Reclaiming the Omer

In just a few moments today we will be reading Yizkor.  We will be remembering all those who we loved.  We will be remembering those who perished in the Shoah, and those who gave their lives on behalf of Israel.  Yizkor can be a painful time. It reminds us of the deaths of those closest to us.  It reminds us of our sadness and our loss. 

How do we cope with such pain—with the pain of tragedy and loss?

Our rabbis offer two basic approaches to this question.  One approach is to place our sadness in context.  It is true: we do feel great pain, when someone dies.  But our rabbis remind us that we also experienced great joy.  Say our rabbis:  “Do not only feel the sadness, instead, appreciate the fact that the joy in life overwhelms our moments of sadness.”

This idea is expressed through a teaching of Rabbi Shlomo Kluger.  On seder night we take the matzah and the maror and place them together like a sandwich—we call this koreich.  We say kein asah Hillel.  This is what the great rabbi, Hillel, used to do.  He would take the matzah and maror, place them together, and then eat them.

But why do we have to attribute this to Hillel?  Many people used to do that.  About Hillel a story is told in the Talmud (Brakhot 71a).  One day he was walking home and he heard crying and screaming coming from his city.  Hillel said, “I am certain that nothing bad has happened to my family.”  Why was Hillel so certain?  Hillel knew that his family would never scream in complaint about their pain.  In the words of Rabbi Kluger:  Hillel had taught his family to accept everything with love.

This is why Hillel took the matzah and maror and placed them together.  Maror symbolizes our pain in life and matzah symbolizes our redemption.  Hillel was teaching us that pain and joy come together in life.  Just as we accept the joy of life with love, so too, we must accept the pain of life with love.  

This is one approach of our rabbis to coping with sadness and loss in life.  Accept the losses, because we also accept the gains.  Do not complain about the losses because we do not complain about the happiness.  Always remember that the taste of the matzah—the taste of happiness--will overwhelm the bitterness of the maror.

There is also a second approach.  The second approach argues that the pain is real.  The pain hurts and one can and should cry over this pain.  Yet, the second approach argues that it is precisely in our deepest moments of pain that our redemption will come.

At the very end of Seder night we sing a song, vayehi bachatzi halaila, and it was in the middle of the night.  This song recalls the times that the Jewish people were saved right in the middle of the night.  Right in the middle of the night, Jacob was saved from Lavan, the Jewish people were saved in Egypt, and Mordechai was saved from Haman.  Precisely in the middle of the night—at the time of greatest darkness—our redemption came.  Precisely at our darkest moments of pain, comes the light of redemption.

According to this second approach we cry bitterly over the pain.  We do not accept it with a gentle spirit.  We rage against it bitterly.  Yet, we say, “We are in pain right now.  But, we also declare: The deeper the pain, the greater the redemption.  We will defeat this pain.  And we will be much stronger as a result.”

Let’s return to the korecih, the placing of the matzah and the maror together.  There is another reason why the Haggadah attributes this idea to Hillel.  Who was Hillel?  Hillel was a Babylonian who had risen to become Nasi—the Prince--of all of Israel.

The Temple had just been destroyed.  The Jewish people were utterly defeated.  And yet, they still celebrated Pesach.  They no longer had the Paschal lamb, but they began to have a seder night.  With defiance they pointed to the legacy of Hillel—a legacy of greatness, nobility, leadership, and success-- and said, “This is the glory that we will recapture.”

In moments of deep pain, we look towards the future.  We say, “right now we are in pain.  But in the future we will have great joy and redemption.  In the future we will recapture the glorious moments we once had.”

Through the symbolism of the koreich, we have seen two approaches to pain and loss.  One approach is to contextualize and to minimize the pain: to deny the power of the pain; to declare that the pain is overwhelmed by the joy of life.  The second approach is to recognize the pain, but to declare that we will overcome the pain.  We will conquer it and turn it into our glorious moments.

So which approach should we take?  Should we minimize the pain or should we recognize it and try to overcome it?  In my opinion, the second approach—the approach that recognizes the pain, but looks toward redemption—is the more mainstream approach of our rabbis.

It is also the approach that best reflects the theme of the period we are in now—the Omer period.  On the second day of Pesach, we begin counting the omer.  We do so for 49 days, until we come to the holiday of Shavuot.

The practice of counting the Omer goes back to the Torah.  The Torah teaches that on the second day of Pesach we must bring an offering to God called an omer.  It is the first product of our harvest, and so we begin the harvest with an offering to God.  You might say that this is the offering of the holiday of Pesach.

The symbol of Pesach is the matzah.  So too, this offering is brought without bread.  It is brought with the idea of matzah in our minds.  Matzah can be characterized by paucity—by a lack of something.  So too, this sacrifice—when compared to other sacrifices is defined by meagerness.  It is brought with only one lamb, which is a mere one-year-old.  

This is the beginning of the Omer period.  It reflects the times in our life when we were down and defeated.  It reminds us of when we were slaves in Egypt.  It reflects our anxieties at the beginning of a harvest season.  And so our offering is meager, like the matzah.

Fast-forward forty-nine days to the holiday of Shavuot, and we bring a second offering—the bikkurim.  This time the offering is called the bread offering—the lechem ha-panim.  Bread symbolizes abundance; it symbolizes happy times.  This offering is characterized by great abundance: This time the offering has a total of nine lambs, 1 cow, 2 rams, and 1 goat.  This time the Torah specifically says, the offering should be chametz te-afenah.  It must be an offering of chametz—an offering of great abundance.          

We begin the omer period with Pesach.  It recalls our dark moments, our moments of slavery.  But we then count 49 days to the holiday of Shavuot.  We celebrate our greatest moments in Shavuot.  We celebrate entering the land of Israel, securing the land, and harvesting an abundance of crops.  We celebrate the move from darkness to triumph.  The omer period reflects this great movement of turning our deepest pains into our greatest victories: the pain of Egypt into the joy of Israel.

The irony is that this omer period which was supposed to be the height of joy within the Jewish calendar became throughout Jewish history our worst moments.  During the ancient world, in the days of rabbi Akiva, this was the time that the Bar Kochba revolt was quashed and Jewish hopes of rebuilding the Temple were crushed.  So too, during the medieval world this was the time that the Crusaders chose to murder the Jews: and so close to 90% of German Jewry (including the great Yeshivot based in Worms, Speyers, and Mainz) was completely destroyed.  The omer period, which was supposed to be a celebration of our successes, became a mourning period for our tragedies.  It became so much identified with mourning that it was the time during which Yom Hashoah was designated to be observed.   

And yet, recently we have begun to reclaim this period and once again turn it into a time of joy.  Two of our most joyous moments, Yom Haatzmaut and Yom Yerushalyim, occur in this period.  Slowly we are beginning to reclaim the dark times of our history and turn them into joyous celebrations. 

This is the challenge of Yizkor.  This is why Yizkor is placed on the happiest of days—chag.  It is not a time to minimize or avoid the pain of our losses.  It is a time to reclaim the happiness that we once had, and reincorporate that happiness in our move into the future.  Yizkor is the time to reclaim our past, and with that past in hand to conquer the future.    
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