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My daughter, Cayla, turns 6 tomorrow. It hasn’t been the easiest 
wait for her. When she woke up and it was April 1, she was a little 
disappointed to hear that her birthday still wasn’t for another 18 
days. She’d also spent a lot of time - pretty much since her last 
birthday - talking about various iterations of what her birthday 
party this year might look like. Needless to say, the way we’ll be 
spending it tomorrow was not on her list. But tomorrow, after all 
that waiting, her birthday will finally be here, and though it will be 
different than what we all imagined, I’m hoping we can still make it 
special. 
 
There’s a book my kids love that’s felt a little more relevant in 
these days of sheltering-in-place: it’s called Waiting Is Not Easy. 
It’s by one of the pre-eminent children’s authors and illustrators of 
our day: Mo Willems (a favorite with both children and parents, 
known for his witty humor that’s both snarky and serious, and his 
stories that are heartfelt and sincere). It features two of my kids’ 
favorite characters: two good friends named Piggie and Gerald. 
Gerald is an elephant, and Piggie is...a pig. In Waiting is Not 
Easy, Piggie tells Gerald that she has a surprise for him...but he 
has to wait for it. Gerald has a really really really hard time waiting 
for the surprise - he moans and groans and complains about how 
hard it is to wait for this mysterious surprise. But, at the very end 
of the book, the incredible surprise is revealed (I’m not going to 
tell you what it is yet...you’ll have to wait!), and Gerald, with a look 



of amazement on his face, tells his dear friend Piggie, “This was 
worth the wait.” 
 
Some of us might certainly be experiencing the challenge and 
difficulty of waiting more than others - for those who are isolated 
and alone in their homes, it is certainly difficult to go for so long 
without human contact. For those of us with kids, there’s a desire 
to get back to some semblance of normal interactions with the 
world around us - to see friends and family, to be able to give 
hugs and play and learn together again. But unfortunately, the 
nature of this illness is such that we simply just don’t know. And 
so we wait. 
 
In the Jewish calendar, we are also in a period of wandering, 
waiting, and longing. Last week, with great celebration, fanfare 
and ritual, we celebrated our departure from Egypt, leaving 
behind the fetters of oppression and slavery, and starting off on 
our journey towards freedom and self-determination. But this 
week? This week in our calendar, as in our own lives, we are in 
the Wilderness: a moment of wandering, of longing for the 
Promise that lies somewhere in an uncertain future. 
 
In Jewish tradition, for seven weeks, starting on the second night 
of Passover, we begin a process known as Sefirat Ha-Omer, the 
Counting of the Omer, in which we count UP, seven weeks in 
total, from the moment of leaving Egypt, towards the holiday of 
Shavuot, where we celebrate receiving Torah on Mount Sinai, 
forty-nine days after the Israelites left Egypt. The Torah tells us: 
“And from the day on which you bring the sheaf of elevation 



offering...you shall count off seven weeks. They must be 
complete. ...you must count until the day after the seventh 
week—fifty days; then you shall bring an offering of new grain to 
God.”  Rabbi Daniel Syme notes, “Jewish mystics expanded upon 1

this historical bond, seeing the period as joining the Jewish 
people's physical redemption ([commemorated on] Pesach) and 
spiritual redemption ([commemorated on] Shavuot).”  2

 
One of the unique features of the Omer is that it is NOT a 
countdown. Instead, we count up. In Chabad’s description of the 
Omer, they explain: 

A countdown is when all you have standing between you 
and your goal is a certain amount of days. When the time 
passes, the goal is automatically achieved. You’re simply 
counting down the days to indicate how much time is left. 
...Each year we count up again, because the Omer is a time 
of spiritual refinement. We are not counting down the days 
that pass. Rather, we are counting up, climbing one step 
higher each day.   3

 
Counting down also creates a much more difficult experience of 
waiting and longing. Think of waiting for your computer to boot up 
or new software to download - you know it will end eventually, but 
you don’t always know how long it will take. But when you count 
up, you’re moving towards something. Counting up towards 
Shavuot, towards revelation at Sinai, starts from a place in which 
we ground ourselves in the present. First and foremost, we focus 
1 Lev. 23:15-16 
2 https://reformjudaism.org/practice/ask-rabbi/what-omer-and-why-do-we-count-it 
3 Malkie Janowski, 
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2949921/jewish/Why-Do-We-Count-Up-the-Omer.htm 

https://reformjudaism.org/practice/ask-rabbi/what-omer-and-why-do-we-count-it
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2949921/jewish/Why-Do-We-Count-Up-the-Omer.htm


on where we are, right now, and only then do we begin to look 
forward towards the future. In a powerful description of his work 
with cancer patients in Israel, Benjamin Corn, a professor and 
chairman of the Institute of Radiotherapy at Tel Aviv Medical 
Center, recounted this story: 
 

Last spring, an intriguing analogy bubbled up from the chat 
rooms and waiting rooms frequented by many of the people 
who receive care at our oncology department in Israel. 
These cancer patients intuited a parallel between the formal 
counting of the Omer and the nearly ritualistic counting of 
days during their radiation treatments. As it happens, the 
average course of radiation treatment spans seven weeks, 
the precise duration of the period of the Omer. 
 
Rebecca, a woman I was treating for a lung tumor, drew the 
attention of her patients’ group to a subtlety embedded in the 
wording of the daily blessing that accompanies the counting 
of the Omer. She pointed out that two variants of the text for 
the prayer have evolved: In one version, participants 
proclaim, “Today is the nth day within the Omer (in Hebrew, 
BaOmer).” In the other, they state, “Today is the nth day 
toward the Omer (in Hebrew, LaOmer).” As a retired English 
teacher and self-described pathological punster, Rebecca 
suggested that the worshiper’s selection of preposition might 
have a lot to do with his or her prepossession about time. I 
found her play on words to be clever.... 
 



After the group’s groaning subsided, Rebecca proceeded to 
develop her theory. Counting toward the Omer (LaOmer), 
she proposed, seemed to indicate an orientation to the 
future, by focusing on how many days remained ahead: 20 
days to go, then 19, then 18, and so on, counting down 
toward the end. By contrast, when articulating BaOmer, or 
within the Omer, one appears to be emphasizing the 
present, by focusing on how many days have elapsed so far: 
18 days completed, then 19, then 20, and so on, counting up 
from the beginning. 
 
The members of the patients’ group, not all of whom 
characterized themselves as religious Jews, made a pact to 
count the Omer together. Practicing this custom spoke to 
them because it was reminiscent of the way they related to 
the radiation treatments they were undergoing. Some 
patients counted down toward the end, focusing on the 
number of treatments left and anticipating the conclusion of 
irradiation. Others counted up from the beginning, gathering 
up their energy to concentrate on the treatment scheduled 
for that day, often visualizing the X-ray beams killing the 
malignant cells to bring about healing. 

 
In this moment of uncertainty - when there’s not a finite date to 
count-down towards, the model of Counting the Omer gives us a 
new way of thinking about this experience of sheltering-in-place. 
We may not know what tomorrow will bring, but we can celebrate 
the gift of today. We can ask: Where am I, today? What am I 
thinking/feeling/doing today? How am I a new or different person 



today than I was yesterday? Counting the Omer brings an 
intentionality to marking the passage of time, with a focus on 
personal, spiritual growth and evolution. In an article exploring the 
opportunities one may find in Counting the Omer, Rabbi Ruth 
Adar offers a list of five reasons to count the Omer. Here are a 
few highlights: 

It fosters self-improvement: In preparation to receive the 
Torah, we work to become better Jews. The Kabbalists point 
out that the Omer is counted for seven weeks of seven days, 
and they match them with the seven sefirot (various 
emanations of God or Divine attributes) through which God 
interacts with the world. Each of the seven days within those 
weeks are matched with the sefirot, also, and those various 
permutations of Godliness provide an opportunity for study 
and self improvement. Another tradition is to read and study 
Pirkei Avot (the first chapter of the Mishnah, which consists 
mostly of advice on proper behavior and attitude) during this 
season. 
  
It’s an expression of anticipation: When we are excited 
about something, we count the days to that event. It is also 
true that when we behave a particular way, we cultivate the 
emotions and the thoughts that go with that behavior. When 
we count the Omer, we cultivate excitement about Torah in 
our lives. 
  
It creates mindfulness: ... know that the reason I never 
make it through the Omer is that I get distracted. It’s as if I 
have ADD of the soul. Forty-nine days is a long time to do 



anything, especially something as small and easy to forget 
as an additional blessing after eating. This year, I want to 
improve my attention span for Torah. I want to be mindful of 
Jewish time, and in the process, perhaps make better use of 
my time.  4

 
I appreciate how Rabbi Adar gives us permission to go easy on 
ourselves if we’re just starting off on our own Omer-counting 
journey. We can try it out, see how we feel each day, see if it’s a 
daily commitment we can keep. Consider it your own spiritual 
challenge over the next 40 days (tonight marks the 9th day of the 
Omer more on that in a moment). How will you mark the passage 
of time in this season? What might this practice of daily counting 
bring into your life? How might it help ground you in the present? 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks teaches that “Time is not a series of 
moments traced on the face of a watch, always moving yet 
always the same. Instead it is a journey with a starting point and a 
destination, or a story with a beginning, middle and end. Each 
moment has a meaning, which can only be grasped if we 
understand where we have come from and where we are going 
to. This is time not as it is in nature but as it is in history.”  5

 
Waiting is certainly not easy, but consider what meaning you 
might uncover in this moment, if you just take a little extra time to 
look, to be present, and to take each day as it comes.  
 
If you’d like, I invite you to join me now in counting the Omer: 
 

4 https://reformjudaism.org/blog/2015/04/07/why-count-omer-five-reasons-and-counting  
5 http://rabbisacks.org/on-the-way-to-har-sinai-an-omer-calendar-for-5779/  
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נּו ְּבִמְצֹוָתיו, ְוִצּוָֽנּו ַעל ְסִפיַרת ֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם, ֲאֶׁשר ִקְּדׁשָֽ ינּו מֶֽ  ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה יְָי ֱאלֹהֵֽ
 ָהעֶֹֽמר.

Baruch atah Adonai Eloheinu melech ha’olam asher kid’shanu 
b’mitzvotav vitzivanu al sefirat ha’omer. 
Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the universe, who 
makes us holy through mitzvot, and commands us concerning the 
counting of the Omer. 
 
The count is stated in both total days (“Today is the ninth day of 
the Omer,”) and weeks and days (“which is one week and two 
days of the Omer”): 
 

 ַהּיֹום ִּתְׁשָעה ָיִמים ֶׁשֵהם ָׁשֽבּוַע ֶאָחד ּוְׁשֵני ָיִמים ָלעֶֹֽמר.
Hayom tishah yamim shehem shavua echad ushnei yamim 
la-omer. 
Today is the ninth day, which is one week and two days of the 
Omer.  6

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6 To continue counting the Omer, you can visit: https://reformjudaism.org/counting-omer 
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