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L e s s o n 32
Counting down to Shavuot

1. Outline
Barley and wheat and the harvest calendar
First fruits and Matan Torah
The Omer period and its special days
In modern Israeli culture

2. Introduction
Perhaps more than any other holidays, the shalosh haregalim – the three
pilgrimage festivals of Sukkot, Pesach and Shavuot – are rich in physical
associations with Eretz Yisrael.  All three were originally festivals of thanksgiving
for the bounty of the land, so they speak of the produce of Israel and the
seasons of Israel – and, because they involved a pilgrimage to the Temple in
Jerusalem, they speak of the geography of the land as well.  As we observed
them in their somewhat abstract, attenuated form in exile, they served as a
constant link, a sort of virtual reality connection, between Jewish life
throughout the world and the physical reality of Eretz Yisrael.  And when we
consider that Sukkot is eight days, and the period from the beginning of
Pesach through Shavuot is over seven weeks, we realize that for two full
months of the year the Diaspora Jew lives through a symbolic reenactment of
the experience of farming in Eretz Yisrael.  This is a powerful form of Israel
engagement; it is of interest for us consider what kind of relevance and
meaning it can have for non-orthodox urban/suburban Diaspora Jews living in
the plastic age.  This unit focuses on the agricultural origins of the Omer
counting and of Shavuot, and explores the place of these days in modern Israeli
culture.

3. Lesson goals
4. To understand the agricultural basis of Shavuot and the Omer period in Eretz

Yisrael
5. To be aware of the later rabbinical additions to the meanings of these days
6. To be familiar with the modern Israeli observance of these days

7. Expanded outline
8. Barley and wheat and the harvest calendar
9. The instructions for the ritual associated with the barley and wheat harvest are

found in Leviticus 23:9-21.  It seems that barley, the coarser grain, ripens first;
the barley harvest was begun at Pesach – the new year’s crop was not eaten
until a first thanksgiving offering was brought [ Lev. 23:14] (and all old grain
products were cleaned out – for Pesach).  According to the traditional
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interpretation, the phrase in verse 23:15, “after the sabbath,” means after the
first day of the Pesach holiday.  While the barley was being harvested, for the
next seven weeks, the wheat was ripening; on the 50th day, an offering from the
new wheat crop was brought, and a festival observed, as the wheat harvest was
officially begun – wheat was considered a finer, more nutritious grain, and the
danger that the ripening grain would be struck by a hailstorm or a pest was
probably an important concern.

Note that according to Joshua chapter 5, throughout the 40 years
wandering, the Children of Israel did not practice circumcision, nor
did they observe Pesach.  Only after they had crossed into the land
and begun to harvest its grain, did Pesach become relevant: it
marked the end of the manna and the beginning of agriculture.
Thus, each year, Pesach carries with it this symbolism that gets a bit
lost in the smoke and thunder of the Exodus: matzah can be seen not
only as a symbol of leaving Egypt in a hurry, but also as a symbol of
the agricultural cycle of Eretz Yisrael; it is about cleaning out the old
grain and celebrating the new harvest; it is about having a land in
which we can grow grain, and in which we are responsible for the
economy (“Let all who are hungry come and eat” at Pesach – and
notice the interesting juxtaposition of the instructions for Shavuot
with the commandment of leaving grain for the gleaners, in Leviticus
23:22).

For more on barley and wheat and these practices, see these Galilee
Diary entries:
Barley:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4053&pge_prg_id=15515&pge_i
d=1698
Wheat:
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=4007&pge_prg_id=15515&pge_i
d=1698
Nutritional and cooking information about barley:
http://waltonfeed.com/self/barley.html

10. It is also interesting to note that the date of Shavuot is not given in the Bible: it
is simply the 50th day after the bringing of the first sheaf of barley, the omer.
However, as indicated above, the day of the bringing of that first offering of
grain is a little vague in the text: it is not intuitively obvious that “after the
sabbath” means after the holiday, and not, for example, after the Sabbath
within Pesach.  This was a subject of debate in Second Temple times.

The ritual for harvesting the first sheaf, for the omer offering, after the
first day of Pesach, is elaborated in the Mishnah, Menachot 10:3):

http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://urj.org/Articles/index.cfm
http://waltonfeed.com/self/barley.html
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Once it gets dark, he says to them: Has the sun set?
They say:  Yes!
Has the sun set?  Yes!
With this sickle?  Yes!
With this sickle?  Yes
With this basket?  Yes
With this basket?  Yes…
Shall I reap?  Reap!
Shall I reap?  Reap!
Three times for each and every matter.  And they say to him, “Yes, Yes,
Yes.”  All of this for what purpose?  Because of the Boethusians, for they
insist that the reaping of the omer is [done after Shabbat] and not
immediately after the [first day of the Pesach] festival.

The Boethusians were apparently Sadducees who disagreed with the
Pharisees’ (i.e., the rabbis) interpretation of the word “after the
Sabbath” in Leviticus 23:15; thus this elaborate ritual was a public
affirmation of the Pharisees’ control of the calendar.

In any case, the Pharisaic interpretation became the only one, and
Shavuot thus always comes out on the 6th of Sivan.

11. First fruits and Matan Torah
12. A different picture of Shavuot is found in Deuteronomy 26:1-11.  Here we have

the bringing of the first fruits – not just grain – as an offering, accompanied by
a liturgy (26:5-10) that happens to be the core text of the Pesach Haggadah.  An
entire tractate of the Mishnah is devoted to the laws regarding the selection
and offering of the bikkurim, or first fruits, in a colorful public celebration.  This
part of the Shavuot observance was lost from Diaspora experience, except in
the text of the Mishnah.

An interesting example of the way text and archaeology sometimes
complement each other is the picture attached below, from the
mosaic floor of the 6th century synagogue at Zippori, in the Galilee.
The floor shows a number of objects from Temple worship – at a time
when the Temple was not standing – apparently to show faith in the
promised restoration.  Among them is this illustration of a basket of
bikkurim.  Notice the two birds hanging from the rim.

Rabbi Yossi taught: “They did not put pigeons on top of the
basket, to avoid spoiling the fruit, but suspended them outside the
basket.”  (Jerusalem Talmud, Bikkurim 3:4, 65d)
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(Note: this illustration is from a student project posted at
http://www.mehalev.org.il/zipori/knst/syngg.files/frame.htm
Note that the heading superimposed on the picture is incorrect,
referring to an adjacent part of the mosaic.)

It is also interesting to note that this illustration shows that the
basked seems to contain fruits that belong to the “seven species”
listed as characterizing the bounty of the land (Deuteronomy 8:8,
where honey is understood as date honey).  Though the Bible does
not specify it, the law developed that the bikkurim offering consisted
only of fruits from these seven (Mishnah Bikkurim 1:3).  For an
analysis, see the article by Nogah Hareuveni of the Ne’ot Kedumim
biblical botanical garden:
http://www.jhom.com/topics/seven/species.html

Studying the Mishnah tractate Bikkurim, and using art and/or drama
to bring its descriptions to life, makes a good way to help students
find the connection between the holiday and the land of Israel.

13. According to Exodus 19:1, “On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone
forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness of
Sinai.”  The rabbis understand this to mean the beginning of the third month,
counting the month of the Exodus (Nisan), so it is Rosh Chodesh Sivan; from
there, it takes only a little fudging to get the giving of the Torah to come out on
Shavuot.  Hence, in the liturgy and in folk custom, Shavuot became chag matan
torateinu – the festival of the giving of the Torah, and took on various customs
associated with this, like studying all night, holding confirmation, etc.  Clearly,
this set of meanings was perfect for helping the holiday keep its importance in
the Diaspora, when the agricultural aspects had become distant from our
experience.

14. The Omer countdown
15. Though there is no reference to it in the Bible, there is a tradition that the 49

days of the counting from omer to Shavuot are treated as a time of mourning.
It seems fair to say that no one knows why.  A few possibilities:

16. The traditional view is based on this passage, from the Babylonian Talmud,
Yebamot 62b:

It was taught: Rabbi Akiba had 12,000 pairs of students,
from Gevat to Antipatris, and they all died at the same time

http://www.mehalev.org.il/zipori/knst/syngg.files/
http://www.jhom.com/topics/seven/species.html
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because they did not show respect for each other…  And
they all died between Pesach and Shavuot.
Medieval commentators understood this rather cryptic
account as referring to religious persecution – after all,
Rabbi Akiba himself was killed in the Bar Kochba revolt.
Thus, today, most people believe that the mourning of
the omer period is somehow based on the sufferings of
the Bar Kochba revolt.

17. It seems, however, that the mourning custom really arose in the middle ages, in
response to persecutions in Europe; see for example,

http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/950518_Omer_
Mourn.html

18. And there are those who see an anthropological basis to the custom: during
the sensitive and vulnerable time of the ripening of the grain, we have to be
careful not to be too cocky or happy, as that would attract bad luck.

19. Omer traditions, special days
20. There are a variety of different traditions regarding dividing the omer period

between mourning and relief, and about the exact prohibitions of the
mourning days.  For different divisions of the period, see

http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/950518_Omer_
Mourn.html

In terms of what is prohibited, the main thing is
weddings; regarding music, and haircuts, etc., there are a
variety of customs and opinions.

21. For reasons that are not known, one of the days accepted by all communities as
a respite from (or the end of) the omer mourning period is the 33rd day, or “lag”
(the numerical value of lamed gimel is 33).  Needless to say, there are a lot of
weddings in Israel on Lag B’omer.  A particularly important tradition relating to
this day in Israel is the belief that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, according to folk
tradition the author of the Zohar, the central text of kabbalah, was born and
died on Lag B’omer.  Hence, his tomb in the village of Meiron is the site of a
mass pilgrimage and celebration on that day.  And there is a custom for boys to
have their first haircut there, at age 3.  Typically, 250,000 people converge on
this sleepy little village of a few hundred inhabitants.  See, for example,

http://www.photographersdirect.com/stockimages/yoch
ai.asp
http://chaptzem.blogspot.com/2005/05/meron-lag-
bomer-video-for-all-of-those.html

http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/950518_Omer_
http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/950518_Omer_
http://www.photographersdirect.com/stockimages/yoch
http://chaptzem.blogspot.com/2005/05/meron-lag-
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This celebration attracts in particular those groups who
have a tradition of studying the Zohar (e.g., Hasidim) or of
venerating the graves of important rabbis (e.g., Jews from
North Africa).

There is a custom to light bonfires and play with bows
and arrows on Lag B’omer.  Some say this is to
commemorate the Jews’ pretending to be picnicking and
hunting in order to study Torah under the Romans’ noses;
others connect these customs with mystical teachings
and events associated with Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

22. In modern Israeli culture
23. One of the best-known revaluations of a lapsed tradition is the creation of

bikkurim festivals by kibbutzim: On many kibbutzim, Shavuot is a time to
celebrate the agricultural (and later, industrial) harvest of the past year, with a
colorful field day and pageant, with parade floats, dance troupes, children’s
choirs, displays of produce, all decorated with a harvest motif.  The observance
on most kibbutzim, of course is completely secular – a celebration of the
community’s achievements, not really a pageant of thanksgiving to God.  But in
any case, the participants see themselves as restoring a biblical tradition.

For pictures, look at Google Images for “Shavuot on kibbutz.”
For two short stories for primary grades depicting Shavuot in Israel
(and lots of general material about the holiday), look here:
http://learn.jtsa.edu/shavuot/shavuotguide2.shtml

24. A medieval custom, associated with Shavuot as the holiday of the giving of the
Torah, popular throughout the Diaspora, is the Tikkun Layl Shavuot, when
people gather to study through the night.  Interestingly, this has caught on in
Israel in recent years – and some would even say it has replaced the kibbutz
bikkurim festival as a symbol of the holiday – as we have moved away from
agriculture, perhaps, the “religious” side of the holiday has moved back to the
center.  See, for example

http://www.masorti.org/media/archive2004/05272004_h.html

25. The omer period is a good example of the distance between religious and
secular Jews in Israel today: while the various orthodox communities take great
care to observe various mourning customs, growing their hair and beards,
avoiding concerts, etc., the secular public sees this as bizarre, if they see it at all.
It impinges on them mostly in the prohibition of weddings, which is universal,
as rabbis won’t officiate during the omer counting, and civil marriage does not
exist.  One point of intersection is Lag B’omer, when the custom of lighting

http://learn.jtsa.edu/shavuot/shavuotguide2.shtml
http://www.masorti.org/media/archive2004/05272004_h.html
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bonfires has morphed into a fiery night for every child and teenager;
construction sites are raided for days in advance, and the pall of smoke hangs
over the land for a day after.

Bikkurim basket rom the Zippori synagogue floor…




