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The Lessons of Lag BaOmer

Lag BaOmer carries important messages for all of
us for the whole year, and | would like to focus on
two of them. One message is from the story of R’
Shimon. The Gemara (Shabbos 33b) relates that
once, he spoke derogatorily about the Romans, and
someone told them what he had said. They set out to
kill him, so he had to flee and hide for twelve years,
and then an additional year, for a total of thirteen.
Throughout that period, he sat and learned. And
there is a very powerful lesson in that.

Earlier, R" Shimon was in the beis midrash, learning
with hasmadah with his great talmidim, learning
on the highest level. Suddenly, the Romans begin
pursuing him, so he has to run away to a cave.
Living in a cave is extremely difficult. What food
did he have? Bukser. If you've ever tried it, you know
how it tastes. He learned with his body buried in
the ground. A person could lose himself in such
challenging circumstances.

He could also think, “Hashem, why did You do this to
me? | want to learn, | was shteiging, | was growing.
Why are You putting me in such a difficult situation?”
Indeed, the Gemara goes on to relate that when
his father-in-law, R’ Pinchas ben Yair, saw him and
noticed how his skin was cracked from being in the
ground, he started to cry. When his tears fell on R’
Shimon's open wounds, R' Shimon screamed in pain,
and R’ Pinchas ben Yair lamented: 7'n"xW "7 "X
732 — woe to me that | saw you in such a state!

R’ Shimon responded, X7n7'XW 732 IN"KIW TIWK
73 A NKXN X7 7I2INTKY X7 — it's precisely because
of what | went through that | grew to become who |
am now. Before | entered the cave, | would ask you
a question, and you would offer twelve different
answers. Now you ask me a question, and | offer
twenty-four answers.

This is a profound message for all of us. It's great
to learn under ideal circumstances, in a beis
midrash, where you can sit and focus, but life has

SO many surprises, so many things going on, so
many distractions. When you learn with yegiah
and amal, pushing yourself to learn — that's what
makes you grow. This is expressed at the beginning
of Parshas Bechukosai: Rashi explains that the
words 13710 "MpNa OX mean, N11N2 07NV 1"NNW,
and the words "7 1unwn x7 ox1 mean that you will
not be n11na 0'7nv.

The berachos result from ameilus baTorah, and
the klalos come from a lack of ameilus baTorah.

We might think that ameilus baTorah is a maalah,
a nice extra — “but I'm not there, I'm not a great
tzaddik, I'm not a gadol hador.” But 1370 "npna ox
is addressed to every Yid. Regardless of who you
are, you have a beautiful future that you're building
when you toil in Torah, whether it's your own limud
haTorah or your support of Torah. That brings all
the berachos, in both Olam Hazeh and Olam Haba:
N2 O71U7 77 2101 0T 07102 WK,

But the opposite happens when people are not
ameil baTorah, when they say, “Life is hard, | don't
have time now. Maybe when I'm older.” That causes
a situation of n11N 7W N3127VnN N1"MA7 On'7 "IX, and
all the klalos come from that.

That's the powerful lesson of R" Shimon: he faced
a tremendous nisayon, and he turned it around,
growing tremendously from it. We can see how
strenuously he worked from his statement, recorded
in the Gemara (Succah 45b): 73 Nx VY7 1IX 7137
1"Tn 1N 1713 0'719n. The Maharsha explains that this
was due to the suffering he experienced in the cave.

We see that it was not easy for him. It was a
tremendous effort for him, but he didn’t give up
and he did it. This is a tremendous lesson for all
of us, to take those steps in life, to invest the effort
and do what we have to do for Torah, for avodas
Hashem. R’ Shimon grew into a beautiful light —
that’s the ohr of Lag BaOmer.

It's the ohr of what a person can make of himself,
of how he can grow. And that's a message for all of
us in our own lives, that we should work hard and
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put our ameilus into it. There are forty-nine klalos in
Bechukosai, and through ameilus baTorah, a person
removes himself from all the klalos of this world.

The Maharal and the Ramchal note that forty-nine
is the sum of the gematria of the words tov (17) and
kavod (32), as reflected in the Mishnah’s teaching
that "IN X7x 1127 ') and NN X7X 210 'K, The more
we realize that true kavod and true tov come from
Torah — when we're machshiv it, and we therefore
invest effort into learning and fulfilling the Torah,
each person on his level — the more we're zocheh
to so many berachos.

Just as Klal Yisrael triumphed over Amalek through
their chizuk in Torah — as the Gemara says that the
victory occurred because of the tinokos shel beis
rabban who were learning Torah — the same is true
in our generation. A person might think, what can
| do to be mechazek Torah? Yet every moment of
learning — as long as you're pushing yourself, you're
trying to improve —is very precious to Hashem.
Indeed, the Midrash teaches, at the beginning of
Toras Kohanim, that Hakadosh Baruch Hu is nixnn
NNaN17'ny7. Why does Hakadosh Baruch Hu crave
ameilus baTorah? Because that enables Him to
bestow goodness upon all of humanity. He wants
to give all of us all types of good, and the only way
is through our ameilus baTorah.

The other powerful lesson of Lag BaOmer relates to
the aveilus of the Sefirah period. Soon, that aveilus
will end, and we will move on to the next stage. The
Chida notes that the reason Lag BaOmeris a Yom
Tov is not just because R" Akiva’'s talmidim stopped
dying. That wouldn't be a reason to rejoice; it would
just mark the end of a tragedy. The Chida explains
that the reason this day is a Yom Tov is that when
R’ Akiva's 24,000 talmidim died, he started over
with five talmidim.

If you think about it, R" Akiva led the most prestigious
yeshiva in the world — it was a top shiur, with 24,000
exceptional talmidim. When all that disappeared,
he could have been ois mentch, and he could have
given up. But instead of giving up, he went and
taught five more talmidim, and those five talmidim
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went on to fill the world with Torah. All the Torah
we have is from his talmidim.

This yields us another important lesson. Often, a
person thinks, “I'm older, I'm over the hill already,
| should start something new? How can | possibly
improve? How can | start shteiging in Torah?” We
learn from here that it's never too late. That's the
simchah, the Yom Tov of Lag BaOmer: that we can
always grow, we can always change.

That's what Sefiras HaOmer is about. We can go
from Yetzias Mitzrayim to become more Torah'dik,
more connected on a deeper level. And this explains
why Sefiras HaOmer is counted nawn nnnn, from
the day after Pesach. Pesach is called Shabbos
here to convey that we can be “shovas” from our
past — we can make that change. That's Sefiras
HaOmer, and now is the time that is mesugal for
this work.

Lag BaOmer is the Yom Tov when R’ Akiva started
teaching his new talmidim, and one of those
talmidim, Reb Shimon, showed us how far a person
can go. It should be a chizuk for all of us, that we
should be able to grow and shteig together during
this time, so that every one of us should be ameil
and take on something to work on — to be ameil
more in limud haTorah and chazarah, to say aloud
what we learn, to strengthen ourselves in shemiras
haTorah. And b'ezras Hashem, with these chizukim,
the ohr of every individual should rise upward, and
we should be zocheh to geulos and yeshuos.



