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“Uncover my eyes, that | may behold wonders from Your Torah...”

The day of Lag BaOmer — the 18" of lyar is one of great significance. Throughout the ages, Lag BaOmer has been
celebrated as a day of joy®. For some, this day marks the conclusion of the period of mourning during the Sefirah, while for
others it is just a small interruption in the mourning. Unlike nearly all other Yomim Tovim and days of celebration, Lag
BaOmer is not explicitly mentioned in the Torah or the Gemara, and is only vaguely referenced in the Shulchan Aruch®. Even
so, in many parts of Klal Yisrael, particularly in Eretz Yisrael, Lag BaOmer is a day of tremendous celebration and considered
a full fledged Yom Tov.

Reasons to Celebrate: There are several reasons given to explain the celebration of Lag BaOmer:

1) The 18" of lyar was the day when the Mon began to descend for Klal Yisrael in the Midbar®.

2) In the beginning days of Sefiras Haomer the 24,000 Talmidim of R’ Akiva died®. On Lag BaOmer the dying ceased,
prompting a cause for celebration. This is similar to the Yom Tov of Tu B’Av, which commemorates the cessation of the
deaths of the Dor Hamidbar®. This reasoning generates an obvious question: The reason that the deaths stopped on Lag
BaOmer was simply because all 24,000 Talmidim had died. Since no more Talmidim were left, obviously no more were
dying. What sort of celebration commemorates the fact that no one was left’? Due to this question, some Acharonim suggest
that the cause for celebration is not for the actual cessation of death, but rather for the ensuing events, as follows:

3) The Gemara tells us that after this tremendous tragedy of losing 24,000 Talmidim, R’ Akiva traveled alone to the south,
where he gathered five new disciples. They were: R’ Yehuda, R’ Meir, R’ Shimon (Bar Yochai), R’ Elazar, and R’ Yose®.
According to some Midrashim, there were seven Talmidim®. These were to be the main Tannaim to transmit the teachings of
R’ Akiva, and would be the main authors of the Mishna, Sifri, Sifra, and the Tosefta, the bulk of the recorded Torah Shebaal
Peh™. R’ Akiva gathered together these Talmidim and began teaching them on Lag BaOmer''. On this day, the unbroken
transmission of R’ Akiva’s Torah was restored, one of the primary sources of our Mesorah.

4) According to tradition, R* Shimon Bar Yochai was Niftar on Lag BaOmer of the year 3881™. In honor of R’ Shimon Bar

Yochai, one of the greatest of the Tannaim, we commemorate his Yahrtzeit as a Yom Tov. We will IY’H expound on this point
further below. Lag BaOmer is also the Yahrtzeit of the Rama™.
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5) According to the Yaavetz, the day of Lag BaOmer is of great significance for Kabbalistic reasons. The full explanation of
this is beyond our scope (see notes)™.

R’ Shimon Bar Yochai: R’ Shimon Bar Yochai or "awn, is the author of the Sifri and the Zohar'®. He is also the same R’
Shimon mentioned in thousands of places (2,245) in Midrashim and the Gemara'®. According to most sources, "awn was
Niftar on Lag BaOmer"’. In the final hours of his life, "awn taught to his disciples many mystical secrets of the Torah, which
were compiled in the Sefer “Idrah Zuta”, a portion of the Zohar. He told his Talmidim at this time, that he had waited all his life
to reveal these secrets to them, and only on the day of his death could he do so®. Since time would not have sufficed in one
day to teach all of these great teachings, the sun remained stationary and would not set until “"awn had concluded. This is
one of the reasons for the Minhag to light bonfires on Lag BaOmer, to signify the extended light of the Lag BaOmer that
year'®.

Every year on Lag BaOmer, thousands participate in a pilgrimage to the gravesite of "awn, which is located on Mt. Meron.
The earliest source for this Minhag is recorded by R’ Ovadiah MiBartenura in a letter sent to his son, describing his travels in
Eretz Yisrael®. R’ Chaim Vital, also describes how his Rebbe — the Arizal went to Meron on Lag BaOmer with his family and
remained there for three days®'. These are the earliest sources for gathering at the gravesite in Meron specifically. Generally
speaking, the Minhag to gather at the gravesite of a Tzaddik to learn on the day of the Yahrtzeit is already mentioned in the
Gemara Yevamos®.

Many Acharonim question the practice of Davening at the gravesites of Tzadikim and asking them to daven for us®. This
seemingly contradicts the fifth precept mentioned by the Rambam. The Rambam in his commentary to Mishnayos® lists
thirteen basic precepts that are fundamental to our Emunah. The fifth of them is: nr 1wy X1 1Y% 1xN XI0 ANt xinwy"”
" nRwnnn it ms? xR XX IR D2OR? o'yynx onrnt fm ...0dNmM.7 — “That He (Blessed is He) [alone] is appropriate to
serve, and not to do so to angels etc, even if it is only so they should act as a mediator [for our prayers], rather only to
Hashem alone should our prayers be addressed.” The Chasam Sofer explains, that all of Klal Yisrael is one body, each
individual being only a small part of one greater united entity. Hence, when a person asks a Tzaddik to beseech Hashem on
his behalf, it can be compared to a person’s foot asking his mouth to speak for him, all being part of one body®. The Gemara
tells us that when Kalev was sent with the other Meraglim to spy on Eretz Yisrael, he first went to Chevron to Daven at the
graves of the Avos, clearly illustrating the appropriateness of this practice®®.

Some have a Minhag to play with bows and arrows on Lag BaOmer. This is to signify that a rainbow (signified by the bow)
never appeared during the lifetime of *"awn, due to his great caliber. A rainbow is a sign of Divine judgment and retribution,
which was allayed with the great merit of ""aw.%” Another Minhag practiced by some, is to throw expensive garments into the
bonfire in honor of awn.?® Many Acharonim protested against this practice of destroying objects of value for no purpose®.
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Furthermore, the Chasam Sofer spoke out against the entire concept of making a Yom Tov on a day that is not mentioned in
the Gemara, especially designating a specific place for the festivities®®. Other Acharonim further object to the Yom Tov on
Lag BaOmer, since the day that a Tzaddik was Niftar is not a day for celebration®'. The Shulchan Aruch lists many days
throughout the year when pious individuals fast to commemorate the Yahrtzeit of a Tzaddik. In fact according to some
versions, the 18" of lyar (Lag BaOmer) is a fast day to commemorate the death of Yehoshua Ben Nun®.

Several explanations are given to counter these arguments. Some say that "awn himself requested that his Yahrtzeit should
be a day of celebration®®. Another explanation is that "awn has the ability to defend us against all Heavenly accusations and
he does so on this day*. A third explanation is that the celebration is to commemorate the revealing of the “Idrah Zuta” by
1w on the final day of his life*.

Haircuts, Weddings etc: According to the Mechaber, the period of mourning of the Sefirah does not end until the 34™ day of
the Omer in the morning. The Rama argues that already on Lag BaOmer morning the period of mourning concludes, and one
may take a haircut etc®®. Lag BaOmer night, according to the Maharil the Halachos of mourning still apply. Other Acharonim
argue that already at night the mourning has lifted””. Similarly, according to the Mechaber, weddings should not take place
until the 34" day. Most Poskim permit weddings to take place on Lag BaOmer itself by day®®. Regarding listening to music,
the Poskim do not mention the issue, and it would seemingly be included in the Halachos of making a wedding. However, the
Minhag is to be lenient with both weddings and music and to permit them already at night.
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