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Did you happen to save or have any leftover Passover matzah from the recent holiday? Are you 

still, by any chance, craving the crunch, the uncontrollable crumbs, that parched board of 

unleavened fare on your palate?  Well not to worry…there is an ancient custom to eat matzah 

again, tomorrow specifically, marking exactly one month since Passover.  I know…you thought 

you were done with your Streits, your Yehuda matzos, your Avivs, and your Manischewitz…but 

no!  There’s one more “opportunity” to enjoy them tomorrow…On Pesach Sheni.  Pesach Sheni 

of course means the Second Passover; Passover, Take 2.  This is actually in the Torah.  When the 

Mishkan, or later the Temple, was standing, you had to be in a state of ritual purity in order to 

come and participate in the Passover sacrifice, the Korban Pesach.  But the Torah tells us in 

Numbers Chapter 9 that there was a grassroots campaign of Israelites who had come into 

contact with the dead…probably experienced the death of a relative and had to attend to their 

burial, and were therefore ritually impure when they were supposed to come to offer the Korban 

Pesach.  They appealed to Moses saying, ‘We don’t want to miss out! We want to be able to 

observe this mitzvah just like the rest of the Jewish people! We want to commemorate the 

Exodus from Egypt also, but because we were occupied with caring for a loved one’s passing, we 

were ineligible.  Moses admits that it’s a good kashiya…it’s a good question, and says, ‘Hold on, 

let me confer with God.’ The answer: Ba’chodesh ha’sheni, b’arbaah asar yom bein ha’arbayim, 

ya’asu oto, al matzot u’mrorim yochluhu.  In the second month, i.e. exactly one month after 

Passover, bring the Passover offering, and eat it with matzah and bitter herbs.  In other words, 

you get a do-over.  If you were not eligible on the 14th of Nisan, you have permission from God 

to observe the key elements of Passover one month later.  Nowadays none of us offer the 

Korban Pesach, none of us take a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, because the Temple is not standing, 

and none of us are particularly concerned about ritual impurity as it pertains to Passover.  But 

there is still a custom to eat a shtikel of matzah on the 15th of Iyar, as a remembrance of Pesach 

Sheni. Can we pause to acknowledge how incredible this is?!  Setting aside the specifics, can we 

just appreciate the remarkable story of Jews who don’t want to be left out of a national 

celebration because of a competing commandment? Who take their case to Moses, who then 

presents the situation to God, Who then says, of course there is another opportunity!  Never 

give up, never lose hope, always have faith that better days are ahead. 

  I want to suggest to you this morning that this is not only the theme of Pesach Sheni, but it is 

actually the common denominator of all the holidays, ancient and modern, that occur in this 

month of Iyar. 

What could illustrate this incredible message more powerfully than Jewish history’s most 

modern holidays:  “The Yoms” as we refer to them…Yom Ha’Zikaron, Yom Ha’Atzmaut, and 



Yom Yerushalayim.  A thousand years ago the medieval Spanish Jewish poet Yehudah Ha’Levi 

wrote about Jerusalem: 

  

From the western coast my desire burns towards thee. 

Pity and tenderness burst in me, remembering 

Thy former glories, thy temple now broken stones. 

I wish I could fly to thee on the wings of an eagle 

And mingle my tears with thy dust… 

Let me fall on thy broken stones and tenderly kiss them— 

The taste of thy dust will be sweeter than honey to me. 

  

Yehudah Ha’Levi was a physician, an intellectual, a poet.  And though he was highly esteemed in 

Spain, respected in Alexandria, revered in Cairo, more than anything he wanted to go to Israel.  

On May 14, 1141 exactly 807 years before a sovereign Jewish state of Israel would be 

proclaimed by David Ben Gurion in Tel Aviv (and 881 years ago today!), Yehudah Ha’Levi 

boarded a ship and sailed toward the land of Israel, then under Crusader control. Soon after 

arriving, he died, and while his death is shrouded in mystery and speculation, his dream of 

ascending to Jerusalem was ultimately fulfilled. 

  

Century after century, our ancestors wandered stateless, from one inhospitable kingdom or 

empire to another, from gulag to ghetto, restricted and encompassed by enemies…always 

dreaming, always hoping, always praying toward Jerusalem.  I remember how astonished I was 

when I first began learning Mishnah, the earliest Jewish text to be composed after the 

destruction the Temple.  The Mishnah speaks as though the Temple is still standing! It describes 

the life and rituals of the Temple as if that cataclysmic destruction never happened!  The rabbis 

seem certain that destruction, exile, diaspora was a temporary condition; that the Jewish people 

would indeed return our ancestral homeland, and to the holy city, even to a rebuilt Temple.  The 

siddur is filled with references to Jerusalem; Yom Kippur and Passover are concluded with the 

words L’shana ha’baah biYrushalayim, Next year in Jerusalem!  On Shabbat and holidays we sing 

Shir Ha’maalot before the Grace After Meals, Psalm 126, which depicts people returning to Israel 

as cholmim, like dreamers, or as we might say colloquially today, “people living the dream!”  The 

dream to come home.  The dream of countless generations of Jews to live in Eretz Yisrael.  These 

‘Yoms,’ these modern holidays are the fulfilment of so many of those hopes.  Yom Ha’Zikaron 

reminds us that the return did not come for free.  Or as the poet Natan Alterman wrote 

“Anachnu magash ha’kesef she’alav nitnah medinat ha’Yehudim,” we, the young soldiers, who 



made the ultimate sacrifice, giving our lives for the defense of this place, are “the silver platter” 

upon which the Jewish state has been given to you.  And then come the fireworks, the parades, 

the dancing in the streets, the light shows, the music, the flags, the barbeques celebrating the 

modern miracle of a third Jewish commonwealth in the Land of Israel.  Just like Pesach Sheni, 

these modern holidays, these Yoms are no less about never losing hope or giving in to despair.  

 

And in this coming week, Thursday to be exact, we will celebrate yet another holiday of the 

month of Iyar, Lag Ba’Omer.  This holiday is much more ancient, and it’s not even clear what it’s 

all about.  The Shulchan Aruch says: b’yom lamed gimel, marbim bo ketzat simcha, on the thirty 

third day of the counting of the omer, we increase our joy somewhat.  This of course implies that 

the rest of the omer time period is one of reduced joy.   It seems that many religious 

communities regarded this time of year with some trepidation, as they prayed for a productive 

agricultural cycle.  There are at least two Jewish stories about Lag Ba’Omer, one that it 

commemorates the yahrzeit of the second Century mystic, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, the other 

that it represents the cessation of a plague that afflicted many of the students of Rabbi Shimon 

bar Yochai’s  teacher, Rabbi Akiva. While Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai apparently instructed his 

students to rejoice on the day of his death, I always found it strange that Jews would celebrate 

after a plague decimated 24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva.  I would think that something more 

subdued, reflective, even solemn would follow such a profound loss…not bonfires, haircuts, and 

weddings!  This past week, I encountered the commentary of Rabbi Chizkiya De Silva, an 17th 

Century Italian Rabbi, who is known by the name of his magnum opus the Pri Chadash, or the 

New Fruit.  He says that what Lag Ba’Omer really celebrates is that Rabbi Akiva, following the 

loss of so many students-possibly to Roman persecutors, possibly to divine plague because, as 

the tradition teaches, lo nahagu kavod zeh la’zeh, the students did not show respect for one 

another—Rabbi Akiva could have given up and given in to despair.  How do you respond to 

such a unspeakable tragedy?  Indeed the Talmud says ve’haya ha’olam shamem, the world was 

desolate, desolate from Torah that is, ad she’ba Rabbi Akiva etzel Rabboteinu she’badarom 

ush’naah lahem…until Rabbi Akiva identified 5 students, five survivors, and taught them Torah.  

Their names were Rabbi Yehudah bar Ilai, Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Elazar ben Shamua, Rabbi Yosi ben 

Chalafta, and Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.  What are we remembering, what are we celebrating on 

Lag Ba’Omer? Not a cessation of violence or destruction; but the renewal, the rededication, the 

continuity of Torah and Judaism!  Out of the bleakness of whatever was afflicting the Jewish 

people at this time, Rabbi Akiva was determined that this tradition had to live on!  Although he 

was a messianist, a revolutionary, a political agitator, what he built was neither an army, nor a 

fringe sect, nor a shadow government…what he built up were students; students who would 

become teachers; who would cultivate their own students and on and on so that two thousand 

years later we would be here today as Jews who are also teaching and creating new generations 

of inheritors of this precious tradition ourselves.  Like Pesach Sheini, like the Yoms, Lag Ba’Omer 

too is about the same essential message: Never give up; never lose hope; always have faith that 

better days are ahead. 



  

How relevant is Iyar for us today! Whether we are cynical or saddened because of another cycle 

of violence in Israel, or depressed about the grim milestone of a million Covid deaths in this 

country, or following with trepidation the events in Ukraine…this can be a very demoralizing 

time.  And I’m thinking about how our ancestors dealt with similar struggles and uncertainty, 

and how they chose to tell a story of hope and transcendence, rather than grief and 

abandonment.  The word Iyar is a Babylonian word that means budding or blossoming.  The 

Hebrew equivalent of this month is Ziv (according to I Kings), which means radiance, or glow. 

Some kabbalists believe that Iyar is an acronym for Ani Adonai Rofecha, I am God, Your healer.  

And that along with brightness and budding, this is a month of healing and strength.  Friends, I 

pray that in the midst of whatever darkness we find ourselves in, that these Iyar holidays, and 

this month itself brighten your paths and awaken your hearts.  May we never succumb to 

despair, but instead always look forward with the faith of our people: Never give up, never lose 

hope, always have faith that better days are ahead. 

 


