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When Anne and I were thinking about what we wanted this Dayenu Circle to look
like, it was clear to both of us that we wanted to ground our circle’s work together in
Jewish texts and Jewish values.  To remind ourselves who we are and why climate
change is important and compelling to us as Jews. So we will begin with a bit of Torah.

This is a really exciting and fitting time to be meeting as a group for the first time
and launching this circle.  Last week, we marked Earth Day around the world and the
U.S. hosted a Global Climate Summit.  On the state level, New York has been doing a
lot on the climate front and there is exciting and important climate legislation being
introduced into the state legislature.

In the Jewish calendar, we are in the 7 weeks of counting the omer.  We have left
slavery and Egypt and are heading towards Har Sinai, towards receiving the Torah, and
towards entering into a brit (a covenant) with God.

More specifically, tonight begins Lag B’omer -- the day that, according to
tradition, a plague which was killing off thousands of Rabbi Akiva’s disciples was halted.
So this time period marks hope, possibility, a time of introspection and transformation,
moving towards completion, holiness and closeness with God and in community with
each other.

I want to spend just a few minutes thinking about this week’s Torah portion,
parshat Emor, which includes mention of the festivals as well as the commandment to
count the omer, and use it to ground us as we come together to form our Dayenu Circle.

In this week’s parsha, God commands Moshe to tell B’nei Yisrael about the
holidays that are to be observed.  In looking at Pesach and Shavuot, the emphasis with
these two holidays is on the agricultural component of the holiday, not the historical.  On
the second day of Pesach, the first sheaf (the omer) of the new crop of barley is offered.
And then after counting seven complete weeks, there is a new harvest of wheat, which,
we are told, shall be baked into bread and then these first fruits are offered to God on
Shavuot.

The counting that we do during the omer from Pesach to Shavuot, then, moves
us from slavery to Har Sinai, but it also moves us from the barley harvest to the wheat
harvest, both of which are offered up to God as sacrifices.

There is a crucial difference between the barley offering and that of the first fruits
of Shavuot. The barley is to be harvested and then an omer (a sheaf) is brought to the
cohen who waves it as a wave offering to God ֶמרוְֵהִנ֧יף ֹ֛ ֶאת־ָהע . The second harvest of
wheat ה הִמנְָח֥ ֲחָדָׁש֖ is baked into bread and then offered as a wave offering to God.

... ם ֵתיֶכ֜ ֹ֨ יּאּוִמּמֹוְׁשב ֶחם׀ָּתִב֣ הֶל֣ ְּתנּוָפ֗ ...



This second sacrifice is not just something harvested from the land and then offered.  It
demands another level of human contribution to this sacrifice.  The wheat needs to be
baked into lechem to bring as an offering.

Each offering represents God’s hand in the harvest and therefore God’s hand in
our bounty and in our ability to nourish and sustain ourselves.  These offerings remind
us of God’s providence.  But there is an added component with the Shavuot offering of

ֶחם הֶל֣ ְּתנּוָפ֗ . We humans bake the wheat and turn it into bread. We take the new
harvest from God and transform it into something light, fluffy, fragrant, refined.  This
offering of bread, then, represents the ability of humans to transform and innovate and
this offering also represents the partnership between God and humans, the covenantal
partnership that we mark and celebrate on Shavuot.  The bread is not possible without
the wheat from God but the bread is also not possible without our human hands turning
the wheat into bread.

Sforno suggests the following: The purpose of the festivals is to offer prayer and
thanksgiving... The success of the harvest depends on the climate of the season from
Pesach, the time of ripening, until the harvest of Shavuot.  The Omer sacrifice is one of
thanksgiving for the Spring, and the offering of the First Fruits to the owner of the land,
God. The counting is a signal of a daily prayer. The harvest festival of Shavuot is an
opportunity to thank God for the harvest.

Sforno adds another layer here -- our daily counting reminds us of to give thanks
to God Who is the Master of the land.  We can use this counting as an opportunity to
notice and reflect on our relationship with the natural world that God has created, and
our place in that natural world.  We remember that God is the master of the land, the
creator of the world, and that we work in partnership with God to cultivate and care for
the land and to provide for each other.

This section about Shavuot ends with the reiteration of the command to leave our
gleanings and the corners of our field for the poor and the stranger. We are reminded
here as well that the land is not fully ours.  It does not say that we should GIVE our
gleanings and the crops from the corners of our fields to the stranger and to the poor,
which would imply that they are OURS to give.  But rather that we should LEAVE it for
them to take, signifying that it isn’t really ours to give, but God’s.  The bounty that comes
from God is meant for everyone, including and particularly, perhaps, the vulnerable
members of our community.  We are reminded of our place in the world to ensure that
all life is sustained and can thrive and that God’s bounty is meant for all.

We hope that we can center our community and our work together in this circle
on some of these ideas:  That we come from a people who had deep ties to agriculture
and to the land.  That is our heritage.  That our holidays center not just around historical
events that happened in the lives of B’nei Yisrael but also to the cycles of the natural
world.  That we have a tradition of expressing gratitude towards God for many things
and that one of those things is for the world that God created and for the bounty that
exists in our world.  That we can take individual and communal responsibility for the
stewardship of our land as partners with God.  That we see ourselves as building a just
world where all have access to the bounty and resources of God’s world.



As we move, in this time of sfirat ha’omer, from the bondage of slavery towards
entering into a covenantal relationship with God, and as we move from the barley
harvest towards the wheat harvest, may we take our rightful place as caretakers and
transformers of our world and all the possibilities that come with that.


