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Today is the 9th day in the counting of  the Omer. According to the Torah, 
after the celebration of  passover an offering of  grain was to be brought to 
the Temple. Offerings were usually animals unless someone did not have 
the resources to bring an animal in which case one could bring a less 
expensive grain offering. But after Passover, a holiday on which the 
community deprived themselves of  bread everyone was to bring grain. 
There was an annual resetting of  expectations to a more basic level of  
gratitude. On all other days I bring my finest, unblemished animal, on this 
day I bring you grain for which I had forgotten to be grateful.  

And then the Torah says we are to count 50 days. After those 50 days 
another grain offering is to be brought in the form of  two loaves of  bread. 
For 50 days we are to think about this grain. And how it grows in soil. And 
can be made into flour. And how life giving water can be added along with 
yeast to turn this grain into bread. A 50 day long meditation on the gift that 
bursting bakeries and endless supermarket shelves of  baked goods can 
transform from appreciation to buyers remorse. “Why didn’t I get the 
sourdough?” 

What we wouldn’t give for buyers remorse right now.  

One of  our Shabbat rituals is to stop at Beascakes bakery in Armonk for 
Shabbat morning treats. Donuts, cookies and since since Ilan is not 
bringing home our challah orders from school and since the Challah fairy 
in Rockland is closed for now we thought we would pick up some challahs 
too. I knew from a couple weeks ago that they were doing curbside pick up 
so I was prepared to stay in my car. What I was not prepared for was the 
line of  cars snaking around the parking lot. Not quite a bread line but the 
closest I’ve seen.  

We ended up taking challahs out of  our deep freeze. We’ve been sending 
our kids down to New Rochelle every week or so to bring provisions to 



Hana’s parents who we are trying to keep indoors as much as possible. We 
found two challahs that Ilan had brought home from school. He is a 
freshman in high school. One challah had a sticker that said “Ilan grade 9” 
the other had one that said “Ilan grade 8.” The question was which one to 
give to my in laws? We took a vote. I will not tell you how it went. For the 
record we gave them the newer one.  

The Omer, the grain offering and its transformation into bread is 
something we have been extraordinarily blessed to dismiss as invisible 
architecture in our lives.  

When the Temple stood this post-Passover ritual may have been intended 
to generate appreciation for sustenance but what does it mean to extol the 
existence of  bread through the ritual of  temple offerings when we have no 
Temple?  

For 2000 years we have been counting the Omer for offerings we can no 
longer bring to a place that no longer exists.  

Joan Didion in her book “Year of  Magical Thinking” writes about the 
death of  her husband. One of  the more strange feelings she describes is 
that for so long she would speak and anticipate a response. She would push 
outward into the world and she would take for granted that there would be 
resistance affirming or denying whatever she said but either way 
acknowledging it. After he was gone she had a hard time coming to terms 
with the fact that when she pushed out into the world the resistance was 
gone.  

The rabbis in the Talmud turned pushing out into a Temple-less world into 
high art. They insisted on the elaborate pantomimed choreography of  
counting sheaves when there is no wheat and no place to bring it to. 
Marking the moments of  daily offerings to the Temple with prayer 
services. Adding musaf  the additional service we will do shortly to mark 
the additional offering that was brought on Shabbat.  



They created such an elaborate system around the absence of  something 
that the presence of  something else was brought into being.  

That thing has sustained the Jewish people for over 2000 years and given us 
a spiritual structure around which to gather.  

The anticipation of  the process of  grain to bread gave way to the 
anticipation of  the process of  how freedom from slavery celebrated on 
passover would be transformed into responsibility for ourselves, each other 
and God celebrated on Shavuot as we received the Torah. Our appreciation 
for bread achieved moral depth with the addition of  an elaborate 
conversation on our responsibilities to bring that bread to all who are 
hungry.  

The rabbis leveraged the destruction of  the temple and the exile to mold 
us into a moral people.  

And here we are once again counting. Counting the days from grain to 
bread. Counting the days from freedom to responsibility. Instead of  seeing 
time as a commodity that we can use for our individual bucket lists so we 
can get the most out of  life, time is is used to mold us into gifts, offerings 
to the world.  

And here we are counting days from the last time we were able to gather in 
our sanctuary. From the last time we actually saw each other. From the last 
time we traveled freely.  

It’s been said, “never let a good crisis go to waste.” The rabbis understood 
that. We have been counting days from when we were last free to when we 
will be free again. That kind of  counting is understandable but does it also 
prevent us from learning? 

Today is the 9th day of  the Omer. As we count going forward we should 
ask every day- what have I learned today in quarantine about appreciation? 
my relationships? What is of  ultimate importance to me? Compassion for 
others? What it feels like to be linked to people I would never have 



considered having had anything in common with? Who are the people and 
what are the places that need my love?  

I now know in granular detail about the freedom I had, but what am I 
learning about my responsibilities moving forward?  

And so we count from grain to bread, from freedom to responsibility, from 
our lives as they were to our lives as they could be. 


