
PARSHAT EMOR 5776

"COUNTDOWN TO MATAN TORAH"

This week we read of the mitzvah of counting the days of the Sefirat Haomoer: "you

shall  count for yourselves -  from the morrow of  the rest  day"  (Vayikra  22:15).

These are the days from when we left Egypt leading to the day when we will receive

the Torah. Why does the Torah instruct us to count the days? Counting towards

something is a sign of our enthusiasm and excitement for what is to take place at

the end. For example, a groom eagerly counts the days remaining until his wedding. The question is,

should the count not begin at 49 and then work our way down to one, why do we begin with one and

go up to 49?

One possible explanation is that when they left Egypt, the people were unaware how many days

remained until Matan Torah. We count 49 days because every event in the Jewish calendar repeats

itself from year to year. Thus every year we attain freedom during Pesach and we receive the Torah

on Shavuos. The Gemara teaches us that one should refrain from bloodletting on the day before

Shavuos because of the great danger involved. What danger is the Gemara referring to? Prior to the

giving of the Torah there was a daemon that threatened to destroy the Jewish nation if they would

not have received the Torah. Why should a danger which existed over three thousand years ago be

of any concern to me today? The answer is that just as the giving of the Torah repeats itself every

year, so does the danger involved on the previous day.

It is not only the year which repeats itself but the week as well. The  Not only the year but the week

repeats itself as well. There was a custom that those who represented the people as being near the

public offerings would fast, however on Sundays they would not fast. The Gemara provides a few

reasons for this practice, one of them is that Adam Harishon was created on Friday at which point he

had what we may refer to as an operation of Chava being removed from him. On the third day

following the operation he was weak from the operation, thus it is not a good day for fasting. Once

again, why does the fact that Adam Harishon was weak on a Sunday five thousand years ago have

any influence on whether we should fast? The answer is that the weeks repeat themselves and we

are less strong on Sunday than on other days and thus fasting should be avoided.

Every month a woman must count seven days before immersing in the mikveh and then reuniting

with her husband. Hashem made this law in order to increase the love between husband and wife -

the fact that they went from a forbidden to a permitted period is a recreation of the wedding. Just as

a couple's wedding takes place once a month, our wedding with Hashem takes place every year on

Shavuos.   The seven day count of the woman may be compared to our counting seven weeks before

our wedding with Hashem.

Sadly the period of Sefirat Haomer has another characteristic as well - it is the period of time in

which the twenty-four thousand students of R' Akiva died. The loss to the Jewish nation cannot be

described,  to  even  begin  to  imagine  the  enormity  of  it  we  simply  need  to  look  at  the

accomplishments of his five remaining disciples - among them R' Meir and R' Yehudah who feature

prominently in the Mishnah.   Imagine how much broader and clearer the Mishnah would have been

had we had the benefit of learning from all of R' Akiva's disciples. Many take on added stringencies

and adopt customs of mourning during the entire seven week period because this was the period

when the Crusades took much Jewish life.

The Gemara explains that the disciples of R' Akiva died because they did not accord each other

sufficient honor. Preparation for Matan Torah requires refining our character traits, to unite us as one

nation.  The  disciples  of  R'  Akiva  did  not  honor  each  other  sufficiently.  The  Gemara  cites  one

example.  The great  Sage R'  Tarfon was  delivering a  shiur  and posed a  question.  A  student  in

attendance Yehudah ben Nehemiah gave an answer which R' Tarfon could not dispute. Yehudah ben
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Nehemiah was proud of the fact that he had defeated the great sage. R' Akiva said to him: "it makes

you happy to have defeated such a great and older Sage, I doubt you will live long." This took place

right after Pesach and by Shavuos he was no longer alive. He did not act disrespectfully towards R'

Tarfon but he felt too much gladness at having won in a discussion with such a great Sage. This is

the meaning of their not honoring each other sufficiently. Certainly we should discuss what we are

learning -  when a teacher  asks  a  question  and one has  an answer  he  certainly  should  say  it.

However, there is no reason to feel joy at having answered a question that a great Sage did not have

an answer for. R' Nechunya ben Hakaneh used to recite a tefilla before entering the Beis Midrash

that he should not be glad when his friends err and he should not be glad when they err.

In  a  few  places  in  the  Torah,  Matan  Torah  is  referred  to  as  "Yom  Hakahal",  the  day  of  the

congregation. It was at this juncture that the Jewish nation ceased to be every person for himself

and became united as a nation. Moshe Rabenu constructed an altar of twelve stones, to show that

the twelve tribes were now united as one unit. Similarly, when Eliyahu performed the miracle at Har

HaCarmel, he too constructed an altar of twelve stones to symbolize that the twelve tribes are united

as one altar.

There is an opinion in the Gemara that when a person who learned much Torah has died, then six

hundred thousand  people  should  attend  his  funeral.  The  number  is  based  on the  fact  that  six

hundred  thousand  were  present  at  Matan  Torah.  Just  as  the  Torah  was  given  to  six  hundred

thousand, it is being taken away in the presence of six hundred thousand. We generally do not have

so many at a funeral, but this is what the Gemara says.

When people are united then the Torah is united with the Jewish nation and this is what makes us

the great nation of Hashem.
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