
Lag B’Omer 
Introduction 

The thirty-third day of the Omer--known by its acronym Lag B’Omer--either concludes 
or interrupts the traditional mourning period between Pesach and Shavuot. The reasons 
for celebrating Lag B’Omer are many.  
 
Lag B’Omer is traditionally and secularly celebrated by lighting bonfires. This custom 
apparently originated as a celebration of the “marriage of heaven and earth” when Rabbi 
Shimon Bar Yochai, by tradition, the author of the Zohar--the Jewish mystical canon, 
passed from this world.  Kabbalistic tradition teaches that the sun refused to set until 
Rabbi Shimon passed away, hence his Hillula is celebrated by lighting fires.  Rabbi 
Shimon Bar Yochai was one of the prized pupils of Rabbi Akiva who was the leader of 
the Bar Kochba rebellion that was brutally repressed by the Romans. 
 
The following story gives us a spiritual biography of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, and 
mysteriously appears on the 33rd page of the Talmudic tractate Shabbat. 

 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 33b cdk ,ca ,fxn 

:xn`e dcedi iax gzt .ediiab mixb oa dcedi aizie ,oerny iaxe iqei iaxe dcedi iax iazic 
.wzy iqei iax .ze`vgxn epwz ,mixyb epwz ,miweey epwz :ef dne` ly odiyrn mi`p dnk 
Î oiweey epwz ,onvr jxevl `l` epwz `l Î epwzy dn lk :xn`e i`gei oa oerny iax dprp 

mixb oa dcedi jld .qkn odn lehil Î mixyb ,onvr oda ocrl Î ze`vgxn ,zepef oda aiyedl 
,ixetivl dlbi Î wzyy iqei ,dlrzi Î dliry dcedi :exn` .zeklnl ernype ,mdixac xtiqe 

edziac edl iziin ded `nei lk .`yxcn ia eyh dixae `ed lf` .bxdi Î dpiby oerny 
`nlic ,odilr dlw ozrc miyp :dixal dil xn` ,`zxifb siwz ik .ikxke `inc `feke `ztix 

.`inc `pire `aexg edl ixai` `qip yigxzi` .`zxrna eyh elf` .ol `ilbne dl ixrvn 
eqkin eyal iielv ocira ,iqxb `nei ilek ,`lga ediix`ev cr iazi eede ,ediipn iglyn eede 

mwe edil` `z` .`zxrna ipy xqixz eazi` .elail `lc ikid ik ediipn iglyn xcde ,elvne 
iypi` efg .ewtp ?dizxfb lihae xqiw zinc igei xal dircel o`n :xn` ,`zxrnc `gzit` 

cin Î odipir oipzepy mewn lk ~dry iiga oiwqere mler iig oigipn :xn` ,irxfe iaxk `wc 
.lef` xecd ~mkzxrnl exfig ?mz`vi inler aixgdl :mdl dxn`e lew za dzvi .sxyp 

lew za dzvi .ycg xyr mipy Î mpdiba miryx htyn :ixn` .`zy igxi xqixz eaizi` 
:el xn` .oerny iax iqn ded Î xfrl` iax ign dedc `kid lk ,ewtp ~mkzxrnn e`v :dxn`e 

ip`cn ixz hiwp dedc `aq `edd efg `zay ilrnc `ipt icda .dz`e ip` mlerl ic ,ipa 
jl ibqize Î .zay ceakl :edl xn` Î ?jl dnl ipd :dil exn` .zeynyd oia hidxe ,`q` 

¦l`xyi lr zevn oiaiag dnk ifg :dixal dil xn` Î .xeny cbpk cge ,xekf cbpk cg Î ?cga 
jix` `w ded dipa ial diliir ,dit`l wtpe dipzg xi`i oa qgpt iax rny .ediizrc aizi 

.dil `gevnwe dipir zrnc exzp `we ,ika `w ded ,diteba ilit dia dedc ifg ,dixyial dil 
Î jka ipzi`x `l `lnli`y ,jka ipzi`xy jixy` :el xn` Î �jka jizi`xy il ie` :el xn` 

iax dil wxtn ded Î `iyew igei oa oerny iax iywn ded ik `xwirnc .jk ia z`vn `l 
dil wxtn ded Î `iyew xi`i oa qgpt iax iywn ded ik seql ,iwexit xqixz xi`i oa qgpt 

.iwexit drax`e oixyr igei oa oerny iax 



 
 ...Rabbi Yehuda, Rabbi Yossi and Rabbi Shimon were sitting, and Yehuda Ben 
Gerim, was sitting near them. Rabbi Yehuda commenced [the discussion] by observing, 
‘How fine are the works of this [Roman] people! They have made marketplaces, they 
have built bridges, they have erected baths.’  
 Rabbi Yossi was silent. Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai answered and said, ‘All that 
they made they made for themselves; they built market-places, to set whores in them; 
baths, to rejuvenate themselves; bridges, to levy tolls for themselves.’ Now, Yehuda Ben 
Gerim went and repeated what they had said, until it finally reached the government. The 
Romans decreed: Yehuda, who exalted [us], shall be exalted, Yossi, who was silent, shall 
be exiled to Tzippori; Shimon, who defamed us, let him be executed. 

 
    Rabbi Shimon and his son went and hid themselves in the Bet Hamidrash,[and] 
]became more severe he said to his son, Women are of fragile temperament: she may be 
tortured and expose us.’ So they went and hid in a cave. A miracle occurred and a carob-
tree and a water well were created for them. They would strip their garments and sit up to 
their necks in sand. The whole day they studied; when it was time for prayers they robed, 
covered themselves, prayed, and then put off their garments again, so that they should not 
wear out. Thus they dwelt twelve years in the cave. Then Elijah came and stood at the 
entrance to the cave and exclaimed, Who will inform the son of Yohai that the emperor is 
dead and his decree annulled?  
 So they emerged. Seeing a man plowing and sowing, they exclaimed, ‘They 
forsake eternal life [of Torah study] and engage in the material life of here and now!’ 
Whatever they looked  was immediately burnt up. Thereupon a Heavenly Echo came 
forth and cried out, ‘Have you emerged to destroy My world: Return to your cave!’ So 
they returned and dwelt there twelve months, saying, ‘The punishment of the wicked in 
Gehenna is limited to] twelve months.’ A Heavenly Echo then came forth and said, ‘Go 
forth from your cave!’ Thus.’; they issued: wherever Rabbi Eleazar wounded, Rabbi 
Shimon healed. Said he to him, ‘My son! You and I are sufficient for the world.’  
 On the eve of the Sabbath before sunset they saw an old man holding two bundles 
of myrtle and running at twilight. What are these for?’ they asked him. ‘They are in 
honour of the Sabbath,’ he replied. ‘But one should suffice you’?-One is for 
‘Remembering the Sabbath-’ and one for ‘Observing the Sabbath.’ Said he to his son, 
‘See how precious are the commandments to Israel.’ At that moment, their minds were 
tranquilized. Rabbi Phinchas bar Ya'ir his son-in-law heard of Rabbi Shimon’s release 
and went out to meet him. He took him into the baths and massaged his flesh. Seeing the 
clefts in his body he wept and the tears streamed from his eyes. ‘Woe to me that I see you 
in such a state!’ he cried out. ‘Happy are you that you see me thus,’ Rabbi Shimon 
retorted, ‘for if you did not see me in such a state you would not find me so  [learned]. 
For originally, when Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai raised a difficulty, Rabbi Pinchas bar Ya'ir 
would give him thirteen answers, whereas subsequently when Rabbi Phinehas bar Ya'ir 
raised a difficulty, Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai would give him twenty-four answers. 

 
YOUR RABBI SHIMON NAVIGATOR 
1. About what are the rabbis disagreeing at the beginning of the story? 
2. Can you give a contemporary analogy that illustrates similar arguments today? 
3. Whose side would you be on, if you were part of this conversation, and why? 


