
EMOR and the OMER 

Parashat Emor (Leviticus 21:1 - 24:23) 

The period between the beginning of Passover and Shavuot is the time of counting the Omer. Every evening, 

Jews count the days and weeks that have passed since the first day of Passover. The 7 weeks of the Omer are 

a time of partial mourning, during which some traditional mourning customs are observed, considered to be in 

memory of a plague during the lifetime of Rabbi Akiva. Orthodox Jews even today observe these strictures: 

1. no weddings 

2. no parties or dinners with dancing 

3. no listening to instrumental music, either live or recorded (vocal music is permitted) 

4. no haircuts or shaving, unless for business purposes 

 

READ from Parashat Emor (Leviticus 23:9-22) – page 260 

The day "after the Sabbath" (Pesach) an omer (a measurement) of the first harvest is elevated by the 

priest in an offering to God. From this day on which the omer is offered, the Torah instructs us to count until 

the fiftieth day, a sacred holiday on which two loaves of bread are offered before God. The fiftieth day is 

commonly called SHAVUOT ("weeks," in reference to the counting of the seven weeks leading to the holiday). 

The counting of these days is called Sefirat HaOmer (the counting of the omer). 

Rabbis, referring to Exodus 16:36 – "The Omer is a tenth of an ephah" – interpreted the word omer as 

a measure of grain and ruled that it was to be brought of barley only. The Mishnah describes the ritual in 

detail. It was celebrated with a great deal of ceremony and festivity (in order to stress the opinion of the 

rabbis that the 16th of Nisan was the correct date). The ceremony, including the reaping, took place even if 

the 16th of Nisan was Shabbat. If the barley near Jerusalem was ripe, that was used; otherwise it could be 

brought from anywhere in Israel. It was reaped by three men, each with his own scythe and basket. The grain 

was brought to the Temple where it was winnowed, parched, and ground into coarse flour. It was then sifted 

through 13 sieves and one tenth was given to the priest who mixed it with oil and frankincense for "a pleasing 

odor to the Lord" and "waved" it "before the Lord." This was done by the priest taking the offering on his 

outstretched hands and moving it from side to side and up and down. This ceremony was interpreted as a 

prayer to God to protect the harvest from injurious winds and other calamities. After the waving ceremony a 

handful was burnt on the altar and the rest was eaten by the priests. 

In addition to the command to count the omer in Parashat Emor, the term “omer” appears two more 

times in the Torah. In Shemot, when the Israelites panic about survival in the desert, wondering if God has 

redeemed them only to let them starve in a foreign wasteland, God rains manna from heaven, and Moshe 

instructs the people to “Gather from it, for every man according to what he eats, an omer per person.” Rashi 

teaches that even those who collected too much or too little would find that, miraculously, when they 

returned home, they had exactly one omer per person. God not only provided sustenance, but ensured that it 

was distributed equitably. 

Later, the book of Devarim enumerates civil laws to help the people create a fair and caring society—

without the need for miracles. Among these is the command that, “When you reap your harvest in your field, 

and you forget a bundle [omer] in the field, you shall not turn back to take it; it shall be for the stranger, the 

orphan and the widow.” Just as God allocated an omer for each person in the desert, so, too, Jewish farmers 

are instructed to leave behind any fallen sheaves for the poor. 



All three biblical mentions of the word omer—whether an offering in the Temple, a gift from God or an 

allocation for the needy—are linked by a common theme of gratitude, justice and generosity. The omer in  

Parashat Emor is an expression of gratitude for God’s role in our ability to provide for ourselves; the omer in 

Shemot demonstrates the just way in which God provides for us; and the omer in Devarim instructs us how to 

care for one another generously. As God gave us manna in the desert, and gives us grain at our harvests, we 

must provide for each other with a spirit of equality and kindness. 

The Torah further connects these values by incorporating all of them into its instructions for the 

observance of Shavuot. Shavuot served as a reminder to Israelite farmers that the fruits of their labors were a 

blessing that was to be appreciated and shared. When they brought an offering of wheat on Shavuot, they 

were commanded to “rejoice with all the good that the Lord, your God, has granted you and your household; 

you, the Levite, and the stranger who is among you”—expressing gratitude while simultaneously reaching out 

to those less fortunate. We find that directly after the commandment to observe Shavuot, the Torah instructs 

farmers to leave the corners of their fields unharvested, so that the needy can come and find sustenance. 

Our challenge during the weeks between Pesach and Shavuot is to infuse our modern observance of 

the omer period with lessons from its biblical predecessor, by fulfilling the command to rejoice in all the good 

we have been granted with those who have less. We can begin to do this by recognizing that the food we have 

is a gift, and that we have an obligation to share our bounty with others. What form this takes is up to us as 

individuals: locally, we could volunteer in a soup kitchen or with an organization that supports food justice. 

Globally, we could learn about food aid or policy or evaluate how our personal consumption can have a global 

impact. However we act on it, our contemporary counting of the omer represents an opportunity to reflect on 

where our gifts come from and how we can provide for others. This is our omer—let’s make it count. 

 

HOW TO COUNT 

The Omer is counted every evening after nightfall (approx. 30 minutes after sunset), which is the start of the 

Jewish day. (In the synagogue it is counted toward the end of the Ma’ariv service.) The Omer may be counted 

with a blessing only if both of the following conditions have been met: 

1. you count the Omer during the evening, and 

2. you have not missed counting any of the days so far 

If you miss counting in the evening, you may count the following day. But if you neglect to count the Omer for 

an entire day you continue counting on subsequent days without a blessing. Since the sole stipulation of the 

commandment is that the number of the particular day of the Omer is to be spoken aloud, one should avoid 

saying it inadvertently once the time for counting has arrived; for example, if one has not yet counted and is 

asked what the number of the day is, one should reply by giving the number of the previous day. For instance, 

yesterday (meaning Thursday night through Friday sundown) was the 31st day of the Omer. We are about to 

count today’s Omer count, so don’t say the number of the day out loud! In order not to forget the count of 

the day it was fairly common practice to have an "Omer calendar" in the home with movable numbers on it. 

These calendars became an art form and several early specimens show intricate work and lettering. 

When counting the Omer, we say both the number of days and the weeks. For example: 

On days 1-6, we say only the number of days. For example: "Today is 4 days of the Omer." 

On days which are complete weeks we say: "Today is 21 days, which is 3 weeks of the Omer." 

On all other days we say both days and weeks: "Today is 31 days, which is 4 weeks and 3 days of the Omer." 



One stands for both the blessing and the counting. Because we are now going to count during the day, 

and most of us have not been counting throughout the Omer, we will not say the blessing before we count.  

 
Hayom shnaim u-shloshim yom, sh'hem arba'ah shavuot v'arba'ah yamim la'omer.  

Today is the thirty-second day, making four weeks and four days of the Omer. 

  
Baruch atah adonay eloheynu melech ha'olam asher kidshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu al sefirat ha'omer 

Blessed are you, ETERNAL, our God, the sovereign of all, who has made us holy with your mitzvot and 

commanded us concerning the counting of the Omer. 

 

WHY DO WE COUNT? 

Many Jewish scholars have offered explanations for why this period of time in the Hebrew calendar is 

specifically mandated for counting. Some offer reasons based in the likely co-opting of earlier harvest festivals, 

and some offer more spiritual interpretations. Some of the explanations include: 

 

THE CALENDAR  

The Jewish calendar is unique in that it is both a solar and a lunar calendar. The new month begins with the 

appearance of the first sliver of the new moon, which would be announced by the beit din, the court. The 

court would then send messengers to inform all the communities that the month was beginning, allowing all 

Jewish communities to celebrate the holidays simultaneously. According to the Baal Haturim (Jacob ben 

Asher, c. 1269-1343), this system was inadequate during the reaping season, the period between Passover and 

Shavuot, because the people would be too busy working in the fields and would not get word of the new 

month. In order to insure that they celebrated the festival of Shavuot on the correct day, the sixth day of the 

month of Sivan, the Torah instructed that they count forty-nine days from the second day of Passover.  

Chizz’kuni (13th cent. France) explains that as the counting linked the barley harvest on Pesach and the 

wheat harvest on Shavuot, it trained our ancestors to look ahead from one event to another, from the current 

year to the seventh, sabbatical, year, and then to the Jubilee (seven times seven years). The constant lesson is 

that all life comes in stages, and we should never sit still but always prepare for the next stage. 

 

THE HARVEST PRAYER 

The Sforno (Rabbi Ovadia Sforno, Italy, 1470-1550) focused on the agricultural significance of the holidays. 

Passover is not only the time of our redemption from slavery in Egypt, it is also the period of the ripening of 

the grains. The omer, offered on the 2nd day of Passover, is offered from sheaves of barley, the first grain to 

ripen. It is an offering of thanks for the ripening of the produce. Shavuot, at the period of the wheat harvest, 

expresses our thanks for the harvest through the offering of two loaves of bread. The counting of the omer 

between the critical stage from Passover to Shavuot is a form of prayer for the success of the wheat harvest.  



YEARNING FOR THE TORAH 

The Sefer Hachinukh (anonymous, Spain, 13th century): The entire life of Jewry is nothing other than the 

Torah. On account of the Torah, heaven and earth and the Jewish people were created. The principal reason 

they were rescued and went forth out of Egypt was so that they would receive the Torah at Sinai and fulfill it. 

For this reason we were commanded to count from the day after the festival day of Passover till the day the 

Torah was given –  to show our great yearning for that distinguished day, for which our heart longs. 

 

SPIRITUAL PREPARATION 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (Germany): The offering of the omer is intricately connected to the entrance to 

the land of Israel. The Torah states: "WHEN YOU ENTER THE LAND that I am giving you and you reap its 

harvest you shall bring the first omer of your harvest to the priest" (23:10). After expressing our ownership 

over the land of Israel and feeling a sense of freedom through the enjoyment of the fruits of our own labor, 

we begin counting the days towards the giving of the Torah. The sixth of Sivan, the festival of Shavuot, is not 

the day of the giving of the Torah but the day immediately preceding it. Shavuot was the final day of 

preparation so that the people of Israel were ready to receive the Torah. The forty-nine days between the 

exodus from Egypt and the day before the reception of the Torah are days of preparation, of moral and 

spiritual growth. As we count the days of the omer we must evaluate our spiritual state and use this period to 

improve ourselves and correct our flaws and deficiencies, so that we are worthy of receiving the Torah. 

 

THE PLAGUE 

Rabbi Akiva, the towering sage of the Mishna, exerted a powerful influence on the Torah scholars of his day, 

and allegedly had 24,000 disciples. They had one short-coming: they failed to show proper love and respect 

for one another. The tragic consequence of this shortcoming was a brief but cataclysmic epidemic that 

claimed the lives of these students – all 24,000 of them. The period during which the epidemic took place was 

none other than the first 32 days of the Omer. 

The Torah we study today is endless. One can study for a lifetime and not “finish” it. There are whole 

areas and dimensions of Torah that are not satisfactorily explored; there is much argument and there are 

many areas of confusion. All of this might well have been different had we received the full breath of Rabbi 

Akiva’s Torah, as assimilated and interpreted by 24,000 disciples, along with their unique perspectives and 

understanding. Instead of the Torah’s full amplification by 24,000 great human beings, we have only the 

interpretations of five. We mourn the lost dimensions of Torah, the lost worlds of Torah. We mourn our own 

lack of ability to connect fully to Torah which was caused by that loss. 

 

GOING FORWARD AFTER THE PLAGUE 

The 33rd day of the Omer signified a new period in the life of Rabbi Akiva. The last students of his aborted 

legacy died, and he established a new venue for his legacy. This consisted of five sages. Their names were 

Rabbi Meir; Rabbi Yehuda; Rabbi Elazar; Rabbi Nechemiah; and Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. The most prominent 

among them is the sage Rabbi Shimon. There is an opinion that Rabbi Shimon later died on the 33rd of the 

Omer, and we therefore celebrate his memory on that day. 

If these five new students were able to survive and keep the chain going, there must have been a 

qualitative difference between them and their fellow disciples of Rabbi Akiva. If the first group failed in their 



interpersonal relationships, the second were able to rectify that defect. Just as we mourn the dimensions of 

Torah lost through lack of appreciation for one another, so do we celebrate the reclaimed dimensions that 

were made possible by devotion to one another. 

On a deeper level, we mourn that part of ourselves which refuses to recognize the fact that someone 

else might have something valuable to add to our lives or understanding of Torah. Once we have internalized 

the depth of the destruction this tendency can cause us, we are ready to begin again with a fresh awareness of 

the greatness of our peers and acquaintances. We are now ready to celebrate our integration into the totality 

of the Jewish people and to use that wholeness as background for understanding the Torah. 

 

LAG B’OMER 

The 33rd day of the Omer (the eighteenth of Iyar) is known as Lag b'Omer, a minor holiday on which the 

mourning practices of the omer period are lifted. The word "Lag" is not really a word; it is the number 33 in 

Hebrew, as if you were to call the Fourth of July "I-V July". Lag b’Omer is not mentioned any earlier than the 

13th century, when it is described as the day when, "according to a tradition of the geonim," the "plague" 

surceased. Here, as with the rest of the Omer, the origins and meaning of Lag b’Omer are somewhat vague.  

Many schools of thought see the 33rd day of the Omer as the anniversary of the termination of the 

plague. Some see Lag b’Omer not as an anniversary at all but as a symbol of the 33 weekdays that occur 

during the course of the 49 days of the Omer. After subtracting the days of Passover, and those of the Sabbath 

and of Rosh Ḥodesh, only 33 are left from the 49 in which mourning is permissible; this fact is symbolically 

observed by constituting the 33rd day as a minor festival.  

The book that systematically presents Rabbi Shimon’s teachings is called the Zohar, the text of 

Kabbalah. “Zohar” means “Glow” or “Luminescence.” The book is so named because its teachings illuminate 

the darkness and confusion of this world and serve as a beacon of light by which to navigate the vicissitudes of 

life. To celebrate Lag b'Omer, Jews from around Israel light bonfires to commemorate the great mystical 

illuminations that Rabbi Shimon revealed. For weeks before, Israeli children scavenge wood to arrange as 

impressive sculptures – often 20 and 30 feet high. Great public celebrations are held and the wood towers are 

burned. Lag b’Omer was either the day on which Rabbi Shimon was ordained by Rabbi Akiva, or when he 

emerged from the cave in Meron where he had been hiding from the Romans, or the day on which he died; 

and it is observed as a hillula – a festivity or a "wedding between heaven and earth." Grand celebrations take 

place yearly at Meron.  
 

May 11, 2017: Yeshiva World News 

Magen David Adom (Israeli emergency service) is preparing for Lag B’Omer, in which tens of thousands of bonfires will be 

lit throughout the country. Large MDA (pronounced MAH-dah) forces will be on high alert, ready to provide medical 

treatment to anyone in need. As in every year, MDA is cooperating with security forces in preparation for Rabbi Shimon 

Bar Yochai celebrations in Meron. Forces will also medically secure Lag B’Omer events throughout Israel, to ensure rapid, 

professional and instant medical treatment to anyone in need. Throughout the celebrations, that are expected to be 

attended by hundreds of thousands, MDA will establish a special command and control center at Mt. Meron as well as 

two medical clinics…Additionally, hundreds of paramedics and EMTs will be stationed near the Rashbi Tomb to assist 

those who feel badly during the celebrations and evacuate those in need of further treatment.  
 



Rabbi Moses, Sofer of Pressburg (d. 1839), after opposing the popular observance of lighting bonfires 

and questioning the various reasons given for the observance of Lag b’Omer, offered his own explanation for 

the holiday. Lag b’Omer is the day when manna began to fall in the wilderness. Since, however, the Talmud 

and the Sefer Olam calculate that this happened two days earlier, there is no unassailable determination of 

what actually took place on Lag b’Omer; the only definite tradition is that the day is a holiday. 

It has for a long time been considered that the cryptic reference in the Talmud to the disciples of Rabbi 

Akiva and their mysterious death is in fact a veiled report of the defeat of "Akiva's soldiers" in the war with 

Rome. Some suggest that Lag b’Omer is the anniversary of some great but brief triumph by the Judeans in 

their forlorn war with the Romans – possibly the recapture of Jerusalem, for which special coins were struck. 

The contemporaneous historian Josephus concurs that a Judean uprising commenced in 66 C.E., and also 

associates the victory on Lag b’Omer with Bar Kokhba 70 years later, as well as with the story that Julius 

Serverus' campaign against the insurrectionist Judeans was most severe during the period between Passover 

and Shavuot.  

As the Talmud notes, "Akiva's soldiers" were defeated due to a lack of coordination and unified 

command. One might then draw up a summary: Bar Kokhba's (i.e., Akiva's) men suffered an overwhelming 

defeat during the weeks between Passover and Shavuot; on the 33rd day of the Omer they enjoyed an 

important, though brief, change of fortune; and on this day Bar Yoḥai, one of the leading fighters in the 

uprising, either emerged from hiding in Meron, or lost his life in securing the victory. 

 

CO-OPTING FROM OTHER TRADITIONS 

Some students of folklore trace the mournful nature of the Omer period to the Roman superstition 

against marriages in May. The Romans did not solemnize marriages in May due to the fact that this was the 

month of the Lemuria, when the souls of the departed returned to wander over the earth and disturb the 

peace of the living. Funeral rites (Lemuria) were held to appease the spirits, and no Roman maiden would 

jeopardize her happiness by marrying during a month associated with funeral ceremonies. The Roman 

superstition may have been adopted by the Jews, who then lost all recollection of its origin and found a new 

rationale for it in the tragedy of Akiva's disciples. Among the Romans, the period of superstitious fear lasted 

for 32 days starting from Walpurgis Night (the last night of April) and continuing throughout the 31 days of 

May. In commemoration of this period of 32 days, its conclusion on the 33rd day was celebrated as a festival. 

Lag b’Omer, with its custom of children going forth with bows and arrows, may be a Jewish version of 

the English and German custom of shooting arrows at demons on May Day, the day after Walpurgis Night. 

The relaxation of mourning is comparable to Mi-carême, observed midway during Lent. The essence of 

the carnival-like Mi-Carême is a spirit of joy, laughter and mockery that contrasts with the Lenten period of 

austerity, severity and penance leading up to Easter. Mi-Carême literally means “the middle of Lent.” 

Lag b’Omer may have marked the first day of summer between the 13th and 25th of May, which was 

distinguished by the early rising of the Pleiades. 

 

 

Texts taken from: Jewishvirtuallibrary, Aish.com, Oztorah.com, Jewfaq.org, American Jewish World service, 

www.neot-kedumim.org, beithillel.org 


