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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

The holiness of Am Yisrael and Eretz Yisrael in the Omer 
Our Parsha speaks about the Omer, and its central 

mitzvah: the harvest of the Omer and sacrifice  of the 

first barley. Nowadays we only count the Omer, but 

when the temple stood, the Omer was a tangible 

thing, not just an idea. 

ה  ֶמר ַהְּתנּוָפ֑ ם ֶאת ֹע֖ יֲאֶכ֔ ת ִמּיֹו֙ם ֲהִב֣ ֳחַר֣ת ַהַּׁשָּב֔ ם ָלֶכ֙ם ִמָּמֽ ּוְסַפְרֶּת֤
יָנה.  ְהֶיֽ ת ִּתֽ ַבע ַׁשָּב֖תֹות ְּתִמיֹמ֥  ֶׁש֥

And you shall count for yourselves, from the morrow of 
the rest day from the day you bring the omer as a 
wave offering seven weeks; they shall be complete. 

In other words, after the "rest day" we should bring 

the first harvest of barley that opens the harvest 

season together with a sacrifice  :  

ים ֶּבן ְׁשָנ֛תֹו ְלֹעָל֖ה לַ  ֶבׂש ָּתִמ֧ ה'. -ֶּכ֣  

you shall offer up an unblemished lamb in its [first] 
year as a burnt offering to the Lord; 

We then count seven weeks until the new offering of 

Shavuot. 

"morrow of the rest day" 

The term " morrow of the rest day" was  the subject of 

a huge dispute in Second temple times between the 

Pharisees and the Sadducees/ Boethusians  ( Hebrew :

 who we shall translate as Baitosim). Theבייתוסים , 

Baitosim understood the phrase to mean after 
Shabbat, in other words the Omer would always begin 

from the Saturday night after the first day of Pesach, 

not after Pesach itself. This caused Shavuot to fall 

always on Sundays. As a proof the Baitosim claimed 

that this is the reason the Torah doesn’t state a date 

for Shavuot, as it has no fixed date. 

The Pharaisees understood "the morrow of the rest 

day" to mean the day after the Yomtov of Pesach, 

which is a rest day. Shavuot has not got  a fixed day of 

the week, but it has a fixed date – the 6th of Sivan, 

even though it is not explicitly written in the Torah. 

The Rambam, based on the Mishna, gives a description 

of this argument, and of the harvest and offering of 

the Omer. It was done as a public display, in the fields 

surrounding Jerusalem, and sometimes as far as 

Tzrifin, in the coastal plain, in order to find the best 

barley . 

The Ramban writes: 

This omer would come from barley. This is a halachah 

communicated by Moses our teacher.How was [the 

offering] brought? On the day before the festival of 

Pesach, the agents of the court would go out [to the 

field] and tie [the barley] into bundleswhile it was still 

attached to the ground so that it would be easy to 

reap. [On the evening after Pesach,] all [of the 

inhabitants] of all the neighboring villages would 

gather so that it would be reaped with much flourish. 

They would have three men reap three se'ah of barley 

in three baskets with three sickles.When it became 

dark, the reapers would ask those standing [in 

attendance]: "Has the sun set?" They would answer: 

"Yes."."Has the sun set?" They would answer: 

"Yes."."Has the sun set?" They would answer: "Yes."."Is 

this a sickle?" They would answer: "Yes."."Is this a 

sickle?" They would answer: "Yes."."Is this a sickle?" 

They would answer: "Yes."."Is this a basket?" They 

would answer: "Yes."."Is this a basket?" They would 

answer: "Yes."."Is this a basket?" They would answer: 

"Yes.".If it was the Sabbath, they would ask: "Is it the 

Sabbath?" They would answer: "Yes." ."Is it the 

Sabbath?" They would answer: "Yes."."Is it the 

Sabbath?" They would answer: "Yes.".Afterwards, they 

would ask: "Should I reap?" They would answer: 

"Yes."."Should I reap?" They would answer: 

"Yes."."Should I reap?" They would answer: 

"Yes.".Three [questions and answers] were given 

regarding each matter. Why was all this necessary? 

Because of those who erred who departed from the 

community of Israel in the Second Temple [era] They 

maintained that the Torah's expression "From the day 

following the Sabbath" [should be understood literally, 

as referring to] the Sabbath of the week. Nevertheless, 

according to the Oral Tradition, [our Sages] derived 

that the intent is not the Sabbath, but the festival. And 

so, was understood at all times by the prophets and 

the Sanhedrin in every generation. They would have 

the omer waved on the sixteenth of Nisan whether it 

fell during the week or on the Sabbath.[This 

interpretation is also reflected in the Written Torah 
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itself,] for it is written in the Torah [ibid.:14]: "You shall 

not eat bread, roasted grain, or kernels of grain until 

this self-same day." And [Joshua 4:11] states: "And 

they ate from the produce of the land on the day after 

Pesach, matzot and roasted grain." And if one would 

presume that in that year Pesach fell on the Sabbath as 

these fools have supposed, why would Scripture make 

the license for them to eat new grain dependent on a 

factor that is not fundamental, nor the true cause, but 

mere coincendence. Instead, since [Scripture] made the 

matter dependent on "the day after Pesach," it is clear 

that the day after Pesach is the cause that permits new 

grain [to be eaten] and no attention is paid to the day 

of the week [on which it falls]. 

The Baitosim's claim was if the day would fall on 

Shabbat, there would be a huge desecration of the 

day. In this strange situation the Baitosim were "The 

committee for protecting the holiness of Shabbat", 

and the Pharisees were for its desecration. 

Shabbat Desecration in the temple 

Rav Kook, explains that the argument was about the 

fundamental holiness of the land of Israel, and in a 

deeper level, the holiness of the Jewish people. 

The Kohanim would not just sit in the Bet Knesset on 

Shabbat and sing "El Adon". They would "break 

Shabbat" – slaughter animals and more. This is 

explicitly written in the Torah – This is Shabbat in the 

temple, therefore it is not desecration. 

However, the harvest of the Omer is more difficult to 

accept, as it happened in a field far from the temple, 

and was done by a farmer holding a scythe, wearing a 

"Kova Tembel" – a site very un-temple-like. 

Holy Temple work – in the field 

In truth, gevalt!  How does the agricultural season 

begin in Eretz Yisrael and Am Yisrael? With a mass 

gathering in the field , the harvest of the Omer and it`s 

offering up.  This is Holy temple work; when the Omer 

is harvested, all the fields in the land of Israel become 

one giant temple, all the harvesters are united in this 

one act that opens the season, a holy task that takes 

precedence over Shabbat, just as the Temple's work 

does. 

If a minute later, God forbid, someone would go and 

harvest a tiny amount of barley; he would be liable to 

the death penalty. However, the first harvest of the 

holy people in their holy land is a holy act. This the 

Baitosim could not understand, they didn’t understand 

about the intrinsic holiness of Am Yisrael and Eretz 

Yisrael. 

Our Rabbis teach us  

For the Baitosim held that the Shavuot  must always be 

on the day after the Sabbath. But R. Johanan b. Zakkai 

entered into discussion with them saying, ‘Fools that 

you are! whence do you derive it’? Not one of them 

was able to answer him, save one old man who 

commenced to babble and said, ‘Moses our teacher 

was a great lover of Israel, and knowing full well that 

the Shavuot  lasted only one day he therefore fixed it 

on the day after the Sabbath so that Israel might enjoy 

themselves for two successive days’. [R. Johanan b. 

Zakkai] then quoted to him the following verse, ‘It is 

eleven days’ journey from Horeb unto Kadesh-Barnea 

by the way of mount Seir If Moses was a great lover of 

Israel, why then did he detain them in the wilderness 

for forty years   ?’ 

Rabbi Yochanan's answer to the old Baitos sounds a 

little cynical – If Moshe loved Israel, why did he delay 

us in the desert for 40 years? 

Preparation for Shavuot 

The truth is that this argument was fundamental . It 

would seem that both sides, both Rabbi Yochanan and 

the baitos agree that Moshe loved Israel, the 

argument was about what does this mean. According 

to the Baitos who accepted only the written, and not 

the oral Torah, holiness only comes from above, and 

there is no way of adding or doing anything new, the 

same letters word by word. We know that with the 

oral Torah we were given permission, and an 

obligation, to elaborate for future generations. 

 The Baitosim thought that in order to receive the lofty 

ideas of the giving of the Torah and Shavuot there 

must be a preparation – Shabbat, a day in which we 

don’t do anything and only rest. Rabbi Yochanan 

claimed that the preparation for the festival is the holy 

hard work of the 49 days that begin with Pesach. This 

is Moshe's gift to us – that we can progress and dp  

work ourselves. This is the deep meaning of Rabbi 

Yochanan's answer to the elderly Baitos "If you were 

right, God would have done miracles, send clouds or 

planes and taken us to Eretz Yisrael within a few days, 

but he delayed us for 40 years, to teach us what to aim 

for, and to teach us  the intrinsic holiness of the land of 

Israel" 

Sefirat HaOmer teaches us the intrinsic holiness of our 

people and land. 


