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Ever since the Presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt observers have closely watched the first one hundred days of a new president.  This year has been no different and the media is closely following the first 100 days of Obama’s presidency.  President Obama himself has also said publicly that he too has closely studied the first one hundred days of FDR in order to learn from FDR.  

Ironically, President Obama’s 100th day in office will be on April 29th.  As far as we are concerned that is a very auspicious date in the Jewish calendar.  This year April 29th coincides with the twentieth day of the Omer and the fifth of Iyar, also known as Yom Haatzmaut (Israeli Independence Day).  

The countdown to the 100 days in office coincides with our own countdown.  While the rest of the world is counting and analyzing the 100 days of Barack Obama, we are counting Sefirat Ha-Omer, the 49 days from Pesach to Shavuot.
On a very basic level, the reason we count is because it says in the Torah (Leviticus 23:15): U-sefartem lachem mimacharat ha-shabbat mi-yom haviachem et omer hatenufah shevah shabbatot temimot.  You must count for yourselves from the day after the first day of Pesach, on the day that the Barley offering known as the Omer is brought, seven complete weeks.
When we count the Omer every evening we are counting the period between the barley offering (the Omer offering) and the wheat offering (the Shtei Ha-lechem), the two loaves that are brought on Shavuot.  We are also counting the days from the holiday of Passover, our physical redemption, until we received the Torah on Sinai, our spiritual redemption.

The idea of literally counting days as underscored in Sefirat Ha-Omer needs to be emphasized and understood on a deep and symbolic level.  The counting of the Omer should inspire us to an internal reckoning—to count the days of our lives.  

It says in Psalms (90:10), “Yemei Shenoteinu bahem shivim shana, the years of our life are 70.”  Rabbi Shlomo Yosef Zevin of blessed memory notes in his classic work, Moadim Be-halakhah that the seven weeks of the Omer symbolically represent the 70 years of our life.  Like the Omer we must make everyday of our life count.  “No day passes that ever returns.  Like the seven weeks of the Omer those seventy years have to be complete: if even one day we forget to count we can continue the counting but the blessing is missing.”
Rav Zevin expands this idea by emphasizing that the Torah doesn’t just tell us to count the Omer; rather it says, “usefartem lachem, you must count for yourselves.”  When we count the Omer we literally must be counting ourselves and asking ourselves if our lives are adding up.

The analogy Rav Zevin uses is to a cashier.  A cashier who works for someone else will count the money at the end of the day, but that cashier is basically counting someone else’s money and therefore less invested in the money.  However, if the owner of the store is counting his or her own money, the owner will be much more invested in the count.  Each dollar counted will be of greater significance.  
The Omer is a reminder that we must count for ourselves.  Our lives are short, very short, and we must constantly take a reckoning and count our days and see if we are accomplishing our goals.

Of course, we are supposed to take a reckoning at Rosh Hashanah, but that is only once a year.  The Omer counts both days and weeks at the same time to remind us that we must evaluate ourselves by both short term and mid-term goals.  Every day there needs to be an evaluation.  
In this context I will never forget conversation I once had with one of my teachers in college, Professor Louis Feldman.  

Professor Feldman was perhaps the most prolific scholar I ever studied with.  For four years in college I studied the ancient Greek and Roman world with him.  He taught me Greek and Latin and history and literature.  I confess that it did not take me long to forget every single word of Greek and Latin and most of Roman and Greek history, but the lessons of life and scholarship that he taught me I will always remember.  

He was and is the world expert on Josephus.  In addition to his scholarly masterpieces, he has also written thousands of pages of an annotated bibliography on the works of Philo and Josephus.  He would give us hard assignments and tell us that we could call him anytime with questions.  One time my friend decided to call him at one in the morning.  Professor Feldman answered the phone immediately in a pleasant voice and said, “Oh yes, I am glad you called.  What is your question?”  

One time we showed Professor Feldman that a fancy professor from a major university was coming to give a lecture in our school.  We asked him if he would attend.  He said, “I do not have time to attend lectures.  I have certain projects I need to accomplish.  My time is limited and it is running out.”

There is a beautiful Mishnah that underlines the importance of this idea.  In Pirkei Avot, which it is customary to begin studying in this period, we are taught: “Yafah sha-ah achat betushuvah umaasim tovim be-olam hazeh mikol chayei olam habbah, one hour of repentance and good deeds in this world is better than an eternity of bliss in the world to come.”

Not only are we supposed to be constantly evaluating ourselves, we are reminded that the most important thing we can do in this life is repentance and good deeds.  This Mishnah reminds us of the value of a single hour.  

So, when we count the Omer, we are reminding ourselves on a daily basis that our lives are not endless, and our time is running out.  We need to value every hour and use it to serve Hashem.
In tractate Moed Kattan (25b) an interesting discussion is recorded between Rav Ashi and Bar Kippok.  Rav Ashi turns to Bar Kippok and says, “Hahu yoma mai amrat?  On that day, the day that I die, what will you say about me?”  

According to the Talmud, Rav Ashi did not like the eulogy that Bar Kippok proposed and so Bar Kippok ended up being stricken with a debilitating foot injury.
But the point is that Rav Ashi was asking the question we should all be asking ourselves, “On that day, the day that I die, what will you say about me?”  

If there is one lesson that I have learned in the rabbinate it is that that day—the day that we worry about and dread so much--is very often not tomorrow, but today.  Today is the time we must recognize that our lives are limited and our days are numbered.  Today is the time we must ask ourselves what we want to accomplish with our remaining days, few as they may be.

We are living in very scary times right now.  Very few people in this room remember a time where unemployment in this country was higher than the rate it is right now.  That is a very scary idea on many levels.  It is even scarier when we consider that in history economic turmoil has often led to social unrest.  So we should be concerned on many levels.
But the concern should not lead us to despair, but to resolve.  The anxiety around us should spur us to awaken and focus us in service of Hashem.  

I do not wish anxiety upon our terrific community—no one wants to feel anxious.  But from a religious perspective there is a positive element to anxiety. A religious person should never feel too comfortable in life.  A religious person should never feel like we are in control; such a though is laying the seeds to a hedonistic lifestyle.  As much as we think we are in control of our fate, we really aren’t.      
Perhaps this is the reason why every holiday ends with the Yizkor prayer.  When we have a holiday we are in a comfort zone; we are celebrating our relationship with Hashem and we become relaxed as the everyday tensions slip away temporarily.

The Yizkor prayer reminds us not to be too comfortable.  It reminds us that our lives are quickly coming to a close and so we must make the most of every second.

All of our time is running out.  In the merit of those whose memory we recall today, we must remind ourselves to refocus our efforts on our goals and in service of Hashem.
Since we began with the first 100 days of a President, let us close with a comment from another President, whose life ended well before he thought it would.

John F. Kennedy once said the following about his first 100 days: "All this will not be finished in the first hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first thousand days, nor in the life of this administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin." 
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