Sefirat HaOmer — Shayyot
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Torah. The Rabbis point to the uniqueness of Shavuot, as “it is the day
upon which the Torah was given” (Pesahim 68b). In addition, the Torah
reading of Shavuot (Ex. 19), as recorded by the Tosefta and cited in the
Talmud (Megilla 31a), recounts the giving of the Torah. Furthermore,
the Shavuot liturgy refers to the day as “Zeman Matan Torateinu” - the
day upon which the Torah was given.

Numerous commentators have questioned why this aspect of Sha-
vuot, Matan Torah, which is so central to our Shavuot celebration, is not
mentioned in the Torah. In fact, the Talmud cites a debate between the
hakhamim and R. Yose regarding whether the Torah was given on the
s.ixth or seventh of Sivan (Shabbat 86b). According to R. Yose’s opinion
that Matan Torah took place on the seventh of Sivan, nowadays, when
we always celebrate Shavuot on the sixth of Sivan (forty-nine days after
the second day of Pesah), we would actually be celebrating Matan Torah

on the incorrect day!
These questions brought R. Yitzchak Abrabanel (1437-1508) to

explain as follows in his commentary to the Torah:

The Torah did not specify that the reason for the celebration for this fes-
tival is to remember the day of the giving of the Torah, as no festival was
assigned to remember the giving of our Torah; because the Divine Torah
and its prophecies, which are in our hands testify to themselves, and there is
no need to dedicate a day to remember it. Rather, the reason for the Festival

of Shavuot is because it is the beginning of the wheat harvest.!

R. Abrabanel does acknowledge that certain mitzvot and halakhot
hint to the giving of the Torah on Shavuot. For example, the offer-
ing of the shetei halehem on Shavuot, which are made from leavened
wheat, in contrast to Pesah’s Omer offering made from barley, indicates
the Jewish people’s spiritual poverty before receiving the Torah. He

continues:

[Although] there is no doubt that on this day the Torah was given, no festival
was designated to remember it, just as you will find regarding Yom Terua
[Rosh HaShana], upon which we say, “this is the day of the beginning of
Your creation, a remembrance for the first day” [Rosh HaShana 27a], and
despite this, God did not command that one should observe Rosh HaShana
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R. Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, Netziv, offers another suggestion in
his commentary to the Torah.? The Torah says that one observes Sha-
vuot “beetzem hayom hazeh” — “this very same day” - in order to teach
that there is no mitzva of tosefet Shabbat on Shavuot. We learn that we
should observe Shavuot after dark from this verse, and not in order to

» -
ensure than our “count” is complete.

DAIRY FOODS

One of the most well-known customs associated with Shavuot is the
practice of eating dairy foods. R. Isaac Tyrnau (fourteenth to fifteenth
century, Austria) records in his Sefer HaMinhagim** that this custom
is alluded to by the verse, “Minha Hadasha LaShem BeShavuoteikhem”
(Num. 28:26), the first letters of which spell “halav” — milk. This prac-
tice has generated much discussion in halakhic literature.

First, aside from the textual hint, what is the reason for this cus-
tom? Rema explains that in remembrance of the shetei halehem, the two
loaves offered in the Beit HaMikdash on Shavuot, we wish to eat two
loaves of bread at the meal. Since one is not permitted to use the same
loaf of bread for both a dairy and meat meal,* we eat a dairy meal and
then a meat meal, in order to ensure that two loaves are eaten.™

Magen Avraham offers another reason. He notes that the Zohar
equates the seven weeks between Pesah and Shavuot to tl?g s:lven
‘clean days” (shivat neki’im) that a woman counts before. puri C‘Cl 10::1.
Just as the woman is “pure” after these SeveR: days (after urfmersu?g o
the mikveh), so too, the Jewish people are purified f""‘i‘l‘ the L“g::egcal

Egypt after Sefirat HaOmer. Milk is vic?wed, symbolcally, ﬂ:n e
to tuma, as a woman who produces milk and nurses generally

: it
menstruate. We therefore eat dairy foods on Shavuot.
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Another well-known custom of Shavuot is to adorn the bejt knesset with,
greenery. Over the course of centuries, this custom developed in dif.
ferent directions, and numerous reasons were given for this Practice.
Some even expressed opposition to this practice.

It seems that this custom first developed in ﬁfteenth{enmry
Ashkenaz. R. Yaakov Moelin, known as Maharil, records that it wag
customary to cover the floor of the beit knesset with flowers, “lesimhaqy
haregel” (for the joy of the festival).** While Maharil speaks ot'adorn{ng
the beit knesset, the Sefer Leket Yosherss writes that his teacher, R Yisrae]
Isserlin, author of the Terumat HaDeshen, put greenery on the floor of
his home. It seems that the purpose of this early German custom was
to beautify and refresh the beit knesset, or even one’s house, in honor of
the festival. Indeed, these sources emphasize that “besamim,” pleasant-
smelling greenery, was placed on the floors.

Writing over a century later in Poland, Rema offers a different rea-
son: "It is customary to place greenery in the beit knesset and the homes
as aremembrance of the happiness of the giving of the Torah."** In what
way does greenery remind us of the giving of the Torah? R. Mordekhai
Yoffe explains in his Levush Malkhut, that the greenery reminds us of
the plants that adorned Har Sinai, as the verse warns, “neither the flocks
nor herds should feed before that mount” (Ex. 34:3) - implying that
the mountain was filled with plant life.*”

Magen Avraham offers a third reason.** He records that it is custom-
ary to place trees in the beit knesset on Shavuot to remind us that the
fruits of the trees are judged on Shavuot (Rosh HaShana 1:2) and that
we should pray for them.

Hayei Adam records that the Vilna Gaon abolished the custom
of putting trees in the beit knesset, as it resembles the current custom
of non-Jews.** Despite the Gaon's objections, however, it is common
practice to adorn the beif knesset with greenery for Shavuot, and the
Aharonim offer numerous defenses of this practice.




