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Being Alive When Doing Mitzvot

In one of the verses of our parasha in which the mitzvot of the Torah are described, Hashem charged the Jewish people
with the mandate “and you shall live by them (the mitzvot)” (Vayikra 18:4). These words lend themselves to several layers
of understanding. The Talmud (Yoma 85b) interprets these words as a requirement for one to place his life ahead of the
Torah’s commandments. With the exception of idolatry/pagan worship, murder, and acts of sexual immorality, one may
not fulfill any mitzvah that threatens his life.

Beyond this interpretation, Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban) offers another level of understanding. In addition to
serving as our guide for life, the mitzvot also serve as the path through which one merits life in this world and in the next.
Ramban analyzes different types of motivations for performing the mitzvot, such as a desire for reward, a fear of not
meriting Olam HaBah (enjoying eternal life in the next world), and performing the mitzvot purely out of our love for G-d.
These different motivations affect one’s life in this world and the next.

| would like to humbly offer a third interpretation. The Torah is our source of life since it strengthens our connection to G-
d and strengthens our spiritual vitality. However, it may not generally be the cause for one to lose his physical life in this
world. Yet, in addition to the command that one’s life takes precedence over (most) commandments and in addition to
the notion that one’s intention when performing mitzvot affects his life in this world and beyond, perhaps the words “and
you shall live by them” teach us something about the way that we perform the mitzvot. Mitzvot must be done “with life.”
One should not do a mitzvah with minimal or no enthusiasm and excitement. One should gather his or her strength
together, focus his or her attention, and enthusiastically do the mitzvot with a sense of life. In doing so, one will feel that
the mitzvot actually reciprocally give him life, energy, excitement, and meaning.

The Sefirat Ha’Omer Controversy

Starting on the second day of Pesach, we began to count the days and weeks leading up to Shavuot. This mitzvah, called
Sefirat Ha’Omer, should be done at night, ideally starting with the emergence of the stars. However, if one counted after
sunset, he would still fulfill the mitzvah. If one missed a night and forgot to count the entire next day, he may continue to
count every night, but may no longer recite the blessing beforehand. The two questions that we will now analyze is why
there are two possible starting times to count the Omer. Why should one ideally wait until the appearance of three stars
(tzeit hakochavim), but would fulfill his obligation if he counted at the earlier time of sunset? Furthermore, why is one no
longer able to recite the blessing before counting the Omer if he forgot to count for one night and entire day afterward?




Let us now analyze the first question. There is a monumental debate between Rashi (as well as other commentators) and
Rambam as to whether the mitzvah to count the days and weeks between Pesach and Shavuot only applies during the
time when the Beit HaMikdash is in existence and the Omer barley sacrifice is offered or whether the mitzvah to count the
Omer is independent of the mitzvah to bring the Korban Omer and, therefore, applies even when the Beit HaMikdash is
not functioning. Rashi follows the first view and, therefore, understands that the mitzvah to count the Omer does not
apply on a biblical level nowadays. It is, rather, a rabbinic enactment designed to help us remember the biblical
commandment to count the Omer when we will one day have the ability to resume bringing the Korban Omer. Since the
mitzvah of counting the Omer only applies on a rabbinic level nowadays, one may begin to count from the more lenient
time of sunset due to the fact that the rabbis were lenient in this matter with determining the definition of nighttime.

In contrast, Rambam follows the second view and, therefore understands the mitzvah of counting the Omer to apply in full
force in absence of the temple. Therefore, one must count after tzeit hakochavim, which is the earliest time that one may
fulfill the mitzvah according to the Torah. Most halachic authorities assume like Rashi. Although we ideally try to count
after tzeit hakochavim in deference to the opinion of the Rambam, if one counted at the earlier time of sunset he would
still have fulfilled the mitzvah.

Now let’s look at our second question. What’s the deal with saying or not saying the blessing? There is a tremendous
debate between two classical commentators about whether the mitzvah to count to Omer is one large commandment
that must be fulfilled during every day during the time between Pesach and Shavuot in order to be complete or whether it
is a mitzvah that applies during these forty nine days. According to the Ba’al Halachat Gedolot (Rav Shimon Kayara, called
“Bahag” as an acronym for the name of his book, g Century Babylonia), Sefirat Ha’Omer is one extended mitzvah that
must be done every day in order to be complete. Rav Soloveitchik explained this in the following way. The Torah requires
that we count “sheva shabatot temimot” — seven complete weeks. According to the Bahag, there must be a consecutive
counting that takes place during every day of these weeks. If one fails to count for an entire day, his mitvah is incomplete
and he may no longer continue counting on subsequent nights.

The rabbinic commentators known as the Ba’alei Tosafot disagree and maintain that this mitzvah applies during these
forty nine days and one may continue counting even if he missed a day. In light of this debate we can understand how our
practice is a compromise between these two opinions. If one forgot to count for an entire night and subsequent day he
may continue counting. However, in deference to the Bahag, who says that he may not continue counting, one who is in
this situation may not recite a blessing before he counts. There are several scenarios that are affected by this debate, such
as what the law is if one is unsure if he counted during the previous night and day, as well as what happened if one
counted the previous day after sunset, but before tzeit hakochavim. These cases, however, are beyond the scope of this
d’var Torah.
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DEDICATIONS

Seudat Shlishit: Sponsored by Houchangue Toubian in memory of his mother Farha bat Yadegar
& Rivka who's Azkara is May 13 — Friday.

Kiddush: Sponsored by Naftali and Stacey Mapour in honor of their son Ben's Bar Mitzvah.

For dedications please email asaftamir@verizon.net one week in advance
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