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Lag BaOmer

The Counting of the Omer

The period between the festival of Passover and
the festival of Shavuot is known as the “Counting
of the Omer.” During this time, the Children of
Israel were commanded to count each day for fifty
days, marking the interval between the beginning
of the barley harvest and the offering of the first
fruits from the new crop in the Temple. The source
of this commandment appears in the Book of
Leviticus (Chapter 23, verses 15-16): “And ye
shall count unto you from the morrow after the
sabbath... seven weeks shall there be complete;
even unto the morrow after the seventh week shall
ye number fifty days; and ye shall present a new
meal-offering unto the LORD”, and it is reiterated
in the Book of Deuteronomy (Chapter 16, verses
9-10): “Seven weeks shalt thou number unto
thee; from the time the sickle is first put to the
standing corn shalt thou begin to number seven
weeks. And thou shalt keep the feast of weeks
unto the LORD thy God...”. This dual command-
ment - to count both days and weeks - gave rise
to the traditional counting formula, an example of
which appears on the First Day Cover.

Originally, the Counting of the Omer was a period
of rejoicing; however, following the destruction of
the Second Temple, it became a period of
mourning. According to tradition, many of the
disciples of Rabbi Akiva died during this time,
and the days of the Omer came to commemorate
this calamity.

Lag BaOmer

According to tradition, on the thirty-third day of
the Omer the deaths among Rabbi Akiva's
disciples ceased. This day therefore became one
of celebration, marking the conclusion of the
mourning practices observed during the Omer
period. Among the general public, it is regarded
as a day on which it is permissible to cut one’s
hair and to hold family celebrations such as
weddings.

Bonfire Lighting

Over time, various customs became associated
with the celebrations of Lag BaOmer, the most
prominent being the hilula (festive commemo-
ration) of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai in Meron. The
traditional lighting of fires practiced as part of this
commemoration gradually expanded, becoming
one of the most widespread features of the holiday.
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An additional expression of Lag BaOmer, which
has received particular emphasis in recent
generations, is the association drawn between
the days of the Omer and the Bar Kokhba Revolt.
A popular narrative that first emerged in Eastern
Europe and later took root in the Land of Israel
during the early Zionist period, elevated the
lighting of bonfires in open spaces as an
expression of a romanticized spirit of heroism.
This developed into a social event centered on
groups of young people gathering after sunset,
lighting bonfires, singing together, and engaging
in a variety of communal activities.

The stamp design depicts a group of boys and
girls gathered around a bonfire, enjoying singing,
playing music, and dancing. One child is shown
playing with a bow and arrow, alluding both to
children’s games in Eastern Europe and to
broader traditions associated with the holiday.
Food, naturally, forms an integral part of the
activity, whether in the form of traditional potatoes
baked in the embers or marshmallows roasted on
skewers.

The density of urban settlement in modern Israel,
the scarcity of open spaces in city centers suitable
for communal bonfires, and the growing environ-
mental awareness of the ecological impact of
such fires have rendered this custom a nostalgic
memory for many Israeli children. Nevertheless, in
the realm of tradition, it remains one of the most
recognizable symbols of the holiday, shared
across broad segments of the Jewish population.

Moshe Rimer
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