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n the day that Rabbi Shimon intended to leave the world, 
he was preparing himself (for the soul to ascend) and the 
havraya gathered into his house. Before him were Rabbi 

Elazar (his son) and Rabbi Abba (The scribe of the Zohar) and the rest 
of the friends, and so the house was full.” 
Idra Zuta, 287a 
 
“As the dew of Hermon which runs down on the mountains of Zion, 
for there the Lord commanded the blessing, life forever.” 
Psalms, 133:3 
 
“Rebbe Abba spoke: The holy luminary did not complete the word 
‘life’ before his words became silent. I had hoped to write more but I 
did not hear more.” 
Idra Zuta, 296b 
 
The 33rd day of the Omer, known as the celebration of Lag ba-Omer, 
is a day marked by paradox. On the one hand, it is the day we 
commemorate the passing of R. Shimon bar Yohai, while on the 
other, it is the day on which we celebrate his life. Of the most sacred 
texts within the Zohar is the Idra Zuta, the small gathering wherein 
the companions of R. Shimon bar Yohai came together for the passing 
of their master. Aside from the secrets that were disclosed on that 
day, the narrative of the Idra Zuta teaches perhaps an ever deeper 
secret, facing death with a sense of fullness; as the Zohar recounts, 
“and so the house was full.” Fullness in the face of death. A sense of 
fulfillment and wholeness, as opposed to the privation and lack we so 
often associate with things passing away.  
 
When confronting the darkness of death, the pain of departure, the 
typical response in our tradition is one of mournful remembrance. A 
time when those who remain are left to contemplate the absence 
that has taken place. Aside from the personal mourning for the 
particular soul which has departed its body, the confrontation with 
death awakens within the heart of those who remain the general 
questions of mortality, loss, pain and aimlessness. On Lag ba-Omer, 

however, we encounter an entirely new way of confronting loss, 
almost as if we are enjoined to celebrate the very reality of things 
passing away. 
 
Now, it is not altogether difficult to claim that the celebratory mood 
of Lag ba-Omer is a response not to the death and absence of that 
which was present, but rather a recognition of sorts that looks upon 
what was given with eyes of gratitude, remembering the blessings of 
having that which is now gone. In this sense, the day is not a day of 
confronting the dark shadows of death, but rather a day on which the 
brightness of life is accentuated, a day on which we affirm the clarity 
of life over and above the confusion of death. The passing of R. 
Shimon bar Yohai and the end of death within the world of R. Akiva: 
both of these point to the victory of life over death, our ability to 
draw from within the depths of ourselves a hope that outlives the 
hopelessness of death. 
 
But this approach does not quite capture the profound brightness 
that emerges from this day. The spiritual imperative of hoping 
beyond death is one that is present throughout the year. We recall 
the kaddish prayer wherein we acknowledge that death is not final, 
that death pushes towards the disclosure of deeper level of godly 
awareness. We encounter the rituals of shiva, the mournful path 
enlightened with the hope of a future point when those who are 
gone will once again return. We contemplate the promise of tehiyyat 
ha-metim — the resurrection of the dead — and the principle of faith 
that speaks of a future time when death will finally die. We pray for a 
time when death is swallowed up for eternity by that which is 
eternal. While all of these approaches speak to the eventual victory 
over death, there is an underlying assumption inherent within them: 
namely, that death is evil and life is good; death is dark and life is 
light. Within the battle between the binaries of life and death we 
hold on to the promise that life will overcome death thereby 
repressing the sting of death under the sweetness of life’s kiss. Death 
still maintains in its negative classification, death still brings to mind 
the vulnerabilities and uncertainties of being human, but the promise 
is that these painful reminders of our inevitable mortality will be 
defeated, subdued, held at bay by the overflowing power of life in all 
of its associations.  
 
On Lag ba-Omer, however, we encounter the intimations of an 
entirely new path, one in which death is confronted and not 
repressed, where death is held in all of its heaviness only to reveal a 
deeper affirmation of life that emerges from within death itself. In 
the wake of R. Shimon bar Yohai’s departure, we do not simply hope 
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towards a life beyond death, but rather we seek the residual lights of 
life within death itself. It is specifically in R. Shimon’s passing that we 
encounter the promise of life that resists the dark haze of death, the 
irreducible form of life that lives beyond its apparent end. It is 
precisely within the constriction of what appears to be the ending of 
all things that we catch a glimpse of new beginnings, not in spite of 
death but specifically through it. In contradistinction to the typical 
approach towards death, which attempts to subjugate death’s power 
underneath the power of life – referred to in the Zohar as “Itkafya” or 
subduing – on Lag ba-Omer we uncover a more profound method of 
living with death that forces death to offer us her blessings – referred 
to in the Zohar as “It’hafkha” or “transforming” (Zohar 2:128; Tanya, 
ch. 27). 
 
For R. Shimon bar Yohai, a guiding halakhic concept in determining 
the laws of everyday life is our capacity as human beings to view the 
future that has not yet arrived, or the potential that has not yet been 
actualized, as being part and parcel of the present and actualized 
reality. For R. Shimon bar Yohai, the entirety of the spiritual quest is 
the hope, the possibility of disclosing the future within the present 
itself. Hermeneutically speaking, this is represented in the ability to 
capture the burgeoning potential that rests within the limits of 
actualization. That which has not-yet-arrived is seen as animating 
that which has already-taken-place, thereby endowing the 
constrictive limits of present reality with the expansiveness of the 
unlimited future. Whether it is the promise of a future memory that 
survives the reality of forgetfulness as expressed at the gathering of 
the Rabbis in Kerem be-Yavneh, or the ability to judge a legal case 
based on circumstances that have not taken place; the vision of R. 
Shimon bar Yohai is one that penetrates beyond the given reality, 
gazing towards the irreducible depths of potency that exist within 
everything (See R. Dovid Cohen, Kol ha-Nevuah, 1:147). 
 
When looking at death from this perspective, death does not simply 
point to the inevitable end of things but also the promise of a new 
beginning. An opening that appears once all gates appear closed. Not 
only does death not point to the endings of things, it forces us to 
have faith in the possibility of beginnings that have not yet begun. 
When life is cut through with the awareness of death, the full 
acceptance of the limit of things, the moment is endowed with a 
sense of urgency, urgent and intense specifically because of its 
transient nature. When the present moment is seen through the lens 
of its inevitable end, the fallen nature of time is raised to the 
possibility of the now. Death does not take, but rather it gives, it gives 
the gift of possibility. If all we have is the present moment, then there 
is nothing that is not contained within the moment. All the dreams 
and hopes and fears and cries and laughs of the future are 
compressed into and within the moment at hand. 
 
The gift of death is that it forces us into the present; it teaches us to 
love the present because there is nothing but the present. Only when 
we embrace the possibility of death can we truly uncover the potency 
of life in the moment. One only truly loves something when they 
acknowledge the very real possibility of being without that which 
they love. For R. Shimon bar Yohai, death does not mean absence, 
but rather the removal of some previous level for the sake of 
disclosing a higher level. On his deathbed, at his last moment, the 
word “hayyim” stood at the tip of his tongue (Zohar, Idra Zuta 296b). 
The word could not be fully uttered because it is only in death that 
life opens up. What stood as given and certain is now hazy, doubtful 
and because of that it remains full of infinite potential. 
 
Returning to the beginning, we can now understand the opening of 
the Idra Zuta. It is specifically in death that R. Shimon bar Yohai was 

able to see the fullness of being. Only as his havraya gathered to say 
goodbye did R. Shimon behold the burgeoning future that would 
open once the book of his life was closed. On Lag ba-Omer we gaze 
into the possibilities that open upon the closing of some previous 
level. Disclosure, the hiding that reveals that which is hidden, the 
concealment that illuminates.   
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 here is something jarring about celebrating the death of a major 
rabbinic figure. Typically, yahrtzeit observances are 
characterized by solemn rituals like fasting, reciting Kaddish, and 

Torah study in addition to prayer and visits to the grave of the 
deceased. Lest I be accused of Ashkenaz-centrism, consider that in 
Megilat Ta’anit, a late-Second Temple era list of minor holidays, the 
only deaths celebrated are those of Herod and Alexander Jannaeus, 
tyrants and despots remembered for their persecution of the Rabbis 
and their forebears. 
The puzzlement is compounded by contrasting the contemporary 
observance of the hilula of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (Rashbi) on Lag 
Ba-omer with a far more obscure observance: the twenty-seventh of 
Sivan, a fast day that commemorates the martyrdom of Rabbi Hanina 
ben Teradyon.  
Few  have heard of the Fast of Rabbi Hanina, and even fewer observe 
it. However, it appears in a ninth century CE list of minor fast days, 
many of which commemorate the deaths of the righteous, and is 
codified in Shulhan Arukh, whereas Rashbi is first identified with Lag 
Ba-omer in the seventeenth century, and it was not until the late-
eighteenth century that it was identified as his hilula.1 
Rabbi Hanina was an older contemporary of Rashbi. Both lived in the 
mid-second century CE, and both were sought and persecuted by the 
Romans in the aftermath of the fall of Betar. Yet, while Rashbi hid, 
Rabbi Hanina continued teaching Torah publicly, leading to his 
martyrdom. The famous Talmudic dictum that “women are weak-
minded” is attributed to Rashbi, whereas Rabbi Hanina’s daughter, 
Beruriah, is one of very few female voices in Tannaitic literature. How 
is it that Lag Ba-omer, by now largely identified as Rashbi’s hilula, is 
celebrated by millions as an integral part of the Jewish calendar, 
while the Fast of Rabbi Hanina languishes in obscurity? 
The purpose of this exercise is not to point out the inconsistencies 
and ironies of Jewish folk religion; there is no need to add fuel to that 
fire. Rather, “leave it to Israel: if they are not prophets, they are the 
sons of prophets.” Apparently, something about Rashbi and his death 
called for a celebration. 
In the Talmud’s telling (Shabbat 33b-34a, Berakhot 35b, Avot 3:7, and 
elsewhere), Rashbi cannot make peace with the world he inhabits. He 
was extraordinarily demanding of himself, and could not tolerate any 
form of weakness in others. He could not even accept the most basic 
of human activities of plowing, planting, and gathering food for 
sustenance. He became an outlaw, hiding at the margins of society, 
barely tethered to this world, communicating with no one but his son 
and sole disciple—who, as fate would have it, became a law enforcer. 

                                                        
1 See this blog post by Eliezer Brodt and this lecture by Shnayer 

Leiman for a comprehensive history of the observance of Lag Ba-
omer and its identification with Rashbi.  
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https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%9C%D7%97%D7%9F_%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%9A_%D7%90%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%97_%D7%97%D7%99%D7%99%D7%9D_%D7%AA%D7%A7%D7%A4
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A4%D7%A1%D7%97%D7%99%D7%9D_%D7%A1%D7%95_%D7%91
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A4%D7%A1%D7%97%D7%99%D7%9D_%D7%A1%D7%95_%D7%91
http://seforim.blogspot.co.il/2011/05/printing-mistake-and-mysterious-origins.html
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/734356/dr-shnayer-leiman/the-strange-history-of-lag-b-omer/
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Paradoxically, Rashbi's Torah only became accessible once it was 
detached from the living human being whose every word “stung like 
a scorpion and burned like a fiery coal.” Only then could he be 
stripped of his history, his politics, and his personality and placed into 
laconic dialogue with other Sages: “Rabbi Yehuda says ... Rabbi Meir 
says ... Rabbi Yose says ... Rabbi Shimon says.” A thousand years later, 
Rashbi’s inability to communicate his teachings to his generation and 
his withdrawal from society were interpreted as evidence of his 
esoteric mastery. The Zohar, the key text of Jewish mysticism, was 
revealed and attributed to him.  
Rashbi represents a phenomenon that applies to all great rabbis and 
to all great human beings. There is no denying the tragedy of a great 
person’s death, and there is no denying that the deceased is at risk of 
being cut down to size for popular consumption, as Rabbi Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik cautioned in his eulogy for Rabbi Hayim Ozer 
Grodzinski,2 or of being “inter[red] in a Procrustean sarcophagus,” as 
Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein warned with respect to Rabbi Soloveitchik. 
Yet Rabbi Hayim Ozer, Rabbi Soloveitchik, and Rabbi Lichtenstein 
were all interpreters of earlier sages, and none was particularly 
bothered by the possibility that their particular interpretation of a 
passage from, say, Rambam, does not comport with the 
interpretation that would have been given by the historical 
Rambam.3 Rambam, the man, had to die and pass out of living 
memory before Rambam’s teaching could fully migrate from his 
corporal being to the corpus of Torah.  
In death, Rambam, like Rashbi, was given new life. So it is with all of 
our great sages, who are called “alive” even in death. 
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1 

he Moabites refused us bread & water in the Desert 
& so now they may not marry us. 
 

 
Moses failed to sanctify God 
—he shouted at the thirsty people  
as he took water from the rock— 
& so he may not enter the Land; 
he dies in Moab. 
 
Moab is food & water never given 
a kind word left unsaid 
love that cannot happen 
a traveler locked in the desert 
longing for his Land. 
 
2 
Ruth the Moabite  
loves Naomi like a mother 
follows Naomi in her love 
leaves her people, her life in Moab 
journeys with Naomi to the Land  

                                                        
2 Divrei Hagut Ve-ha’arakha (Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, 
1982), 189-191. 
3 Rabbi Lichtenstein makes this point explicitly in his “Torat Hesed 
and Torat Emet: Methodological Reflections,” in Leaves of Faith: The 
World of Jewish Learning (Jersey City: Ktav, 2004), 78-83. 

all the way to Beth Lehem: The House of Bread 
and she does kindness for Naomi there 
and she marries Boaz, Naomi’s kinsman, there. 
 
Ruth is the bread, the water, the love, the journey, 
shared at last 
freed from Moab at last 
arrived in the Land at last. 
 
3 
David, 
king of Israel,  
is the great-grandson of Ruth. 
 
What family will reign in Israel? 
One that frees the good trapped within. 
Numbers 20:1-13; Deuteronomy 23:4-5, 32:48-52; The Book of Ruth 
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