Shavuot

Shavuot is a strange holiday.  It’s strange in the sense that the Torah doses not even give a specific date to this holiday.  In today's reading all it states is the phrase, "shivah shavuot tispar lakh meihakhel chermas ba-kamah, you should count for yourself seven weeks from the time when you first put the sickle to the standing grain."  But this is an ambiguous date, at best.  (We know from elsewhere (Lev. 23: 25), that from the day that the omer is brought, which is mi-macharat ha-shabbat, we should count fifty days and shevah shabbatot temimot.)

This description of the Torah caused great debate and confusion as to the exact date of Shavuot.  The Sadducees and later the Kaarites assumed that Macharat ha-Shabbat referred to the Sunday after Shabbat Bereishit and not, as our rabbis have taught to the second day of Pesach.  Even within Chazal there was great debate as to when exactly Shavuot was.  The Talmud records opinions that Shavuot could occur on either the fifth, sixth or seventh day of Sivan?  This, of course, begs the issue:  Why did the Torah not give a specific date to Shavuot?


According to R. Yehudah Ha-Chasid, who died in Germany in 1217, the Torah only commands us to count 50 days out of great concern for the farmers working out in the fields.  Since Shavuot comes at the time of the year when people were out in the lands harvesting their crops, people would be unsure as to when exactly Rosh Chodesh Sivan would occur.  Consequently, so as not to worry the farmers the Torah states, just count 50 days from the bringing of the Omer.  The Torah is hereby showing its sensitivity to our economic plight, by removing a date from one of its own holidays on behalf of our farmers.


A second answer is recorded in the Shibbolei Ha-Leket, a 13th c. Italian work.  Tradition records that the Jews were promised that they would receive the Torah fifty days after leaving Egypt.  The Jews responded to this promise by everyday counting the number of days that were left till they received the Torah.  This great love that they showed for Torah was what motivated the Torah to declare that Shavuot too, should only be determined by counting 50 days.  In a nutshell:  God responded to our embrace of Torah by embracing our custom.

