5765 Sefirah

Passover and Shavuot are the bookends of the time called ‘sefirat ha’omer’.  Shavuot represents ‘marriage’ between Israel and G-d – a time of total commitment to relationship.  Passover, on the other hand, represents the engagement – a time of unbreakable commitment to a future marriage combined with an understanding that we are not yet ready to be married, and we must prepare ourselves.  The time of preparation is the period of sefirat ha’omer.  It consists of 49 days of counting, each day corresponding to a different character trait that must be refined in order for our marriage to be effective.

It is written that the Jews were on the 49th level of impurity while they were in Egypt.  They were redeemed from this lowly state and taken up to a level we can call zero.  Their progress through the next 49 days would require revisiting and fixing all of those 49 levels of impurity.  

These 49 qualities are not optional – they are not ‘icing on the cake’.  They are the very substance of how we express ourselves in the world, and how we interact.  They constitute character.  

If Egypt was a time characterized by ‘exile from da’at – awareness of each other’, then that would have been indicated in the 49 levels of impurity.  That is to say, each of our 49 character traits has the potential to be a means of connection – da’at – or a means of disconnection – lack of da’at.  

Our work during this time is to revisit each of these traits and to make it a means by which we can reach da’at of each other.  Seeing as this is not optional, Hashem creates each day of the Omer as a requisite revisiting of the trait of that day, as is indicated in the writings of the Ari.  Put another way, each day of the Omer will test us in the trait of that day.  When we ‘get it’, we will feel a bit of the light we felt on Passover.  If we do not ‘get it’, we will have a feeling of being ‘outside’ the rhythm of the day.

It is helpful, therefore, to learn about the trait of each day.  It gives us a sense of what to expect, though we can never really know how it will look when it comes. 

The end of the process of the Omer is Shavuot.  Shavuot, the giving of the Torah, is not merely the transmission of a book of laws and stories – it is, as we said, a marriage, a total commitment.  In any true relationship, both partners must be capable of manifesting on a number of levels.  Marriage cannot be limited by one or the other partner’s unwillingness to have certain character traits come into the relationship.  All 49 levels of character are married.  

Shavuot is compared also to a mikvah – ritual bath. Withholding of any one of the 49 levels is tantamount to having a chatzizah – a barrier on one’s body, which renders an immersion incomplete.  Marriage is all or nothing.  

It is written that the time of the Omer is a time of mourning.  The reason given is that the 12,000 pairs of students of Rebbe Akiva died during that time.  The Gemarra Yevamot 62b tells that they died because they did not give honor to one another.  This is contrasted with the receiving of the Torah, about which Rashi writes that we were ‘one nation with one heart.’  The time of the Omer is the time to learn how to be ‘one nation with one heart.’

Relationship to the entire nation begins with relationship to one person.  That is why the Gemarra speaks of 12,000 pairs of students, as opposed to 24,000 students.  Each was given the opportunity to fix his character by means of a partner.  The same is true of marriage – it is a microcosm, as Rav Kook writes, of one’s relationship the world.  The Izhbitzer also writes that one’s learning partner can fulfill the task of being one’s ‘ezer k’negdo – partner opposite him.’  

The Beit Ya’akov writes that the freedom we experience in leaving Egypt is freedom from identifying with one or another character trait.  This is in line, he writes, with the haftarah we read on Shavuot, which is Ezekiel’s vision of the Divine Chariot.  The angels called chayot are characterized by their four faces.   They are able to change directions by way of those faces without turning their bodies.  So, too, we are called upon through Torah to be capable of performing many types of tasks, and to be able to react with all of our character on a moments notice.  This is our task if we are to remain free, and not get drawn back into slavery.  

