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  FEATURE ARTICLE 
SEFIRAS HAOMER: 
COUNTING THE DAYS OR 
MAKING THE DAYS COUNT?

What is unique about the tragedy of the deaths  
of R’ Akiva’s talmidim?

The way we act during the days of sefira seem to be a bit of a contradiction. On the one 
hand we prepare ourselves with joyous anticipation for accepting the Torah on Shavous. 
On the other hand, we don’t take haircuts, make weddings, listen to music, etc. as a 
sign of mourning for the death of R’ Akiva’s talmidim. How do these seemingly opposite 
emotions fit together, and how does a person incorporate them into his avodas Hashem 
during the yemei hasefira?

The Death of R’ Akiva’s Talmidim: A Great Spiritual Loss 

 Let us begin by gaining a deeper understanding of what the mourning for the 
death of R’ Akiva’s students is all about. As the Gemara  tells us, R’ Akiva had 24,000 
students, and they all died between Pesach and Shavuos. The Gemara explains that they 
died because they did not treat each other with the proper respect (lo nahagu kavod ze 
laze). The question that begs itself is that the Jewish people have undergone many terrible 
prosecutions and spiritual calamities throughout the generations, yet the only event that 
we commemorate for a month’s time each year is the death of these 24,000 students. 
What is the significance of this event that requires us to mourn for all time until the 
coming of Mashiach?

 The answer is that R’ Akiva and his students were the “sandwich generation” 
between two very different historical periods: The period of the Second Bais Hamikdash, 
and the period after the churban. R’ Akiva was the student of the great Tannaim that lived 
during the Second Beis Hamikdash, such as R’ Yehoshua and R’ Eliezer, and was the 
teacher of the post-churban Tannaim, such as R’ Meir and R’ Shimon. It was thus the task 
of R’ Akiva and his talmidim to bridge the gap between these two worlds, and to make up 
somewhat for the great spiritual decline brought about by the churban.

 A parallel to this idea can be found in connection with the destruction of the 
First Beis Hamikdash. We find in Tanach that Hashem send down to Bavel a group of 
outstanding talmidei chachamim known as the “cherish ve’hamasger.” They were exiled 
before the rest of the Jews, and laid the spiritual foundations and established yeshivos for 
the time the nation would spend in Bavel. A similar thing was supposed to have happened 
with the talmidim of R’ Akiva after the destruction of the Second Beis Hamikdash. 

 However, because the talmidim were found to be deficient – based on their high 
spiritual level – in treating each other with the proper respect, they perished before they 
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could transmit their Torah and spirituality to the next generation. Thus, we lost any 
connection to the pre-churban era, and this caused a tremendous decline in our level 
of Torah that we still suffer from today. We therefore mourn this loss every year.

The Opportunity and Tension of the Sefira Period

 Based on the above, we can understand why the students died specifically 
between Pesach and Shavuos. This time of the year affords a Jew the tremendous 
opportunity to reaccept the Torah and to reaffirm his devotion to Hashem. At the same 
time, the midas hadin is aroused against us to gauge whether we are taking advantage 
of this opportunity properly. The talmidim of R’ Akiva failed the test, and due to 
their actions did not make use of the opportunity to accept and give over the Torah 
correctly. Therefore, it was entirely appropriate for them to die between Pesach and 
Shavuos.  

 This is also how we should approach the days of sefira. We should prepare 
ourselves joyously for the chance to accept the Torah and renew our commitment to 
its laws. At the same time, we mourn the talmidim of R’ Akiva to remind ourselves 
that we must approach this opportunity with a sense of seriousness, realizing that if 
we don’t make use of the opportunity there could be a midas hadin against us. The 
heightened tension brought on by the mourning serves to sharpen our focus and to 
make Torah values an intrinsic part of our lives.

Respecting Every Jew for his Role in Torah

 Another aspect of the avodah of yemei sefirah is to try to rectify the flaw 
of the talmidei R’ Akiva by giving the proper kavod to others. Note that the sin that 
caused the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash was also related to the area of bein 
adam lechavero, namely the sin of sinas chinam, unwarranted hatred. Thus, during 
the mourning period of the Three Weeks we work on loving and feeling close to other 
Jews. However, during sefira the focus is on understanding the value of every Jew 
and to give each Jew the proper respect.

 It is important to understand that the idea of giving kavod is not just being 
sensitive and caring to others. Rather, we must give a Jew kavod based on the 
realization that every Jew has an integral role to play in the Torah itself. As Chazal 
tell us, there were 600,000 Jews that left mitzrayim, and there are 600,000 letters 
in the Torah. Each letter corresponds to a different Jew. This teaches that every 
Jew has his own unique portion in the Torah, and each Jew’s job is to convey his 
understanding of Torah to the entire nation. Every person has his own spiritual 
strengths and capabilities, and through that contributes in his own way to bringing 
kavod shamyim to the world. Thus, the honor we are to give other Jews is an 
expression of kavod hatorah, honor for the Torah itself.

 During sefira we must focus on this aspect of kavod for others. The talmidei 
R’ Akiva surely treated each other respectfully on a personal level. However, they 
lacked the perception that each and every one of the 24,000 talmidim was an integral 
part of the transmission of Torah, and were therefore unworthy of giving over their 
own greatness in Torah to the next generation. Our job, then, is to look at every Jew 
that we meet, be it a chavrusa, a colleague at work, a fellow shiur attendee or even a 
stranger, as an oseik batorah who has an essential cheilek of Torah to contribute to the 
entire Jewish people.
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