
YT TR 100 015 PAN 73 XM 9 NITPNI NN
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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 sons,
the first ones only died because they did not
look generously toward one another other. Pay
attention that you do not act like them.”

Jewish Calendar 8
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Rabbi Aharon Kotler, Mishnas Rabbi Aharon, Vol. III, p. 17 — Why should the students
deserve death? Because their 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
a seemingly trivial sin] perhaps we can say that
Rabbi Akiva was the foundation of the redaction
of the Oral Law, and his students were the ones
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 below Section VI,
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
traits), their Torah would be fundamentally
flawed. Therefore, they were not worthy of
passing on the Oral Law to future generations.

They were also fundamentally lacking in their
Torah [learning] because it was not completely
pure, and the Oral Law had to be passed on

as a complete Torah in every way. Therefore,
they did not merit to have the Torah passed on
through them, but it was [instead] the Rabbis
from the South who merited this. Since the life
of the Sages is Torah, as Rambam writes (Hilchot
Rotzeach 7:1), they were lacking in the essence
of their existence, and that allowed for what
happened.

PART B. POGROMS AND MASSACRES
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DT SYw DN O PR, D4an® T
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Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein, Aruch HaShulchan 493:1 — During the Crusades there were

massacres during this period of the 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 it explains in the Talmud (Yevamot 62b),
and they all died of askara.

SR 50 53N P 198D DD AW DT 0N
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Furthermore, we see that the worst days of the 192U DIND DN M D PR IWRT TN
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the earlier Rabbis made for these days between
Pesach and Atzeret. They are full of mourning,
lamentation and woe.

To help account for the loss of Rabbi Akiva’s students, there is a collective responsibility for each individual
to improve both his character and Torah study during the Sefirah period, as discussed below in Section V.

SECTION IV. LAG BOMER

Lag B'Omer is a day of festivity in contrast to the reduced joy from the onset of the Sefirah period. Why is
this a happy day?

PART A. RABBI AKIVA'S STUDENTS STOPPED DYING

1. Avraham Ben Natan HaYarchei, Sefer HaManhig, Vol II, p. 538 — On the 33rd day of counting
the Omer, the epidemic rampant among Rabbi Akiva’s students abruptly ceased.

I heard in the name of Rabbi Zerachiah Halevi INSDW ,RTIPID 5 95T AT DA IYHen

from Gerona that he found written in an ancient D195 Ty MDBM 1MW TIDOD KT 1 1503 D
book which came from Spain that they [only] P 35 3 PIEYA DT 0P 1...778Y
died from Pesach until “Pros” Atzeret ... fifteen

days before Atzeret, [which is] Lag B'Omer.

PART B. RABBI SHIMON BAR YOCHAI AND THE REVELATION OF THE ZOHAR

The greatest scholar of the Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism) who ever lived was Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, who
was famous for hiding from the Romans for 14 years in a cave where he studied Torah with his son (see

Shabbat 33b, and Ben Yehoyada ibid.).

Rabbi Shimon died on Lag B'Omer, and on that day he revealed many of the deepest ideas of the Kabbalah to
his students. They recorded his teachings in a book known as the Zohar, the Light.

1. Zohar, Idra Zuta, Devarim, Parshat Ha’azinu, p. 296 — Revelation of the Zohar.

On the day that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was 1 £5RDaS RMY 93 PYBY 539 W3 DY N
tq leave thiS World he arranged hlS ?lffairs. His Jna:b DY 10305 .37 TOD T 'D‘my'—l
ol eptne (o s foom endl |5 cad o dagm, PR D5 N IS S TN ;DA TN NI
Now is a time of favor. I can now reveal to you X5 NI NI 53 .. MDD MY Y T P Now
holy things that have not been revealed until

, : NOT 1205 ST IND 7T NS, NP3 10 NN PODN

now.” ... All that day the fire never left his room,
21D T RWNL..TIIMDI T RN NWT DD

and there was no one who was able to approach
as the light and the fire was surrounding him ... 27T NPT WIDANT IR 2 NOP W
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[After he passed away, and they came to bury
him] the fire flew into the air and danced before
him. A voice was heard [from Heaven] saying,
“Come and gather [every year] for the hilulah
(anniversary) of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.”

PART C. THE MANNA BEGAN TO FALL

SEFIRAT HAOMER & LAG BOMER

1. Chasam Sofer, Responsa, Yoreh Deah 233 — On the 33rd day following the Exodus from
Egypt, when the food provisions ran out, the manna began to fall.

It says in the Midrash that from the time the Jews
finished the food that they brought out from
Egypt they went for three days without bread,
and afterwards the manna began to fall. [If we
calculate the days] the manna therefore began to
fall on Lag B'Omer and it is appropriate to make
a remembrance of this.

WY 777707 9w DYDY wHTRI ONT O
SUN 1M T D4IINY BMR 893 D 4105 DIsD
IOV MY YN MWD BP0 TN O
AW

2. Rabbi Gedaliah Schorr, Ohr Gedalyahu, Moadim p. 153 — Connection of the manna to Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai: he had risen to the level of holiness of the generation of the Exodus who

ate manna.

Lag B'Omer is the anniversary of the death of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai was on the level of those who ate manna,
as he resided in a cave for fourteen years and God
provided him with water and a carob tree with
which he was nourished for all those years. It was
through Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai that the Oral
Torah was revealed, as he was a student of Rabbi
Akiva. Rabbi Akiva was the foundation of the Oral
Law — every anonymous statement of Tannaim
is ascribed to the opinion of Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai was Rabbi Akiva’s student,
and the revelation of the secret part of the Torah
came through him. It was only possible to reveal
it through those who ate the manna. Therefore,

it is appropriate that the death of Rabbi Shimon
bar Yochai was on Lag B'Omer, as on that day the
manna began to fall. Rabbi Shimon bar Yochati,
who was on the level of those who ate the manna,
left the world on Lag B'Omer.

PART D. LAG BOMER CUSTOMS

DN PR3 9774w YAt 8T e 540a
DD DB 12 1R T Y T4 T S, 1o
3,73 O D7 9 3 O MY AN P
50 Y, 4N MDINT 9T e “awn
7915 ,04pawn W Mo NI PYYY Py S
17 591 1750 974w, pUYIT ROR INDTID
90T WHN “1 8D, NN TR pOI MR o
Tow 1951, 59N RT3 YW 1IN P NN
DY IR, WD 3455 NPT awT N
DD DA UNIT 920w 1102 10 AT 7NN
W3 3453 P03 1M SOIN NYMA Y A

1. Toldot HaArizal (Sefer HaAri, 219) — Celebrating at Mt. Meron, Northern Israel at the grave

of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

In the days of our master (Rav Yosef Karo) they

11
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agreed that the Jews would not make a big
celebration on Lag B'Omer at the grave of Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai. It seemed to our master and
his Beit Din that it was degrading that people ate
and danced there. [This decision was] written
but not signed. That night our master dreamed of
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai who said to him that a
great plague would befall the people because of
this decision. It was his wish that they celebrate
on the anniversary of his death. The following
day he tore up the decision.

TR YA 108 5y 1A 3453 S 03w
30531, 07 TP DN DDt R 7421 1R
NI SUNY 3w oy 10 DM 7953 enm XY
TP MBI D, THO0NT % NI AT P
aiapielainBah S imiskeintapdiNPibbly)

2. Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Sperling, Ta’amei HaMinhagim,p. 269 — Cutting hair of three-year-

old boys.

Regarding the haircut which is known as
“chalakah,” Rabbi Chaim Vital writes that it is “a
well-known custom.” It seems that this custom
must be even older than the Rishonim. The Arizal
even came from Egypt to Meron to encourage
and keep this known custom on the day of
feasting and rejoicing.

2D “PPRORMA” AT *D3 NI AN By
TIY IMATR AT TN DT A’ NI 14
TR NP0 DI3H NI SINT T .DIWRITD
Kaintaizakuistivzaka)takuitaBiantabiaitanfaimbd

3. Letter of Bartenura from Darche Tzion — Lighting bonfires to symbolize the light of Torah that

Rabbi Shimon revealed on the last day of his life.

On the eighteenth of Iyar, the anniversary of
the death of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, people
come from all around and light big bonfires. In
addition, they light many candles because many
barren women were remembered [and became
pregnant]| and many sick people were cured on
account of the gifts that they pledged to bring
to [the grave of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai at Mt.
Meron].

Do1 DRI 4w Sw N DY PRI 1Y o3
0 7250, M PN 0T Mo
DI 1IP0I MIPY TATTY MM POy DT
NI DIPDY P TOMY 73T T2 INDITM

4. Letter of Rebbe Ben Tzion of Bobov to Rabbi Yaakov Yisrael Shmerler in Sefer HaMinhagim,
p- 263 — Custom of Chai Rotel: donating drink to the needy to merit the birth a child.

I was asked by one of our people regarding this
lofty custom that he heard from people in the
land of Israel that they have a fixed custom for
those who have no children. They donate Chai
(eighteen) Rotel (a rotel is three litres, i.e. a total
of fifty-four litres) of drink at the grave of the
godly Tanna Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai on the
anniversary of his death. Therefore, I decided
to make him my messenger for this mitzvah to
mention these names for a blessing:

Jewish Calendar 12
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Meir ben Chaya Leah with his wife Sarah bas
Shaindel, that God should give them children
speedily without any stumbling or damage. He
will donate for this Chai Rotel of drink, as is the
custom.

5. Rabbi Yaakov Chaim Sofer, Kaf HaChaim 493:26 — Reasons for the joy and festivity: after the
epidemic ended, Rabbi Akiva continued to teach five new students, one of whom was Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai.

Rabbi Chaim Vital wrote that the reason for the DN SY N°T Mo OYoT 309 .. [490D 17D
rejoicing is for the students that Rabbi Akiva L 1R 1 OB $7 5MIN PO Db
added afterwards who did not die like those [first

twenty-four thousand]...

I wrote this to teach that there is a basis to the A3 T ST WM B 0D D 5 haae)
custom mentioned above [to go to Meron and Sy D5V PIBI T RIT T4 %497 03 D)

celebrate on Lag B'Omer], particularly because L
’ D49 L 345 DY MY 10t 1991 P49
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was one of the five d y Ry

great students of Rabbi Akiva, and therefore his
time of happiness is Lag B'Omer.

SECTION V. USING THE SEFIRAH PERIOD TO ACHIEVE
SPIRITUAL PERFECTION

The Sefirah period provides the intrinsic framework to enable us to refine our character, help rectify the loss
of the students of Rabbi Akiva, and improve our ability to acquire the Torah in preparation for Shavuot.

PART A. SEVEN CYCLES OF SEVEN MIDOT

1. Rabbi Yaakov Haber, Rabbi David Sedley, Sefiros, p. 11. — Mankind was created in the image
of God; the seven weeks of the Omer are dedicated to improving seven aspects of that image.

Mankind was created in the image of God. It isn’t our physical image but rather our character that has
Godly potential ... The sefirot are a mystical revelation of God’s “character.” The sefirot represent our
finite understanding of the Infinite. There are ten sefirot with which God created and interacts with
the world. They are chochmah, binah, da’at, chesed, gevurah, tiferet, netzach, hod, yesod, and malchut.
These ten sefirot are divided into two categories — the three upper sefirot of chochmah, binah and
da’at, and the lower seven. It is the lower seven sefirot we focus on during the seven weeks of Sefirat
HaOmer.

2. Divrei HaYamim I (Chronicles), 29:11 — The source for the seven sefirot.

To You, God, are the greatness (chesed), the 55 AT 3T FINOD AN -'l?j;ti - .[5

strength (gevurah), the splendor (tiferet), the RIS 595 Kiamam no9mnd 170 PIND DB
eternity (netzach), and the glory (hod), even - T T ’

everything that is in the heavens and the
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earth (yesod). To You, God, belongs kingship
(malchut), and You are elevated over every head.

3. Rabbi Gedaliah Schorr, Ohr Gedalyahu, Moadim p. 150 — We grow by working on the
particular character traits relative to each day of the Sefirah.

The days of Sefirat Ha'Omer are a time to rectify SIMPNT 1AW, DT PRS0t R D0 D
character attributes. The first week is to rectify 37N NS W 3N PR, T0M 1T 1R
the attribute of chesed: to fix [the attribute of] YoM TN TR Y3 PN DYVAR [N Fewd

love that it should be appropriate; the love of
God and the love of friends. The second week is
for the attribute of strength: to fix the attribute of
fear [of God]. And similarly with all the weeks.

JNaw 5 19, IRV T

4. Rabbi Yaakov Haber, Rabbi David Sedley, Sefiros, p. 15 — Understanding the sefirot provide an
understanding of oneself.

For as much as the sefirot reveal about God Himself, they also hold the key to understanding what it
means to have been created in God’s image. And just as we must apply a unified understanding to the
personality of God, we must strive to round out our own personality with the lesson of each sefirah.
Therefore, the keys to our opening, maintaining, and repairing our relationship with God are bound
up in understanding these sefirot ... Our goal, therefore, during these forty-nine days is to examine
how each of the sefirot affects our connection to God, our relationship with each other, and our
understanding of ourselves.

5. Ba’al HaTania, Likutei Torah, Bamidbar (Numbers) — Each sefirah is composed of elements of
each of the seven sefirot (e.g. chesed in chesed, discipline in chesed, harmony in chesed, etc.),
which correspond to the forty-nine days.

But in order to get to this high level ... one OE5 I ... W T TS 935 070 N
must count the Counting of the Omer. This is DOWISM 1IDDR I Y NI MW AED
what it means: “Count fifty days” ... that the 93 710 PN A2 SIS SR AT ..

contemplation of the greatness of the Infinite

One, Blessed is He, is forty-nine different aspects, b1y o b oy ) w31 7
which are alluded to in the verse, “To You, God, 2 GIZ TS G2 ST e 1 i Bl i S

are the greatness ...” which are the seven upper 2252100 PRV W NI DR W 50
midot. Each one of them, in turn, is made up of Y NP 1957 95 D90 NI Wwaw menan
seven, totalling forty-nine. The fiftieth gate is the TR TR DTAND
upper gate, which includes all the aspects, and
everything in this is contained within the forty-
nine aspects, which are united to a single unity.

175 PIDDA DM O MPMA V9D BN R

6. Siddur, Sefirat HaOmer — Prayer to focus on improving our nature.

Master of the Universe ... therefore may it be Your RO MY ... P 193Y... DY 5w 1139
Will ... that in the merit of the counting of the 77OD2 INDW T 1P DY AEDY T
Omer that I have counted may everything that by MR WIBRNT TONY (5 NS )

I have damaged in the sefirah of (mention the
sefirah of the day) be fixed and may I be purified
and sanctified with holiness from above ...

W ol ra)
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PART B. FORTY-EIGHT WAYS TO ACQUIRE TORAH

1. Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 6:6 — In preparation for Shavuot, each day of the Sefirah

we focus on one of the forty-eight qualities of Torah study, and on the forty-ninth day we

integrate them.

The Torah is acquired through forty-

eight qualities which are: Study, attentive
listening, saying one’s studies aloud, intuitive
understanding, discernment, awe of teachers,
fear of Heaven, humility, joy, purity, serving the
wise, being close with fellow students, evaluative
discussion with fellow students, calmness,
knowledge of Tanach, knowledge of Mishnah,
moderation in business activity, moderation in
worldly activity, moderation in physical pleasure,
moderation in sleep, moderation in speech,
moderation in merry-making, slowness to anger,
having a good heart, having faith in the Sages,
accepting suffering, knowing one’s place,

being happy with whatever one has, making

a fence around one’s words, not boasting,
endearing oneself to others, loving God, loving
His creatures, loving righteousness, loving
justice, loving to have one’s mistakes corrected,
keeping far from honor, not being arrogant about
one’s knowledge, not enjoying making halachic
decisions, sharing another person’s troubles,
judging others positively, setting them in the
path of truth, setting them in the path of peace,
teaching calmly, asking and answering, listening
and adding insights, studying in order to teach,
studying in order to do the mitzvot, making
one’s teacher wiser, reflecting over one’s lessons,
and repeating an idea in the name of the person
who said it first. For we learned that whoever
repeats an idea in the name of the originator
brings redemption to the world — as it says in
the Megillah, “And Esther told it to the King in
Mordechai’s name” (Esther 2:22).

T5Na 03T MY DYIIND IR AN
M5owa 357 1933 DOOW AP MINT IYhwa
DOHOM IR B TP NS N 250
NIP1BA 23 o H1ebem oan PP
MY VWD TP LW TP B3 YN
219 253 DPON TIND PIN 7T DI P e
WP O TOBI PO P3P D0 NN

PR PRI 2T 0D I pma mwm
DPI37 IN 3TN DIPN IN 3TN N 1sS aw
SIN TN AT N 3NN RIS IN 3N
1TIH502 125 D1 XD T1257 12 PRI D
795 197701 17aM Oy D1 R NI MY N
20 DYOW DY ITIYI DONT SV TP Mot
Sy 1o DM YN 2w SR yTnba 125
129 5IN DOOMAN IYS 1 Sy 70 755
N7 1IN DA 92T TN P N P10
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2. Rabbi Aharon Kotler, Mishnas Rabbi Aharon, Vol. I1I, p. 13 — Prepare for receiving the Torah

by practising the forty-eight ways through which Torah is acquired.

The days of counting the Omer are days of
preparation for the giving of the Torah. Since
acquiring Torah depends on the forty-eight ways
that the Torah is acquired (Pirkei Avot, Ch. 6), it

is like all other things which can only be acquired

through the appropriate mechanism, like Rav
Chaim elaborated. Therefore, it is clear that the
way to prepare is through these forty-eight ways.

15
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[The forty-ninth day corresponds to the forty- DY R 0 D, DI S5 TN DT 1Y

nine gates of understanding and also to the TP 10205 P35 b Dby
forty-nine faces of the Torah, as explained in a

different place.] The forty-eight days correspond
to the forty-eight ways that the Torah is acquired.
The forty-ninth day is the day of completion for
purity and preparation for receiving the Torah...

The reason that this preparation is connected to W TP FPOMI AN S 1 9T N

the Omer is to entrench and implant within us YN W B3 0D T3 N YIS e
the recognition that everything comes from God,
SPWNIT D20, PIY

which is the meaning of the Omer, the offering of
the first crops.

PART C. NEW HEIGHTS IN SPIRITUAL ATTAINMENT

1. Vayikra (Leviticus) Rabbah 28:3 — Directing our free will to spiritual goals.

Rabbi Chiya taught, “Seven complete weeks they MR TN SN0 MY YA XM 39 0
shall be.” When are they complete? When Israel oD Sy 1389 Py SR Y PR
does the will of God.

2. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Strive for Truth, Vol. IV, pp. 31-2 — The pleasure of material
acquisition inevitably wanes, whereas the pleasure of spiritual attainment remains forever

fresh.

The goal of our counting, the fiftieth day, is the festival of Shavuot, corresponding to the day we
received the Torah. On this day we are commanded to bring to God a “new offering” of two wheat
loaves ... This offering celebrates our attainment of the spiritual level known as “receiving the Torah,”
and every spiritual attainment is completely new — a new world in fact — compared to the level
previously attained. In the world of materialism nothing is really new. Gratifying one physical desire is
very much like gratifying another. The pleasure soon wanes and the chase is on for something “new,”
but the result is always the same. A surfeit of physical pleasure eventually causes revulsion and a
reduction of enjoyment all around. But achievements of the spirit never pall. The sweetness felt in the
study of Torah and the inward service of God is constant.

3. Rabbi Aharon Kotler, Mishnas Rabbi Aharon, Vol. III, p. 14 — The tremendous potential of the
individual: the five individual students of Rabbi Akiva were able to replace and continue the
spiritual work of twenty-four thousand.

It is worth thinking about it from the other S M STN3,RD% TTND N30T 03 ORI
side — how great was the merit of the Rabbis OPD IR IO TN, DT WY
from the South (who re-established Torah). T Y DM NIEY 237 TR0 FON T4 4y
The Torah should h hrough

¢ el gould e lbeon jpassedl o Uiy 5y b oMot ST T 55 KT 191158 Db

the twenty-four thousand students of Rabbi
YY1, DI DN M APAA3 N BT 700

Akiva, and instead was passed on through these
five students. Those who toil in Torah in our MR DPOWT RIP T WK DT DT

generation have a similar reward. [Without them] SR AN TN PN
the world would be desolate, and through these

few individuals, remnants [of the Holocaust]

whom God calls, “Those who toil in Torah,” the

Torah is not forgotten from the Jewish people.
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