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A cautionary tale is told among Jewish educators, to illustrate exactly how not to teach 
about Judaism:  
A teacher asks his student, “What is the essence of the Shabbat?”  
She responds, “ The essence of Shabbat is that it is a sign of God’s creation of all things 
in seven days.”  
“No,” the teacher responds, “that is not the real essence of Shabbat. What really 
represents the fundamental meaning of the day?”  
The student tries again. “Shabbat,” she says, “is the eternal sign of God’s bond with the 
Jewish people and the fact that God brought the Israelites out of Egypt.”  
The teacher shakes his head, disappointed. “What you have said is true,” he says, “but 
that is not the most important thing you have to remember about the day.”  
Puzzled, the student gives in, and waits to hear about the real meaning of Shabbat. “The 
real essence of the day,” he tells her, “the thing you most have to remember, is… we do 
not rip toilet paper on Shabbat.” 
 
This story is comical, but also tragic. As it happens there are laws about toilet paper on 
Shabbat, and many other things besides. But these laws are not meant to obscure, but 
rather to express and enhance, the values that lie behind them. At its base, this tale 
represents a question that many Jews confront frequently. Reading the Torah and seeing 
law after law, restriction after restriction, how can we learn to approach Judaism for what 
it really is – not simply about constraints and limitations, but about a positive 
commitment to principles of infinite value? 
 
An approach to this most important of questions can be found both through our parsha 
and through the time of year that we are currently experiencing. 
 
In this week’s Torah reading, we have an overview of the entire Jewish calendar, 
including the festivals of Pesach and Shavuot. And these festivals are linked, says the 
Torah, with the period of the Omer:  

  :ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם ִמָּמֳחַרת ַהַּׁשָּבת ִמּיֹום ֲהִביֲאֶכם ֶאת עֶֹמר ַהְּתנּוָפה ֶׁשַבע ַׁשָּבתֹות ְּתִמימֹת ִּתְהֶייָנה
Count for yourselves, from the day after the festival, from the day that you bring the 

Omer offering, seven complete weeks shall there be. 
 
The Omer performs two functions. First, it is a bridge, inextricably binding the two 
festivals. Pesach is a commemoration of our physical freedom. Shavuot, a celebration of 
the giving of the Torah, is a declaration of our commitment to spread God’s principles of 
righteousness and justice, and a connection to the Divine through the mitzvot. The bridge 
of the Omer reinforces the fact that Pesach alone is no use. Our personal freedom is only 
of value if it is put into the service of the worship of God.  
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But as well as connecting the two festivals, the Omer ironically performs the opposite 
function too. For just as Pesach and Shavuot can never be more than fifty days apart, so 
can they never be closer than fifty days apart. The Omer maintains a fixed distance 
between the two holidays. We count seven weeks, a Jubilee of days. And they must be 
 complete. The period cannot be cut short, by even a minute. Why the need for all ,ְּתִמימֹת
the waiting? If it is so important to connect Pesach to Shavuot, why have a gap between 
them at all?  Why not have the celebration of the Torah right after – or even on – Pesach 
itself? 
 
This gap is there for a purpose; the transition from Pesach to Shavuot is not as simple as 
it may first appear. 
 
A deeper understanding of this transition is to be found in the laws of the counting of the 
Omer. Our parsha tells us:  
 for yourselves’ is seized upon‘ ,ָלֶכם ,Count for yourselves’. This extra word‘ ,ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם
by the midrash. The Gemara in Menachot tells us, 

   שתהא ספירה לכל אחד ואחד-וספרתם לכם 
Count for yourselves – This means that the counting falls to each individual. 

The responsibility to count the Omer rests on each of us individually. We each have to 
count for ourselves. And not only that, but we have to count aloud; counting in our heads 
is not sufficient. The Omer is differentiated in this way from other mitzvot. Our 
responsibilities in Kiddush and Havdalah, for example, may be fulfilled by hearing 
someone else performing the mitzvah for us. Not so the Omer, which must be read by us 
in person, and aloud. 
 
What can this aspect of the mitzva of the Omer teach us about the transition from Pesach 
to Shavuot? 
 
To approach this question we need first to look more closely at the psychology of 
freedom. Freedom is generally understood, rightly, as a most precious possession. But it 
also has its complications.  In the words of Erich Fromm, the great Jewish psychologist 
and philosopher, there is an ‘ambiguity of freedom.’ 
 
Let’s look at the archetype of the gift of freedom: the Exodus. The Israelites began as 
slaves in an oppressive regime. Upon gaining their freedom they were sometimes happy; 
they sang for joy at the sea, for example. But they also complained constantly about their 
new condition of freedom. They reminisced about the period of their enslavement, and 
almost begged to be able to return. 
 
How can we explain this? They spent centuries in slavery with barely a whimper and 
complain constantly upon their release. This  aspect of the biblical narrative contains a 
fascinating and profound psychological insight. In Egypt the Israelites  were oppressed. 
But they also had something very valuable: existential certainty. The Hebrew word for 
Egypt, Mitzrayim, means boundaries or constraints. In Egypt, The Israelites knew exactly 
what was expected of them because they were told it in no uncertain terms. They never 
had to make a decision because decisions were made for them. They never had to take 
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responsibility for their own choices because they were never presented with a choice to 
make.  
 
All of this changed when they emerged. Suddenly they were masters of their own destiny. 
They were free to choose. Should they go with Moses or not? Should they trust in God or 
not? Before, their purpose was to build cities for Pharaoh. What was their purpose now? 
Thus they complain and reminiscence about Egypt. It wasn’t the whip that they missed; it 
was the certainty of their lives there. They responded to the Exodus – yetziat mitzrayim, 
the removal of boundaries – like a swaddled baby whose legs are suddenly freed to move 
around. They cried. 
 
This is a pattern we also see in our own time. We are living in the freest society that has 
ever been imagined. As individuals, nothing is chosen for us. We can choose any religion 
we want, or none. We can choose our political affiliation, our profession, our family 
structure, even our hair color. We have total freedom. But along with that freedom, our 
society is faced with tremendous social anxiety and doubt. With such an unrestricted 
choice of philosophical structures to give meaning to our lives, many people find not one 
of them compelling.  
 
There are two responses to this ambiguity of freedom; two responses to yetziat mitzrayim, 
the removal of boundaries. The first is to flee from freedom, to give it up. To decide that 
the anxiety and doubt is so difficult that the freedom is not worth the cost. 
 
For the Israelites, this was the meaning of the golden calf. Moses had been gone for forty 
days. They were left waiting. There was no one to tell them what to do, no understanding 
of what they were waiting for. The burden of their freedom was too great. They needed to 
follow something, anything, even an animal made from metal. The golden calf allowed 
them to recreate the psychological condition of their enslavement, the certainty of who 
they should serve and how, the return to a mindless following of a brutish master. 
 
And this is no less true for our own society. Even whilst preserving the illusion of 
freedom, many flee from it by conforming and following others blindly. In a society with 
the greatest freedom of speech, few have anything to say. With more media outlets than 
at any other point in history, there is also the greatest polarization of opinion. Americans 
can in theory think whatever they want, but instead many of us sit glued to television 
demagogues, on the political left and on the right, telling us the lines that we should 
repeat to their friends.  
 
A far more worrying and dangerous manifestation of this same tendency is the 
fundamentalism that is also a product of the modern world. The greater the freedoms, the 
greater the impulse to sacrifice them for the comfort of being told exactly what to think, 
with no shade of nuance, even if it involves doing violence to others.  
 
This impulse to escape from freedom is the meaning behind a Midrash in the Jerusalem 
Talmud on Pesachim. The Midrash describes the moment at which Moses’ voice 
circulated around Egypt telling the Israelites to prepare themselves for the Paschal 
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sacrifice, for the time of their redemption had arrived. At that same moment, Pharaoh’s 
voice was also heard: 

 'לשעבר הייתם עבדי פרעה מיכן והילך אתם עבדי ה
In the past you were slaves to me; henceforth you will be slaves to God. 

It is highly significant that this equivalence, between the rule of a human dictator and the 
rule of God, came from the mouth of Pharaoh himself. For Pharaoh of Mitzrayim, a 
regime of limits, this was the only way to understand divine service. As the coercive rule 
of the pharaoh is removed, it is replaced by the coercive rule of another ruler, God. 
 
And the Israelites could have been forgiven for thinking along the same lines as Pharaoh. 
How can we really be free if we have 613 commandments to perform? If we are totally 
subordinated to an all-powerful God who trucks no disobedience and tolerates no 
diversion from his commandments? This would be an understandable attitude of someone 
who passed directly from Pesach to Shavuot, from the servitude of Pharaoh to the 
servitude of God, with no period of transition, no Omer, in between.  
 
But there is another way; another response to the ambiguity of freedom. That is the way 
of the Omer. 
 
The Omer forces us to separate between our new-found freedom from Egypt and our 
subordination to God. It gives us the time to develop and mature in such a way that our 
acceptance of the mitzvot is not simply a frightened response to the ambiguity of freedom 
but a fulfillment of our own love for God and God’s law. 
 
And it does so through a very precise method of counting.  
 Count for yourselves’. Find your own voice. Recognize that the torah is‘ ,ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם
given by God, to be sure, But it is felt not as an imposition from without but as something 
that flows organically from our own embrace of God and the values of the Torah.  
 Count aloud. We train ourselves to speak in our own voices during the .ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם
period of the Omer so that when Shavuot does arrive, we are ready to say the momentous 
phrase na’aseh venishma, ‘We shall do and we shall hear’, aloud and with our own 
voices. 
 
In this enforced pause between throwing off the shackles of Egypt and embracing the 
Torah, we learn to embrace freedom rather than to fear it. In this way, when we come to 
Shavuot we do not see the Torah as a substitute for Egypt as Pharaoh understood it, but as 
a positive commitment to a Divine path. We have indeed moved from service of Pharaoh 
to service of God. But through the observance of the Omer the notion of ‘service’ is 
totally transformed, from service out of coercion to service out of conviction. 
 
 Count for yourselves’. Thanks to the Omer and what it represents, we have‘ ,ּוְסַפְרֶּתם ָלֶכם
the ability to speak the Torah in our own voices, and to dedicate ourselves to it out of 
love, devotion and joy. 


