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Omer 
Observations

It is that time of year again. Did you 
count the omer? How can we invest 
this annual mitzvah with depth and 

meaning to make it a more impactful 
experience?

 Rav Schorr in Halekach Vehalibuv points 
out that sefirat haOmer is said out loud in 
shul after Tefilat Arvit. In some locations 
there is much excitement and singing 
beforehand. Through sefirat haOmer, we 
move to a more elevated stature. It is the 
power of speech that is our distinguishing 
characteristic, hence the way we say the 
brachah enhances this purpose.

The Torah tells us, “meihachel chermesh 
bakamah” (Devarim 16;9). We are 
commanded to bring the Omer offering 
“from the time the sickle hits the standing 
grain”. It is from here, Rav Schwab in 
Maayan Beit Hashoeva says, that chazal 
derive the halachic obligation to stand 
when counting the omer, “bakamah”.  Rav 
Schwab notes that we should imagine 
ourselves as this ‘standing grain’ that is 
being detached from the ground, pulled 
away from the physicality of this world 
towards spiritual growth. This is our 

daily preparation for receiving the Torah. 
Generally, the laws of gravity pull us to 
spiritual inertia as well, we tend to be 
drawn towards the world of immediate 
pleasure.  The physical act of standing to 
count reminds us to exert the necessary 
effort to grow towards spirituality as 
Hashem designed.

It is a time to reflect on the 
reason for the deaths of Rabi 
Akiva’s students

The halachic parameters of the brachah 
itself are fascinating, notes Rabbi Alpert in 
Limudei Nissan. Generally, the concept of 
‘shomea keoneh’ wherein one person says 
a brachah and has in mind to fulfill the 
obligation of those listening, i.e. kiddush 
on Shabbat, applies to the obligation of a 
birkat hamitzvot.  However, chazal teach 
us in the instance sefirat haOmer, each 
person is obligated to say his own brachah.  
Rabbi Alpert posits that this teaches us 
that we are not just counting the days 
of the Omer, we are personally counting 
each day of our lives. We are making an 
accounting of who we are, our priorities 
and values.  Hence, when counting we say 
‘hayom’, today! We recognize the need to 
make each day into a day of meaning, a 
day of building.
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When counting the Omer, we can be 
mindful of how the Chasidic masters have 
divided this period.  In Pirkei Avot (2;13), 
Rabi Yochanan Ben Zakai asks his students 
to delineate a guiding principle with which 
to make one’s way in this world.  Rabi 
Elazar responds, a ‘lev tov’, a good heart. 
Rabi Yochanan declares this to be an all-
inclusive middah. The numerical value of 
‘lev tov’ is 49, corresponding to the days 
of sefirah. The first 32 days, the numerical 
value of ‘lev’, is a time to strengthen and 
deepen our interpersonal relationships.  
It is a time to reflect on the reason for 
the deaths of Rabi Akiva’s students who, 
on their level, lacked the proper respect 
for one another.  The second part of the 
Omer is ‘tov’. These 17 days we work on 
aspects of our relationship with Hashem.  
Torah is referred to as ‘tov’, it is a time to 
strengthen our commitment to Torah.  

Standing reminds us of our calling to 
separate from physicality. Saying the 
brachah individually is a calling for 
personal introspection and accounting.  
Finally, embedded in each day we find a 
direction toward to the kind of work we 
should focus upon.  Indeed, what power 
we encounter in these few moments! 
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