SEFIRAT HAOMER: THE INNER COUNT

[79. Counting the Omer; Shavuoth]

5 You shall then count® seven complete wecks after the day following the
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sover] holiday when you brought the omer as a wave offering, ' until the ﬂ'ﬁc‘[pn ﬂ}_} ' n;‘:\nn npqnn nu-g;w y;w .'T%;Enfj 6

after the seventh week, when there will be [a towl of] 50 days. [On that
day]® you may present new grain® as a meal offering to God.
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In the Song of Songs, there is a verse,' “Draw me, we will 4

run after you; the king has brought me into his chambers.”
Each of these three phrases refers to one of the three stages of
the departure from Egypt. “Draw me” is the Exodus. “\_X/e will
run after you” is the counting of the Omer. “The king has
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brought me into his chambers” is the Giving of the Torah.
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“Draw me” is passive—it refers to the Israelites being taken
out by G-d. Also it is singular. Whereas “We will run after you”
is both active and plural.

By the end of their enslavement, the Israelites were assimi-
lated into the heathen ways of their captors. They were not
deserving of redemption. They had to be seized and drawn out
of their captivity by the initiative of G-d. Since they were not
inwardly prepared for it, this unexpected revelation did not al-
ter them inwardly.!! They were taken hold of by G-d rather
than by the promptings of their heart. And although their
“G-dly soul” responded, their “animal soul” was unchanged.
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The first verse with which we bégan can now be interpreted
in a way that will clarify the use of the word ‘Sabbath,” where
it was not, in fact the Sabbath that was meant. R. Zadok HaCohen*?
explains this by defining more closely the nature of the Sabbath.

—#The sanctity of the Sabbath is an eternal and changeless sanctity:
it is a gift of God from the time of creation, unaffected by any
human factors, essential to the character of the day. The Fest-
ivals, on the other hand, depend largely on human decision for
their sanctity. The power is vested in the Beth Din to rule on
the choice of these days—and God, as it were, ratifies their
decision—grants holiness to their ruling.

b

,  Then came the morrow, and the revelation was withdrawn.
Denuded suddenly of this glory, men had to strive for themselves
to retain the vision of the previous day, the clarity with which they
had seen God. Now human effort was necessary to justify the

pitch to which God raised them, to show they had been worthy
_of redemption. This was the cumulative task of the fifty days
‘from Pesach to Shavuoth—a process of ever-increasing Kedushah,
of sanctity fought for and won, day by day in the routine of
practical life, without the assistance of super-natural manifestations.

So we can understand the phrase “Draw me.” Firstly, when
we take possession of an object by seizing hold of it, nothing is
changed in the subject itself; it merely changes hands: In this

case, from Israel’s being in the hand of Pharaoh to their being
in the hand of G-d. Israel in itself was unchanged.

Secondly, it was passive. The drawing out of Egypt was
achieved by the hand of Heaven, not by any spontaneous act on
the part of the Israelites.

Thirdly, it was singular. The revelation of this sudden in-
tervention of G-d affected only one side of their being. Their
spiri‘t%iespondcd; their phiysical passions did not.

{E)DLWG are commanded to count the Omer, from the morrow of
the first day of Pesach, of the redemption from Egypt. But the
Torah refers to this day as ‘the Sabbath,” to show the particular
holiness of this festival, a holiness immutable and independent
of all human_agency, sharing with the Sabbath the nature of a

«Espontaneous, unsolicited gift of God. The word ‘Pesach’ itself

has the meaning of ‘leaping’— m»na by 2% —'God leapt over the
mountains™? — He bestowed on Israel the power to ascend to

_unimagined heights of holiness, heights that they certainly would

not have attained on their own accord. Only in this way could they
come to deserve the miracles of this redemption—inspired to a
spiritual vision and purity that carried them through the events
of that day. This was a day like the Sabbath, a sheer outpouringjg_
of Ged’s love, penetrating the souls of the people with holiness.
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» Only on the morrow of that day did they become aware
of this. On that day the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
them, ‘I exalted you yesterday anly that you might appreciate
the great heights which you must try ta achieve by your own .
will and your, own efforts Today you begin this tak. You
will count fifty days and during this period you will endeavor
1o elevate yourselves by degrees, until you reach the level
al_which you stood yesterday. If you do this, you can remain
on that level for all eternity, Bring your offering of your own
will, without inspiration from Above.
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[?Do not be distressed if the offering of your first produce
is mean and sinall, barely one Omer of barley flour for the
enlire nation. Let it come of your own valition from the
guudiess of a true heart

&b
‘Just begin 1o ascend and ¢ount gach stage as you progxess |
upwards. But as you count your progress do not lock to the
ultimate _goal, for you cannot as yet apprecistc it. Look

behind you to the Omer, to your very first offering, and

count from there so that you cam jmeasure your progress.
Then your hearts will be nplified as you walk in God's ways
and 'you will be ready, st the end of fifty days, to resch
undreamed of heights. ' o
‘At that moment you will offer to Me n “gew meal offering.’
1t will be truly new in your eyes for you neither knew no:
imagined that it was poasible for man to reach snch a sai
in which the best of everything he possesses is dedicales
1o God.
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- if it is done correctly,

.1 Living Inspired, R. A. Tatz

Let us understand. The chiddush (novel idea) to grasp here

is that counting, in Torah terms, is not a sentimental
the passage of time until a goal; it is the buildin o:ft“an}TMEa_I.

Counting is work. Counting means accounting for and
developing each component of a procesiu”ll_‘wesp:msibly, and

in correct.sequence. Only when each detail s painstakingly
created and assembled into the process can the goal be reached

—in fact that itself is the goal; the sequence is our responsibility,
ifsbise the goal certainly results, The goal itself,
1n spiritual terms, cannot be built or achieved directly — it is
transcendent. But the finite components can be built; when that

is done appropriately, the result manifests as a gift.

Sefiras ha'omer is such a counting. The transcendence of
Shavuos, Torah, is reached not by a single act which builds it, 7
but by a deliberate painstaking building of each of the seven

days of the seven weeks which le

ads to it. When that is do_ne, . %

Shavuos results. We work on the process, the pathway, not on

the result, and the result happens

of its own.;

{
And what an insight into the spiritual path. We do not wait
for events to happen to us, for the uplift and blassing of the

seasons and their holiness to come to us, we must build those
things; we do not remain stationary in time as it washes over
us, we must move forward actively to greet those great
moments. The mystics say that if one waits for kedusha, holiness,

it may be long delayed. Oné must go towards it; then it rushes
toward the seeker.”

- The mystics had a custom of going out into the fields to greet
the Shabbos; we say “Likras Shabbos I'chu v'neilcha — To greet
the Shabbos let tus go (towards it).” Shabbos, the center of
kedusha in time, must be sought, must be approached, must be
moved towards. That is the only way for it tobe “m’kor ha'bracha”,

the source of blessing.
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1% In the dimensidh of space we find this: on the regalin, th
festivals of Pesach, Shavuos and Succos we have the mitzva

aliya I'regel — going, travelling fowards the Beis Hamikdash, t= e

center of kedusha in the space dimension. And specifically

those occasions, each one a focus of kedusha in time. -
A,
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= And that is why we count from Pesach and not toward
Shavuos. We cannot cause Shavuos; we can build the path. Wz
S, T ———————

build on the omer, on what we have as a beginning at Pesach

That is our focus: “Today is one day of the omer” — w

ave

two dflys. When we have built forty-nine correctly, Shavuos takeg
over!
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(6] Torah is even 3rea!z;f

I's
han priesthood ar reyalty; for royalty is acquirea

along with thirty prerogatives, and the priesthood with twenty-four [gifisL
but the Torah is acquired by means of forty-eight qualities, which are: Study.
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[13] He said to them: Go out and discern which is the proper way to which a

" A good friend. Rabbi Yose says: A good neig
who considers the cutcome of a deed. Rabbi

hbor. Rabbi Shimon says: One
Elazar says: A good heart. He

[Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai] said to them: I prefer the' words of Elazar ben
Arach to your words, for your words are included in his words.

1o Aol 4

28] R. El‘azar haKap-
par said: Envy, inordinate
desire, and [the search

for] glory remove a man
from the world.
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'" When the lsraclites went 10 do this, some gathered more and some less.

'* But when they inessured it with an omer, the one who had taken more did
not have any extra, and the one who had 1aken less did not have too little,

They had gathered exactly enough for cach one 10 eat

srientive listeming, articulate speech, intuitive understanding, discernment,
awe, reverence, modesty, joy. P

urity, ministering to the sages, closeness with
colizagues, sharp, discussion with students, deliberation, [krow

ledge oﬂ_
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" 6. THE FINAL STAGE

There is still a further stage. At the Exodus, there was the
Divine call. During the Omer, there was man’s response. But
at the Giving of the Torah, there was the final abnegation of
man in the face of G-d. While, for forty-nine days, he was
transforming himself, he was st a self, still using his powers
and relying on himself. But at Sinai, in the face of G-d, “with
every single word that went forth ~om -the mouth of the
Hely One, blessed be He, the souls of Israel departed.”™’

1

Tiey were enty: the only reality was G-d. 4
TN |

\, And when, at *he point of Shavuot, we reach the final

openness of all our 2ing to G-d, then we are obliged to use
the leaven, makinc «ery part of our nature into a channel

" could they come at last on the fiftieth day

for the light of G-d.

45 ‘
‘Refore man s created, he is taught the whole Torah—and then

he is made to forget it.” Where, then, is the value of being taught

" the Torah, if he is only to forget it on entering this world? .'Ihc
forgetting, however, is only a surface oblivion: the TOIaE.l is w:p.cd
out from man’s conscious mind: but, deep in his heart, it remains
hidden—subconsciously, it lives within him, waiting only to be
drawn upon. When man becomes conscious of his deepest desires,
then his whole being is caught up in the longing for God. and he
is drawn towards Him as to a magnet. Even before birth, then,
man was imbued with this will for sanctity. It is an inborn
force of gravity—pulling upwards.

_ 5T
\?) In a similar way, the command to love God can be understood
as a description, rather than a command. As a command, it is
at first difficult to understand. How can one be ordered to love?
How can an emotion be prescribed? The emotion, however, exists
in the heart of man: the love of God is natural to him, integral
to his soul. It is a sub-conscious yearning towards God that only

~D So we see in the spiritual h'istéff L
to that we have pointed out in the life of the individual—a process
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Only through this long and difficult process of sclf-l?crf‘cction‘
to Mount Sinai, once
more to the haven of the Festival that'has the nature of a
Sabbath. On the ‘morrow of the seventh Sabba.lth' they were
granted the Torah: after all their effort, it still. required a Sabbzf.tht
a free outpouring of Kedushah from God to lift them to the pitc!

of holiness at which they could receive the Torah.

e
There is a passage in ‘Mesillath Yesharim™ that will help
our understanding of the questions we have raised. = Writing «
sanctity and the process it involves, the.author says: “The natu:
of sanctity is two-fold—it begins in labour and ends in rewar
it begins as an effort and ends as a gift; it begins with man strivir
to sanctify himself, and ends by sanctity being bestowed upon hir

This is what the Sages have said :
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—When a man makes a small effort towards sanctity, it is
granted him in large measure; he makes the effort here below,
and it is granted him {rom above.” The effort that man should
make is to sever himself from material values and concerns, and
cleave at each moment to his God .. . To achieve this is, of coursz,
a huge undertaking: man is, after all, on one level a physical

. being, with physical needs and ties. The achievement of this

almost superhmman aim is, then, a gift: what man can do is to
pursue a true understanding of God. and translate this under
standing into the practical sanctity of life. And then, God will
lead him on the path that he himself has chosen, and will bestow
His own sanctity on him." - The: ‘Mesillath Yesharim’, therefore,
tells us that all that man can:do to achieve sanctity is to sever
himself from material concerns. This is the negative aspect—
the positive sanctity is then granted as a gift. :

lb'r“?

q—i‘:_, " g ;
of Isracl a process parallel

has to be realised, to be allowed to emerge to the surface of
consciousness, by the removal of all obstructions, all the scum
and debris of sin that embeds itself in man’s soul. The labour of
man is to rid himself of these foreign bodies—the negative aspect
of the pursuit of sanctity, the aspect that lies within man’s power;
then he will lay bare the ardent purity of his deepest nature, the
love of God that lies buried in his heart.

In the beginning of our prayers we say, “I give acknow-

beginning with a gift of God: continuing with the effort of man

on his own behalf 1o achieve a spiritual aim, to bring into con-
sciousness the latent purity and holiness that has been planted
in him; and ending with God’s renewed intervention, guiding him
to lévels of attainment not accessible to human nature, of its
own strength. Man's effort, then, in any task that seems difficult
at the outset, almost beyond his energies, must be seen, not from
the human view alone, as a solitary, futile resistance against the
forces of evil, but in true perspective, as a movement towards
God, buttressed on both sides by the aid and love of God Himself.
Here there is no room for despair: such endeavours should call
forth in him, rather, a joyful confidence and gratitude for the
strength that has been, and shall be given, to achieve his aim.

ledgement befors you...” (the Modeh Ani prayer). This is the
acknowledgement, the surrender to G-d, that precedes under-

_—

standing. It is the Nissan of the day, the individual exodus.

’ There then follow the Psalms of Praise (Pesukei Dezimrah)
and the Shema and its benedictions. These are the prayers of
meditation, and understanding. ‘Hear, O Israel’, the fjrst phrase
of the Shema, means ‘understand’. And through this meditation,
the emotions are awakened, and the love of G-d is aroused
with “all your heart and all your soul and all your might.”
This is the daily equivalent of the month of lyar and the
counting of the Omer.

S0 ;
~ But, so far, this represents only the battle against half,
the ‘animal’ half, of one’s nature (bittul ha-yesh). There still
awaits the final extinction of self-consciousness (Bittul bi-metziut)
which comes during the Amidah prayer, when “like a slav&;.
before "his master”® we have no self with which "to speak.
We are empty of words. We say, “O L-rd, open my lips.”
And this is the Sivan of the day, the moment when we con-

front—like the Israelites at Sinai—the all-possessing presence
of G-d. *
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