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The Torah commands us to remember only two specific dates – the day we left Egypt (Devarim 16:3) and 
the day we stood before God at Sinai (Devarim 4:9-10).  

ֶרץ ִמ  אָת֙ ֵמֶא֣ י ְבִחָּפ֗זֹון ָיָצ֙ ִני ִּכ֣ ֶחם ֹע֑ יו ַמּ֖צֹות ֶל֣ אַכל־ָעָל֥ ים ּתֹֽ ת ָיִמ֛ ץ ִׁשְבַע֥ ל ָעָלי֙ו ָחֵמ֔ אְת לֹא־תֹאַכ֤ ַען ִּתְזֹּכ֔ר ֶאת־֤יֹום ֵצֽ ִים ְלַמ֣ ֶרץ  ְצַר֔ ֙� ֵמֶא֣
י�׃  י ַחֶּיֽ ל ְיֵמ֥ ִים ֹּכ֖  ִמְצַר֔

 You shall not eat anything leavened with it; for seven days thereafter you shall eat unleavened bread, 
bread of distress—for you departed from the land of Egypt hurriedly—so that you may remember the 
day of your departure from the land of Egypt as long as you live. 

י� ּוֶפן־ָי֙סּורּ֙ו  ים ֲאֶׁשר־ָר֣אּו ֵעיֶנ֗ ח ֶאת־ַהְּדָבִר֜ ד ֶּפן־ִּתְׁשַּכ֨ ר ַנְפְׁש֜� ְמֹא֗ ֶמר ְל֩� ּוְׁשֹמ֨ ק ִהָּׁש֣ ם ְלָבֶנ֖י� ְוִלְבנֵ֥ ַר֡ י ַחֶּי֑י� ְוהֹוַדְעָּת֥ ל ְיֵמ֣ ְב֔� ֹּכ֖ י ִמְּלָב֣
י�׃ ם ֶאת־ְּדבָ  ָבֶנֽ ם ְוַאְׁשִמֵע֖ י ַהְקֶהל־ִל֙י ֶאת־ָהָע֔ ר ה' ֵאַל֗ י ה' ֱא�ֶקי֮� ְּבֹחֵר֒ב ֶּבֱאֹמ֨ ְדָּת ִלְפֵנ֨ ר ָעַמ֜ י ֗יֹום ֲאֶׁש֨ ה ֹאִת֗ ר ִיְלְמ֜דּון ְלִיְרָא֣ י ֲאֶׁש֨ ָר֑

ם ְיַלּמֵ  ה ְוֶאת־ְּבֵניֶה֖ ֲאָדָמ֔ ם ַחִּיי֙ם ַעל־ָה֣ ר ֵה֤  ֽדּון׃ָּכל־ַהָּיִמי֙ם ֲאֶׁש֨
But take utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously, so that you do not forget the things that you 
saw with your own eyes and so that they do not fade from your mind as long as you live. And make them 
known to your children and to your children’s children: The day you stood before the LORD your God at 
Horeb, when the LORD said to Me, “Gather the people to Me that I may let them hear My words, in order 
that they may learn to revere Me as long as they live on earth, and may so teach their children.” 
The Torah commands us not only to remember these dates ourselves, but we are also to make them 
known to our children. Yet, the processes by which these two memories are lived (and transferred) take 
two distinct forms. 
In general-culture, today, everyone knows Passover. Shavuot, not as much. On the surface, this seems 
unfortunate, especially in light of the proof of God’s existence attributed to Rabbi Yehuda Halevi (Kuzari 
1:87). Judaism makes a claim of national revelation, attended by an audience of millions.  

ְיַדֵּבר ָהֱא�ִהים ִעם ָהָאָדם, ֶׁשָהָעם, ִעם ַמה ֶּׁשֶהֱאִמינּו ְבַמה ֶּׁשָּבא ּבֹו מֶׁשה ַאַחר ַהּמֹוְפִתים ָהֵאֶּלה, ִנְׁשַאר ְּבַנְפׁשֹוָתם ָסֵפק, ֵאי� 
ְּבֵרהּו ֵעֶזר ְוֹאֶמץ ֵמֵאת ָהֲא�ִהים, ִמְּפֵני ֶׁשָהָיה ָרחֹוק  ְּכֵדי ֶׁשּלֹא ִתְהֶיה ַהְתָחַלת ַהּתֹוָרה ֵמֵעָצה ּוַמֲחָׁשָבה ִמֲחַמת ָאָדם ְוַאַחר ְיחַ 

ְוִצָּוה אֹוָתם ְלִהְתַקֵּדׁש ַהְּקֻדָּׁשה   ַהִּדּבּור ְּבֵעיֵניֶהם ִמּזּוַלת ָאָדם, ַּבֲעבּור ֶׁשַהִּדּבּור ַּגְׁשִמי. ְוָרָצה ְיָי ְלָהִסיר ַהָּסֵפק ַהֶזה ִמִּלּבֹוָתם 
ָעם, ְוִנְזַּדֵּמן ְלַמְדֵרַגת ָיה, ְוָׂשם ַהָּדָבר ַהָּנחּוץ ָּבּה: ְּפִריׁשּות ִמן ַהָּנִׁשים ְוַהִּזּמּון ִלְׁשֹמַע ִּדְבֵרי ָהֱא�ִהים. ְוִהְתַקֵּדׁש הָ ַהְּצפּוָנה ְוַהְּגלּו

ְּבַהְקָּדמֹות אֹותֹות ְּגדֹולֹות ִמּקֹולֹות ּוְבָרִקים   ַהְּנבּוָאה, ַאף ִלְׁשֹמַע ִּדְבֵרי ָהֱא�ִהים ָּפִנים ְּבָפִנים. ְוָהָיה ֶזה ַאַחר ְׁשלָׁשה ָיִמים 
מֶׁשה ָבא ְבתֹוָכה ְויֹוֵצא   ּוְרָעִמים ְוֵאׁש ֶׁשָּסְבָבה ֶאת ַהר ִסיָני, ְוִנְׁשֲאָרה ָהֵאׁש ַהִהיא ַאְרָּבִעים יֹום רֹוִאין אֹוָתה ָהָעם, ְורֹוִאין ֶאת 

 .ֶרת ְּדָבִרים, ֵהם ֻאּמֹות ַהּתֹורֹות ְוָׁשְרֵׁשיֶהןִמֶּמָּנה, ְוָׁשַמע ָהָעם ִּדּבּור ַצח ַּבֲעׂשֶ 
Although the people believed in the message of Moses, they retained, even after the performance of the 
miracles, some doubt as to whether God really spake to mortals, and whether the Law was not of human 
origin, and only later on supported by divine inspiration. They could not associate speech with a divine 
being, since it is something tangible. God, however, desired to remove this doubt, and commanded them 
to prepare themselves morally, as well as physically, enjoining them to keep aloof from their wives, and 
to be ready to hear the words of God. The people prepared and became fitted to receive the divine 
afflatus, and even to hear publicly the words of God. This came to pass three days later, being introduced 
by overwhelming phenomena, lightning, thunder, earthquake and fire, which surrounded Mount Sinai. 
The fire remained visible on the mount forty days. They also saw Moses enter it and emerge from it; they 
distinctly heard the Ten Commandments, which represent the very essence of the Law. 

Selective Memories: Standing at Sinai And 
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This argument puts special theological emphasis on maamad har sinai. It allows Judaism to make a 
unique claim to authenticity. Yet, the modern audience for our celebration of zman matan torateinu, 
ironically, is a fraction of that comparted to zman cheirutenu. 
This results from the different ritual weight that we invest into these holidays. Peach is seven days (8); 
Shavuot one (2). The day we left Egypt receives much physical activity before, during and after; the day 
we stood at Sinai not as much. This begs the question. Mah nishtana - why this difference? Why does 
Shavuot not contain more positive actions by which to remember the giving of the Torah?  
In answering this question, we can gain a deeper appreciation both for the holiday of Shavuot and for 
the essence of religious life. While we are commanded to remember these two days, we are 
commanded to remember two different things about those days. On Pesach, we are to remember 
movement – our physical departure from Egypt. On Shavuot, we are to remember a state of being -  
standing before Hashem and seeing God’s revelation. These are distinct foci for memory. One is 
experiential memory – the other is content oriented memory. They both cultivate identity – but 
different aspects of identity.  
Pesach and Shavuot reflect two different religious states. Pesach physically starts a redemption, which 
only finds its spiritual climax at Shavuot. This is why we count the omer (Chinuch 306) to create a line of 
purposeful transformation between Yetziat Mitzrayim and Matan Torah.  

משרשי המצוה. על צד הפשט, לפי שכל עקרן של ישראל אינו אלא התורה, ומפני התורה נבראו שמים וארץ, וכמו  
לא בריתי יומם ולילה וגו', והיא העקר והסבה שנגאלו ויצאו ממצרים, כדי שיקבלו התורה בסיני אם  )ירמיהו לג כה (שכתוב

וזה לך האות כי אנכי שלחתיך בהוציאך את העם ממצרים תעבדון את  )שמות ג יב  (ויקימוה, וכמו שאמר השם למשה
על ההר הזה. ופרוש הפסוק הוציאך אותם ממצרים, יהיה לך אות שתעבדון את האלהים על ההר הזה, כלומר,  האלהים 

שתקבלו התורה שהיא העקר הגדול שבשביל זה הם נגאלים והיא תכלית הטובה שלהם, וענין גדול הוא להם יותר מן 
י הטפל עושין אותו אות לעולם אל החרות מעבדות, ולכן יעשה השם למשה אות בצאתם מעבדות לקבלת התורה, כ

  .העקר
It is from the roots of the commandment from the angle of the simple understanding [that it is] since the 
entire essence of Israel is only the Torah, and because of the Torah were the heavens and earth created, 
and as it is stated (Jeremiah 33:25), "Were it not for my covenant day and night, etc." And it is the 
essence and the reason that they were redeemed and left from Egypt - in order that they receive the 
Torah at Sinai, and fulfill it. And [it is] like God said to Moshe (Exodus 3:12), "And this will be the sign for 
you that I have sent you; when you take out the people from Egypt, you shall worship God on this 
mountain." And the understanding of the verse is [that] your taking them out from Egypt is a sign for you 
that you shall worship God on this mountain - meaning that you shall receive the Torah, which is the 
great principle for which they were redeemed and it is their ultimate good. And it is a great matter for 
them, more than freedom from slavery. And hence God made a sign of their leaving Egypt for the 
receiving of the Torah; as we always make what is secondary into a sign for what is the essence. 
As the physical component of redemption – Pesach requires physical deeds to reflect and embody those 
memories. As the spiritual component of redemption, Shavuot demands a different process of memory 
– a spiritual process. This is achieved by the study of Torah both on this day and throughout the year.   
The symbolism of the grain-based sacrifices on Pesach and Shavuot likewise reflect this transformation 
(Maharal Tifferet Yisrael 25): 

המה, וקרבן זה ביום ראשון של ספירה  לכך היה הקרבת עומר בט"ז ניסן מן השעורין, שהשעורין הם גופניים כי הם מאכל ב
כי הגוף הוא מוכן לקבל מדרגת השכל, וכמו שהתבאר לפני זה כי אי אפשר לתורה רק שיהיה לה מקבל גשמי, ומעלת 

השכל שא"א שלא יהיה בלא מקבל כלל רק צריך לו מקבל גשמי, ולכך היום הראשון מן חמשים יש כאן הקרבת העומר מן  
רי כנגד נושא התורה שהוא התחלה לתורה, וביום חמשים שהוא עצרת ואז הקרבת שתי הלחם השעורים שהוא מאכל חמ

מן החטים, ומאכל חטים הוא ראוי לאדם השכלי בפרט כמו שאמרו במסכת הוריות (י"ג ע"ב) חמשה דברים יפים לתלמוד  
 האוכל פת חטין ואין צריך לומר חטים עצמם 

The omer offering on the second day of Pesach was the first offering from the new barley harvest. Barley 
was typically consumed by livestock. By contrast, the shtei halechem offered on Shavuot were the first 

https://shomayim-my.sharepoint.com/Jeremiah.33.25
https://shomayim-my.sharepoint.com/Exodus.3.12
https://shomayim-my.sharepoint.com/Jeremiah.33.25
https://shomayim-my.sharepoint.com/Exodus.3.12


 

5 
 

offering from the new wheat crop. This signals a process of maturation that reflects back on the 
meaning of these holidays as a whole. Pesach is physical and reflective of our animal-nature. Shavuot is 
spiritual and speaks to higher human aspirations. 
Both holidays reflect and educate toward a deeper appreciation of our existence. Pesach anchors our 
ideal of freedom and the physical identity of our people. Shavuot asks us to move from the physical to 
another and ultimately more important piece of who we are as people and as Jews. We leave Egypt not 
simply to be free – we are free in order to connect to God and to fulfil God’s will. The gap in both 
modern Jewish observance of these two holidays as well as general public awareness of these two 
holidays – likewise – reflects the different character of these two days. To use the distinction first 
formulated by Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik in Kol Dodi Dofek (43):  

 .מצרים, ועל קיום גוי קדוש נכרתה ברית בסיני-על קיום עם שנולד מן המחנה נכרתה ברית 
The Covenant of Egypt was made with a people that was born in the Encampment, the Covenant of Sinai 
was concluded with a holy people. 
Pesach is composed more of brit goral (fate) and can therefore be more generally appreciated. Shavuot 
is composed more of brit yeud (destiny) and is more exclusive to specific populations within am yisrael.  
The difference between these two dates finds broader application in not just different types of people – 
but also within each of us, as people. We are composed of both the physical and the spiritual. We 
partake of both fate and destiny. Rav Aryeh Leib HaCohen expresses the critical nature of the 
combination of these two component of our identity in the introduction to his work Shev Shmayteta.  

שר הרכיב הבורא חלקיו ויעשהו שר צבאו על פקודי הנבראים,  לבד כל אלה שכתבנו נאמר כי בראשית בריאת האדם, כאמ
וישם הנפש המשכלת בתוך ביתו לגברת, על פיה יצאו ועל פיה יבואו כל הכוחות ולא התעצמה הנפש ההיא בקרב 

כוחותיה, כי אם מנגד עמדה הנפש לבדנה, וכוחות החומריות לבדנה רק יסורו למשמעתה אל אשר תצוה ואיננה בגוף רק  
בה שכונית אולם האדם בהבראו כי לא שמר את נפשו ויסירה מגברת, אזי במעשיו הרעים יתערבו כוחות נפשיות עם  הרכ

כוחות גופניות, וממזג מזג חדש מעירוב הנפש עם החומר ונעשה בריאה חדשה לרעה וכמו שכתבו חכמי המחקר  
זה המורכב מהם, אלא יש לו צורה חדשה  שהרכבה המזגיית לא תשאר במורכב צורה מצורת כל אחד מהנפרדים שהורכב

ופנים חדשות באו לכאן, כהרכבת הסנגבן שאין בו מצורת הדבש והחומץ כלום אלא מזג חדש הוא נקנה, לפי שאין בו חלק  
יהיה כולו דבש וחלק יהיה כולו חומץ, אלא כל חלקיו הם מורכבים ולזה כאשר האדם הולך בתאוות יותר מדאי, אזי יצא  

חדשה וצורה חדשה יוצא, ואינו חציה אדם וחציה חומר אלא מזג חדש אבל הצדיק במעשיו ועל ידי התורה מהם הרכבה 
מוציא את הנפש מטיט החומר ואינו אלא הרכבה שכונית, וכמו האיברים הידים, והרגל, והעינים, והאזנים, וכיוצא שהם 

בו טבע הכלל ולא מזגו, שחלק מהיד אינו חלק מהרגל,  מורכבים מאיברים פשוטים, ויש לכל אחד טבעו ומזגו הראשון, ואין 
  .ואעפ"י שהם מורכבים, נקראים הרכבתם הרכבה שכונית 

Aside from all that we have written, we will [also] say that at the beginning of the creation of man – 
when the Creator assembled all of [the world’s] parts and made him the head of His legion to command 
all of the creatures – He placed his thinking soul in its house as the matron. All of [the body’s] forces 
would go out at its command and come at its command. And that soul did not become embodied in the 
midst of its forces. Rather the soul stood by itself across [from the body]; and the physical forces [were 
also] by themselves, except that they would heed its discipline according to that which it would 
command. And [the soul] was not in the body, but rather [man’s] composition was a neighborly 
[association]. However when man was created, he did not guard his soul and dislodged it from [its 
position of] being [the] matron. And then – through his evil deeds – the spiritual forces and the bodily 
forces mixed together. And a new constitution was created from the mixture of the soul with the 
physical, and he became a new lesser creature. And it is as the scientists have written, a reconstituted 
composite item will not retain the form of either one of the separate components in this [new] item that 
they formed. Rather there is a new form, ‘and new faces have come to here.’ It is like sangben (a honey-
vinegar drink), which does not have the form of the honey or the vinegar at all, but rather a new 
constitution is acquired. As there is not one part that is all honey and one part that is all vinegar, but 
rather all of its parts become a composite item. And for this reason, when a man follows his desires more 
than is appropriate, a new composite item comes out and a new form results. And it is not half man 
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(spiritual) and half physical, but rather [something with] a new constitution. Yet a righteous person is 
able – through his deeds and his Torah [study] – to extract the soul from the mud of physicality and 
[recalibrate himself to] only be composed of a neighborly [association. The latter] is like the hands, the 
foot, the eyes, the ears and that which is like them – such that their composition is [one of] individual 
limbs, each one having its original nature and its original constitution. And [the limb] does not have the 
nature of the whole, nor its constitution; as a part of the hand is not part of the foot. And even though 
they are composite, their composition is called a composition of neighborly [association].  
We read megillot on both Pesach and on Shavuot. Shir Hashirim with its glowing and florid images 
describes a demonstrative young love. Megillat Ruth – by contrast – describes a love of commitment and 
strength in the face of adversity. Both are true loves. Yet, the love expressed by Shavuot is more mature. 
It requires fewer words and yet carries greater significance. The ritual of Pesach parallels the language of 
Shir Hashirim’s love. The absence of such ritual on Shavuot parallels the language of Megillat Rut.  
Despite these differences, the contrasting framing of these holidays misses the fact that they are 
fundamentally correlated. The day that we received the Torah culminates our redemption from physical 
bondage. According to the Ramban (Vayikra 23:36), Shavuot completes Pesach – serving as the atzereth 
– the concluding experience – of Pesach.  

וצוה בחג המצות שבעה ימים בקדושה לפניהם ולאחריהם כי כולם קדושים ובתוכם ה' ומנה ממנו תשעה וארבעים יום 
בינתים כחולו של מועד בין הראשון והשמיני שבעה שבועות כימי עולם וקדש יום שמיני כשמיני של חג והימים הספורים 

בחג והוא יום מתן תורה שהראם בו את אשו הגדולה ודבריו שמעו מתוך האש ולכך יקראו רבותינו ז"ל בכל מקום חג 
 השבועות עצרת כי הוא כיום שמיני של חג שקראו הכתוב כן

Now with respect to the Festival of Unleavened Bread He commanded that it be observed for seven days, 
with the first and seventh [days] being holy, though they are all holy and the Eternal is among them. 
Numbers 16:3. From then on [i.e., beginning with the second day of Passover] we are to count forty-nine 
days[of the omer], which are seven weeks comparable to the [seven] “days” of the world, The thought 
suggested is that the seven “weeks” of the omer are comparable to “the days” of the world, and 
Shevuoth is thus like the “eighth day” in the Festival of Tabernacles; and the forty-nine days between the 
first day and “the eighth day” are thus like the intermediate days of the Festival of Tabernacles 
(Abusaula). and then to sanctify the “eighth day” [i.e., the Festival of Weeks] just as the eighth day of 
Tabernacles [is holy]; and [the forty-nine days] counted between them are in the “intermediate days” of 
the festival, in the interval separating the first day and “eighth day” of the festival, this being the day of 
the Giving of the Torah when He made them to see His great fire and His words they heard out of the 
midst of the fire. Deuteronomy 4:36. Therefore our Rabbis, of blessed memory, always called the Festival 
of Weeks by the name of Atzereth As in Chagigah 17 a. [a name here used in the verse for the eighth day 
of the Festival of Tabernacles], for it is on “the eighth” day of the festival, which Scripture here so called 
by that name. 
The fact that Shavuot is a one-day holiday that follows a seven-day holiday (Pesach) parallels the 
connection between Sukkot and Shmini Atzeret. Just as God holds us back (for Shmini Atzeret) one-day 
after a seven-day celebration, God hold us back for Shavuot, as well.  Such an experience serves to 
concretize and normalize the exceptional earlier experience. Shavuot is the Pesach capstone. The 
spiritual is the ultimate destination for the physical in this world.  
These holidays emphasize a basic religious truth. Torah is not fundamentally about our physical grasp 
but rather our spiritual reach. Rav Aaron Lichtenstein expresses this point in his doctoral thesis, Henry 
More: The Rational Theology of a Cambridge Platonist: “[W]hatever practical demands are thus enjoined 
can only be religious, not religion. If we ask in what activity does religion consist, we should hardly reply 
that it consists of comforting the poor and healing the sick or genuflection and libation. We should 
rather say that its activity is fundamentally one of contemplative vision… For it is from the abstract 
apprehension of God that religion begins, and, with a growth in grace and growth in knowledge—
through a process which must, admittedly, partake of various practical forms—it is with an ever 

https://shomayim-my.sharepoint.com/Chagigah.17
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profounder apprehension that it must continue. And its character remains theoretic rather than 
practical (194-95). 
In our modern religious lives, we often physicalize our Judaism. This happens on two planes. We often 
translate Torah in utilitarian terms: we live better lives by observing mitzvoth. While this is certainly 
true, it is insufficient to what the Torah ultimately is. Likewise, in our commendable attention to the 
careful observance of halacha, we at times lose the forest for the trees – the Shavuot for the Pesach. We 
are naturally attracted to “movement.” The glittering love of megillat shir shirim will always get more 
likes than the stodgy commitments of megillat ruth.  
Few have the patience for “standing.” There are two aspects to the selective memory of Shavuot. We 
select through our commitments to this atzereth. Likewise, we are selected by virtue of our 
remembering this date. Standing in God’s presence is the ultimate goal of all ritual remembrance. 
Shavuot is a day of this standing. May we each remember the day that we stood at Sinai, all our days 
upon this earth. 
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The connection between Sefirat HaOmer and Shavuot on the surface seems pretty clear.  We are 
counting down (up) until Shavuot when we receive the Torah.  It is, however, odd that the bracha we 
make is על ספירת העומר and not על לימוד התורה or anything similar. If we are not referring to the Torah, 
what is the connection between Sefirat HaOmer, Shavuot and Matan Torah? 
Perhaps the connection results from a halacha about Sefirat HaOmer. The Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 489) 
says ומצוה על כל אחד לספור לעצמו – each person has a mitzvah to count the Omer on his or her own. The 
source for this mitzvah is (Lev. 23:15)  ַבע ַׁשָּב֖תֹות ה ֶׁש֥ ֶמר ַהְּתנּוָפ֑ ם ֶאת־ֹע֖ יֲאֶכ֔ ת ִמּיֹו֙ם ֲהִב֣ ת ַהַּׁשָּב֔ ם ָלֶכ֙ם ִמָּמֳחַר֣ ּוְסַפְרֶּת֤
יָנה ת ִּתְהֶיֽ  And from the day on which you bring the sheaf of elevation offering—the day after the -  ׃ְּתִמיֹמ֥
sabbath—you shall count off seven weeks. They must be complete. The requirement for each person to 
count is taught in a Baraissa (Men. 65b) וספרתם לכם שתהא ספירה לכל אחד ואחד  (תנו רבנן ויקרא  כג, טו. 
Tosafot, the Minchat Chinuch, and the Torah Temimah, ask why this is different from Yovel, where the 
Beit Din is required to count 50 years, as we learn in Parshat Behar (lev. 25:8)   ים ת ָׁשִנ֔ ַבע ַׁשְּבֹת֣ ְוָסַפְרָּת֣ ְל֗� ֶׁש֚
ה ים ָׁשָנֽ ַׁשע ְוַאְרָּבִע֖ ים ֵּת֥ ת ַהָּׁשִנ֔ ַבע ַׁשְּבֹת֣ ים ְוָה֣יּו ְל֗� ְיֵמ֙י ֶׁש֚ ַבע ְּפָעִמ֑ ים ֶׁש֣ ַבע ָׁשִנ֖  You shall count off seven weeks of - ׃ֶׁש֥
years—seven times seven years—so that the period of seven weeks of years gives you a total of forty-
nine years. As the Rambam explains, ִמְצַות ֲעֵׂשה ִלְסֹּפר ֶׁשַבע ֶׁשַבע ָׁשִנים   - ׳משנה תורה, הלכות שמיטה ויובל י׳:א

ֲחִמִּׁשים ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמרּוְלַקֵּדׁש ְׁשַנת הַ  ְוִקַּדְׁשֶּתם ֵאת ְׁשַנת " (ויקרא כה י) 'ְֹוָסַפְרָּת ְל� ֶׁשַבע ַׁשְּבֹתת ָׁשִנים" ְוגו" (ויקרא כה ח) 
 the requirement to count the years until Yovel is on - :ַהֲחִמִּׁשים". ּוְׁשֵּתי ִמְצֹות ֵאּלּו ְמסּוִרין ְלֵבית ִּדין ַהָּגדֹול ִּבְלַבד 
the Beit Din alone. The reason for the distinction between Sefirat HaOmer, which is a requirement on 
the individual and Yovel, which is a requirement on the Beit Din, results from the difference in the 
conjugation of the verb in each case. For Sefirat HaOmer, the verb is  ם  in the plural, and in Yovel ,ּוְסַפְרֶּת֤
the verb is  ְָּוָסַפְרת, in the singular;  as such, the plural refers to everyone and the singular refers to the 
Beit Din. 

While this helps us understand the technical difference, perhaps there is something special about Sefirat 
HaOmer that requires individual participation. We are famously taught that the Omer offering brought 
on Pesach is from barley, which is usually animal food, and on Shavuot, when we commemorate the 
receiving of the Torah, we bring the two loaves made of wheat.  Through Sefirat HaOmer, we elevate 
ourselves from our animal nature to a higher level. This is exemplified in the Gemara (Pes. 68b)  ַרב יֹוֵסף

ַּכָּמה יֹוֵסף ִאיָּכא ְּבׁשּוָקא — ָמא ַדֲעַצְרָּתא ָאַמר: ָעְבִדי ִלי ִעְגָלא ִּתְלָּתא. ָאַמר, ִאי ָלא ַהאי יֹוָמא ְּדָקא ָגֵרים ְּביֹו . The Gemara 
relates that Rav Yosef, on the day of Shavuot, would say: Prepare me a choice third-born calf. He said: If 
not for this day on which the Torah was given that caused the Jewish people to have the Torah, how 
many Yosefs would there be in the market? It is only due to the importance of Torah study that I have 
become a leader of the Jewish people, and I therefore have a special obligation to rejoice on this day. 
The Torah is what separates the Jewish people from others.  

Yet, while we can each strive to know all the Torah and reach the heights of Moshe, as Rav Nebentzahl 
points out in Yerushalayim Bmoadeha, Shavuot p.60, the passuk (Job 28:23) says  ֹל ֗הּוא  -ֱא֭ ּה ְו֝ ין ַּדְרָּכ֑ ִהים ֵהִב֣
ה ע ֶאת־ְמקֹוָמֽ  God understands the way to it; He knows its source. Only God knows the entire breadth ׃ָּיַד֥

Sefirat HaOmer as Preparation for Matan 
Torah By Daniel Altman 
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and width of the Torah. For each of us, however,  להשיג בה משהו, ּכל אחד לפי אבל ּבכל זאת ,גם בשר ודם יכול
 even humans can take part of it, each according to their own abilities.  We do not all need to be ,מדרגתו
Moshe or the AriZal, rather, we must each make our own efforts to learn Torah and reach greater 
heights. Now we can understand why Sefirat HaOmer must be said individually; there is no singular path 
to learning Torah, each must find his or her own way and through that individual effort, and we can all 
reach the heights of Har Sinai. 

It is therefore ironic when we read that at Har Sinai that the Torah was given to a unified people. We 
read (Ex. 19:2)  ר ל ֶנ֥ ֶגד ָהָהֽ ם ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ ַחן־ָׁש֥  as one – ויחן שם ישראל. ְּכִאיׁש ֶאָחד ְּבֵלב ֶאָחד  and Rashi famously says ׃ַוִּיֽ
person with one heart. As further elucidated by the Ohr HaChaim Hakadosh,  לשון יחיד שנעשו כולן יחד
 the singular is used because only through the unity of the - :כאיש אחד, והן עתה הם ראוים לקבלת התורה
Jewish people were we able to receive the Torah.  

In setting the boundary around Har Sinai, the Torah states (Ex. 19:12) says  ר יב ֵלאֹמ֔  – ְוִהְגַּבְלָּת֤ ֶאת־ָהָע֙ם ָסִב֣
they shall set a boundary all around the mountain – יב  Yet, if the Jews were coming from one .ָסִב֣
direction, why did the mountain need to be surrounded completely.  Perhaps the reason is that the 
Torah had to be given on top of a mountain. A mountain can be approached from every side, but with 
one unified goal: reaching the top of the mountain.  Each of us approaches the Torah through our own 
individual strengths and interests, but with the shared goal of coming closer to the word of God.  The 
path that each of us takes to get to the one common goal may be somewhat different. We count Sefira 
individually and blaze our own path of Torah learning, but at the end, we all focus on the one true goal, 
learning Torah and understanding the voice of God. 
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              It’s hard to imagine anyone naming their child “Machlon” or “Kilyon,” names that mean 
“disease” and “destruction,” more or less.  Either Rav or Shmuel clearly agrees, as is recorded in Bava 
Batra 91b.  Both amoraim presume that the two sons of Elimelech are the same pair identified in Divrei 
HaYamim I 4:22 as “Yoash” and “Saraf,” but they disagree as to which were the real names and which 
were given to them to emphasize their poor behavior.  One says that “Machlon” and “Kilyon” actually 
were their names, and “Yoash” refers to lack or faith and “Saraf” refers to having committed a crime 
worthy to be punished by burning (Serefah).  The other, perhaps troubled by the thought process of 
their parents, argues that their names were really “Yoash” and “Saraf” but the megillah names them 
“Machlon” and “Kilyon” because of their sins. 
              Either way, it is apparent that it’s much more important that names be descriptive than 
historically accurate.  This is, in fact, a recurring theme in Megillat Rut.  Naomi, Rut’s mother-in-law, 
abandons her given name upon her return to Beit Lechem, saying that “Naomi,” which connotes 
sweetness, does not match her life experience (after all, she lost her husband and sons before their 
time), and instead insists on being called “Mara,” which connotes bitterness.  Similarly, Boaz’s kinsman 
who has a prior claim on Elimelech’s field and on Rut loses his given name for failure to act (perhaps it 
was Eitan, or some other name meaning strength, and he loses it by wimping out), and instead is 
referred to as “Peloni Almoni,” which roughly means “so and so.”  Rut and Boaz’s son is only called 
“Oved” by the ladies in town.  We don’t know what name his parents gave him. 
              Later sources expand on this theme regarding many other characters.  Boaz, according to the 
gemara above, is actually Ivtzan, an obscure judge mentioned in Shoftim 12.  Orpah, according to the 
midrash in Rut Rabbah, is not her name but only given that description for turning the back of her neck 
(“oref”) on Naomi when she chose to return to Moav.  Elimelech, according to that same midrash, is only 
called that because he used to say “Eilai Tavo Malchut,” or “I should be king” (Dr. Yael Ziegler in 
https://www.hatanakh.com/sites/herzog/files/herzog/7.pdf cleverly points out that this contrasts 
powerfully with Rut herself.  Twice in the third perek there is a “kri v’lo ktiv” of the word “eilai,” in both 
cases where the word missing from the text refers to Rut.  Ziegler notes that as opposed to Elimelech’s 
self-centeredness as understood by the midrash, Rut literally removes herself from the text). 
              Even Rut herself, according to some, in truth had some other name and took the name “Rut” 
only upon conversion when she originally married Machlon (see R. Moshe Shernbuch’s Moadim 
uZmanim).  This explains a common custom for female converts to change their name to Rut, as well. 
              So, putting it all together, NONE of the characters in Megillat Rut are called by the names that 
appeared on their driver’s licenses and passports.  Why?  What message might the megillah be teaching 
us?  Perhaps the bracha given by the women of Beit Lechem is the key.  Upon the birth of Oved, they 
bless Naomi and describe him as her “go’el,” her redeemer (because he will restore the honor of her 
family), and they say “v’yikarei shemo b’Yisrael,” “his name should be called in Israel.”  Although this 
phrase sounds familiar to those who have attended a bris as the point at which the baby’s name is 
announced by his father, that cannot be the meaning here, because three more psukim pass before the 
ladies actually name the boy.  So what does “v’yikarei shemo b’Yisrael” mean? 

V’yikarei Shemo b’Yisrael By Murray Sragow 
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              Perhaps the ladies meant “your grandson should have a name that is called out in Israel.” He will 
be the answer to the Ghostbusters’ question “who you gonna call?”  In other words, their bracha to 
Naomi was that this boy was going to contribute to society, to be a respected person, to be the guy 
others could go to in time of need.  To be, in the words of Thomas the Tank Engine, “really useful.”  And 
the message, therefore, is that it doesn’t really matter what name appears on your driver’s license or 
passport.  That just represents your parents’ hope for you when you were born.  But it’s the name you 
make for yourself, the name the results from your actions, the name that your friends call you, that 
really matters. 
  

 
 


