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Parashat Emor 5784

Every year, by good calendrical fortune, we read in Parashat Emor the commandment of
Sefirat ha-Omer, the “Counting of the Omer,” during the period in which we actually count the
Omer. This moment of sync between reading and ritual presents us with an opportunity to
recognize our contemporary practice as continuous from the words of the Torah. Yet when we
begin to read through those words, we quickly see that our counting ritual today looks very

different from the original mitzvah.

Parashat Emor tells us that when the Israelites one day enter the Land and begin to plant new
crops, they are to bring the first collected omer (a unit of volume) of grain to the priest, and
then begin counting “seven complete weeks,” and then, on the 50" day, to bring “a new grain

offering to the Eternal” (Leviticus 23:15-16).

Throughout most of Jewish history, however, there has been no active Beit ha-Mikdash
(Temple) and no agricultural access to the Land of Israel. Yet we kept up the ritual of
counting. Detached from its original agricultural significance, Sefirat ha-Omer became a
practice of just counting for counting’s sake. The Talmud (in Menahot 66a) already records

that the 4™-5" century sage, Ameimar, was not so scrupulous about counting both days and
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weeks—as is the standard custom—because, he said, the counting is now only done “o71

wTNY? - in memory of the Temple.” The Kabbalistic tradition of attaching two sefirot (divine
qualities) to each day has valiantly provided some meaningful content to a mitzvah that might

otherwise feel a little empty.

Yet an earlier story in the Torah’s narrative can provide our counting ritual with a symbolic
meaning that endures far beyond the Temple service. The first “omer” measurement in the
Torah appears in chapter 16 of the Book of Exodus, in Parashat BeShallah. The Israelites have
just completed the exodus from Egypt, escaping the Egyptian armies by crossing the Reed
Sea. As they wander out into the desert, they begin to complain of hunger. God responds

with the offer of a miracle, promising to rain down manna—daily bread from heaven!

This miracle, however, is framed from the start as a “test” to see: Ny"DX 'miN2a 7', “if they
will follow my Torah or not” (Exodus 16:4). That concern is well placed, since the giving of
Torah at Mount Sinai is soon to come in the narrative. Before that revelation, God seems to

want some indication that these people will be able to follow instructions.

So they are given some collection guidelines, which include one very specific measurement:

TOITO NINY

ANFR 902 WK WK DITW9 19010 N7A727 MY 72K 197 WK AN 10777 ' NHY WX 12T AT

Exodus 16:16
This is what the Eternal has commanded: Gather as much as each of you requires to eat, an
omer per person, for as many of you as there are, every man shall gather for those in his

tent.
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Here, in this first mention of an omer, it seems to represent a basic unit of sustenance—the

amount of food that one fully-grown person needs every day.' So the omer measurement is
used to ensure that everyone has enough to survive. The people seem to be able to follow

these instructions precisely, for in the next lines we read:

Nn'-T:T0 NINY
W' '0ND K7 0'WNANI NN 9TV K21 V2T .0'YNRnE 2R 1077 7Y DR D 1wy

H077170K 19Y

Exodus 16:17-18
And the Israelites did so, some gathering more and some gathering less. And when they
measured by the omer, the one who gathered more had no excess and the one who

gathered less had no lack, everyone had gathered what they needed to eat.’

They demonstrate an immediate ability to carefully measure out resources, and an intuitive
appreciation of the underlying principle that everyone in society should have at least their

basic needs met. So far, it seems, they are passing the test.

The next two instructions, however, the Israelites do not so readily adopt. First, Moshe tells
them not to save any of the food for the next morning (Wj7a Ty 12910 Ni* 7x 'K, Exodus 16:19).

They are to eat their fill for that day, and then trust that more manna will come the next day.’

! See Ibn Ezra on the verse: “0%5X '92 D10VP7I D1WA 7ITA KINY MY N7127127 1Y D X100 DT AT

2 There is some debate over how to understand these verses, summarized nicely by the Ibn Ezra: “2 vwon 1T 7y
X79 72T NXIN D NAXK D2IATRI7AR NIYO1 19010 '©7 v'ynnnl N2 nn.” | am following what he calls the “derekh
hapeshat” interpretation, that everyone honestly took an omer for each fully-grown member of the household,
and that amount was exactly sufficient for all their needs.

* Again, Ibn Ezra: “T1' 2nn D WA NLA' 77 NN 179K7 nn i X7w Dyon.” He adds, however, that one wasn’t
required to eat the whole omer, but just to throw what was left outside the tent (I7nx'7 yinn 1n1>"7wr). I tend to
think that the pshat is that everyone had—more or less—exactly what they needed for one days’ full sustenance.
Either way, Ibn Ezra is right: this test is clearly one of food security (in his language: bitahon).
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But, the next verse says: “Ij72 Ty 1290 D'YWIX NNi‘1 NN 78 1ynY K71 - they did not listen to

Moshe, and kept some over until morning” (16:20).

Perhaps we can sympathize with their instincts: these were newly freed slaves, after all—on
the run and not sure where their next meal was coming from. So they were anxious about the
coming day’s hunger, and they hoarded. But to no avail: the next day, the hoarded manna
becomes immediately worm-infested and rotten. Moshe is furious at their disobedience, and
they seem duly chastened, for they then begin going out “every morning to collect their daily

rations (72X '93 U'X 1722 1722 iNX 1071, Exodus 16:21).

Another kind of test comes on the sixth day when they go out to gather and are surprised to

find that some extra manna awaits them:

22:7TV NINY
MY Y NJYn DNy 1y
Exodus 16:22

They collected double their bread: two omers.

They are uncertain what to do with the surplus, having just been told not to keep any manna
for the next day. So they go and tell Moshe, who explains that they are receiving a
double-portion because the next day is Shabbat. This sixth-day manna, they are told, is to be
kept for the next day. Morning comes, and indeed, the manna has not gone bad. By now,
surely they have enough verification to trust in God’s power and Moshe’s messaging. So

Moshe explains to them, for the first time, how to observe Shabbat:

1D-NJ:TV NINY
WRYWND DIMTHNYEIR D' NYY AT NRYAND X7 DD N7 DiFD DAY D DIFDNTIR NN NN
Janm NI my
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Exodus 16:25-26

Moshe said, “Eat it today, for today is a Shabbat of the Eternal, and you will not find any in
the field. For six days you will collect it, and the seventh day is Shabbat, and there will be

none.”

But some of the Israelites once again ignore the restriction, and—ever scavenging for more
provisions—they go out the next morning hoping to collect a little extra on Shabbat. Of
course, no manna comes. This time it is God who is furious, and now explicitly and
emphatically commands them to stay put on Shabbat. Once again, after being chastised, they
seem to learn their lesson and begin observing the seventh day as a day of rest (oyin 1nawi4
'yavin Di'a, Exodus 16:30), following a protocol that will continue for the rest of their 40-year

journey.

If we now return to the Sefirat ha-Omer ritual in Parashat Emor, we will find that its structure
replicates many key features of the Exodus narrative we have just described. First, of course,
there is the prominence of the omer itself. Like their ancestors 40 years earlier, the first

Israelites to arrive in the new Land begin by collecting—very precisely—an omer of grain.

Then, the counting itself begins and, as we noted above, it is described in two time units: days

and weeks. Here is the language from our parashah:

TO-10:2D K
TV .N1UDA NN'MR NINAY YAY N21INN 1YY NX DRX'IN DI'N NAYD NNNNN D7 D201
Leviticus 23:15-16
You shall count for yourselves, from the day after the holiday, from the day you brought
the omer as an elevation offering, will be seven complete weeks. On the day after the

seventh week, you shall count the 50" day, and then bring a grain offering to the Eternal.
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Recall that the Israelites in the desert also received instruction to follow a regular daily

counting (Wj7221722) and then, layered upon that, they were instructed to follow a regular
weekly counting, in measurements of seven (nay 'y'awn Di'211nY7'7HA 0! NYY). This was
their first introduction to Shabbat, an observance so prominent among the commandments
that it will merit inclusion as the fourth of the Ten Commandments spoken at Mount Sinai.
The practice of a seven-day Shabbat rhythm is surely one good way to see if they can “follow

[God]’s Torah or not.”

The language in the commandment of Sefirat ha-Omer, then, echoing the earlier narrative,
not only picks up on those two forms of counting, but also gives great emphasis to the word,
shabbat, using it repeatedly, to describe both weeks (nmmn nimaw) and specific days
(mawn nannn), even when there are other, more common words the Torah might have used

(shavuot, for weeks, as appears in Deuteronomy 16:9; and hag for holiday).*

Finally, consider the placement of this counting ritual in the calendar. It comes just after
Pesah and leads—seven weeks later—into Shavuot. This parallels the placement of the story
in chapter 16, which picks up just after the actual Exodus (a crossing over onto dry land),
begins with one omer, and then seven days later culminates in Shabbat. And just as the
generation of the desert was given “nn'7 nawn - two portions of bread” for Shabbat, so

Shavuot in our calendar culminates with an offering of the same:

7220 NIl

/N7 0M132 NY'OXA YN NN N0 DNYY 1Y DAY N9 DNY XN D'NAYIAN

*1 am following the Rabbinic understanding here, that nawn nannn means, “the day after the Pesah holiday,”
and not the Second Temple tradition that it means, “the day after the first Shabbat after Pesah.” Butin any case,
the mawn here clearly refers to a particular day, and in the other usage (ninaw) to weeks.
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Leviticus 23:17

From your settlements you shall bring two loaves of bread as an elevation offering, each
shall be made of two-tenths of a measure of choice flour, baked after leavening, as first

fruits to the Eternal.

Sefirat ha-Omer, then, is meant to take us back to the moments after the Exodus, when we

were finally free, but suddenly terrified, wondering how we would survive. We retrace those
first days and weeks of learning by reenacting a daily and then a weekly counting. When on
Shavuot we conclude by offering two loaves of bread, we are giving special gratitude for the

two portions of manna that came in the desert for Shabbat.

The need for this memorialization was already anticipated back in Parashat BeShallah. Before

the story there concludes, Moshe delivers one last instruction from God:

A7-27:70 Niny
YN DN7D NNINY'YNT DI'DVT7 NRYNYT 1290 IVA X729 "N DX WYX 12T DT YN IpNY
NRY (DI NNX NIYIY N2 NDR 78 NYN 1PN DY YIXD DINK 'N'YIN 12 TAI DINX 'N7IND

.DYMOT7 NNYNYT 'N 197 iNK Nanl 0 Yy XM

Exodus 16:32-33

“Let one omer [of manna] be kept throughout the ages, so that they will see the bread that
| fed them in the desert, when | brought you out from the land of Egypt.” So Moshe said to
Aharon, “Take a jar, put one omer of manna in it, and place it before the Eternal, to be kept

throughout the ages.”

So Aharon collects this omer of manna and places it, the Torah says, “in front of the

Testimony.” Because of this language, which will eventually describe the Tablets with the Ten
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Commandments, our Sages conclude the Ark of the Covenant contained not only the tablets,

but also a jar with an omer of manna.’

That image boldly suggests that this omer of manna was as sacred to our people as the tablets
themselves—and so that the story of learning to gather food in the desert is as important as

the great revelation at Mount Sinai.

So what lessons are we meant to recall from those first days of gathering manna? The first,
symbolized by the omer itself, is the basic premise that every person in this new society
should have enough to survive. That much, even then, we seemed to grasp intuitively. But
the other two lessons were more difficult to integrate: to trust that God would provide enough
for us on a daily basis, and then to trust that God would even provide enough for us that we
could risk taking a day of rest. These were not easy concepts for a bunch of newly-freed slaves

to grasp.

Nor are they such easy concepts for us to grasp even now, all these generations later. Are we
willing to take only what we need, to let go of our anxieties about the future, and trust that we
will always be given enough? Are we willing to take a day off work every week to invest in our

spiritual and communal lives, and to trust that we will still make enough to survive?

These have never been easy questions. Our ancestors grappled with them during their first
days and weeks of freedom. And we, too, as we count the days and weeks of the Omer, in our
journey to receiving Torah, we remember the first omer, and ask ourselves again and again

N7-0OX 'MINA 7', if we are ready yet to follow the path of Torah.

® See Rashi and the Mekhilta on Exodus 16:32 (va-Yassa 6).
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