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.
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...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?



