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Translation by Dr. Baruch Fox

On Lag BaOmer Rabbi Akiva Rectified the 33 Years
Missing from the Life of Yaakov Avinu

Lag BaOmer approaches auspiciously. Throughout the
Jewish world, this special day is celebrated as the day that
the divine Tanna Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai passed away. He
was one of the five new disciples ordained by Rabbi Akiva
on Lag BaOmer after his previous 24,000 disciples perished
during the first 33 days of the Sefirah. Hence, it is fitting
for us to explore an enigmatic allusion found in the sacred
Derashos of the Chasam Sofer related to 2" BaOmer—the
331 day of the Counting of the Omer. He notes that if we
spell out the names of the two letters 2% as follows: 1Y
Y'a1—their gematria equals 147, the number of years that
Yaakov Avinu, a”h, lived. In this essay, we will explore the
connection between the 147 years that Yaakov Avinu lived
and the glorious celebration of Lag BaOmer.

[t appears that the Chasam Sofer is hinting to a revelation
from our mentor, the Arizal, in Sha’ar HaKavanos (Pesach 12).
He asserts that when Yaakov Avinu fled from Lavan HaArami
with his entire household, including the twelve shevatim, he
made preparations to mitigate the forces of “din” that prevail
during the Sefirah but are ameliorated on Lag BaOmer.

Let us review that incident. Lavan HaArami intended
to uproot the future of Yisrael by murdering Yaakov and
his children; however, HKB”H admonished him in a dream
(Bereishis 31, 29): "yn 7y ammn apy? oy 231 77 mw'—beware
of speaking with Yaakov either good or bad. As is evident
from the subsequent pesukim, Lavan suggested that Yaakov
make a pact with him (ibid. 44): mr1 1K1 728 N3 Az b ARy
42221 222 1YY—s0, now, come, let us enter into a covenant, I
and you, and He shall be a witness between me and you.

Yaakov responded to his request as follows (ibid. 45):
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Yaakov took a stone and raised it up as a monument.
And Yaakov said to his brethren (Rashi: referring to his
children), “Gather stones!”
made a mound, and they ate there on the mound. Lavan
called it Yigar Sahadsa, but Yaakov called it Galeid . . .
And Lavan said to Yaakov, “Here is this mound, and here

So, they took stones and

is the monument which I have cast between me and you.
This mound shall be witness and the monument shall be
witness that I may not cross over to you past this mound,
nor may you cross over to me past this mound and this
monument for evil.”

According to the Arizal, when Yaakov Avinu erected
the %2 (mound) of stones, he had 25 BaOmer in mind. He
intended to invoke the name of protection and security v™s
whose gematria equals 9”1 (33). This is the source for what
the Kedushas Levi writes (Vayeitzei): “But Yaakov called it
Galeid”—this passuk alludes to Lag BaOmer, since Y"1 is
the same letters as 2. We find a similar remark in the siddur
of the author of the Tanya (Sha’ar Lag BaOmer). Also, the Maor
V’Shemesh explains at length that Lavan HaArami intended to
invoke the forces of “din” against Yisrael. Yaakov, however,
mitigated those forces with the name v, which possesses
the same gematria as 9”3, which is revealed on 2”5 BaOmer.

Based on this introduction, we can suggest that the
Chasam Sofer intended to embellish the idea of the Arizal.
The Chasam Sofer said that the “milui” ¥"na 2a% alludes to
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the 147 years of Yaakov Avinu’s life. The Arizal asserts that
Yaakov Avinu made preparations to sweeten the forces of
“din” on Lag BaOmer by erecting a 9”1 of stones to function as
an impassable barrier between himself and Lavan.

Notwithstanding, it is still incumbent upon us to explain
the connection between Lag BaOmer and Yaakov Avinu
alluded to by the sacred words of the Arizal. Additionally,
we must explain the connection between the 147 years that
Yaakov Avinu lived and the festival of Lag BaOmer.

The Cause for Joy on Lag BaOmer Is that the
Deaths of Rabbi Akiva’s Students Ceased

To begin with, we learn from our early sources that we rejoice
on Lag BaOmer, because the disciples of Rabbi Akiva ceased to
die. We learn this from the Gemara (Yevamos 62b):
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Rabbi Akiva had 12,000 pairs of disciples extending
from Gevat to Antiparis. They all died during one period
of time, because they did not treat each other with
respect. Thus, the world was left barren (of Torah) until
Rabbi Akiva came to our Rabbis in the south and taught
it to them. They were Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yehudah, Rabbi
Yossi, Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar ben Shamua; it
was these disciples who upheld Torah-study at that time.
A Tanna stated: All of the disciples perished between
Pesach and Shavuos.

The language of the Gemara—“A Tanna stated: All of the
disciples perished between Pesach and Shavuos”—implies
that they died throughout the Sefirah extending from Pesach
to Shavuos. Yet, this seems to be at odds with what the Tur
writes (0.C. 493): 1poa R 2RINY T9R1 101ys 1on pmanoh v
"nmyn—some get haircuts from Lag BaOmer and onwards,
because they say that that is when they stopped dying.

The Beis Yosef (ibid.) attributes this minhag to what the
Avudraham writes in the name of the ReZaH: pamuaw nimpn wor”
ans 191 ,01Yn 1PEh INY 11ARY TYIRT 1@y A75n 1anonyt TR R
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T80 K37 WO 1202 3103 REAW 1P NI 170 QWS YRwY Ao 1eR
PURIY (1 2MED) 1ANTR KAV D198 IR1T NAEYT D18 TP noan nnw
1T NPT 2T B WY wan Ravat e 'y noan oTip noan nisbna
a1y 2™y There are places that it is customary to get married
and get a haircut from Lag BaOmer and afterwards, since they
claim that that is when the disciples stopped dying. This is
also what the Even HaYarchi wrote that he heard in the name
of Rabbi Zerachiah HaLevi (the ReZaH). He found it written
in an old manuscript from Spain that they died from Pesach
until Lag BaOmer.

This is consistent with the ruling of the michaber in the
Shulchan Aruch (0.C. 493, 1): naxyY roa 122 s Rw*Y RYW Do’
"R2UPY 727 21PN 1NN AT IIRIY an 1Y 1y —it is customary
not to marry a woman between Pesach and Atzeres, until
Lag BaOmer, because the students of Rabbi Akiva died
during that period of time. In relation to this ruling, the
Rama writes in his gloss: "aw a1 75981 a1y 25n e, man”—but
from Lag BaOmer and afterwards everything is permitted. In
addition, the michaber writes (ibid. 2): It is customary not to
get a haircut until Lag BaOmer, since they claim that that
is when they stopped dying. The Rama adds in the name of
the Maharil that in these countries, it is customary to celebrate
and not to recite tachanun on Lag BaOmer.

We Celebrate on Account of the
New Disciples Ordained by Rabbi Akiva

Nevertheless, the commentaries are perplexed by this fact.
It seems implausible that the celebration on Lag BaOmer is
because the students of Rabbi Akiva stopped dying on that
day. After all, according to the account in the Gemara, all of
the first disciples perished during that same period of time.
In other words, it makes no sense to say that they stopped
dying, since none remained. So, on account of which disciples
do we have cause to celebrate and rejoice?

The Pri Chadash addresses this difficulty (0.C. 493, 2):
a7 752 M N 1pTAY RIwR N1 MY 1t anawa prpey v
e rraw Bw e nnt,ann o1t o R Rwa XY He questions
the nature and reason for rejoicing, seeing as no students
remained; they had all died. He answers: &1 nnmawnw wasy”’
"oR3 1R RYW R3UPY 127 15 MR 901w Rabn anx Yy—perhaps
the joy is on account of those disciples that Rabbi Akiva
added afterwards, who did not die like the first ones.
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The Gaon Chida provides a similar explanation in the sefer
Tov Ayin (18, 87).

Thus, we learn from these sources a novel explanation
pertaining to the statement that the deaths of Rabbi Akiva’s
students ceased on Lag BaOmer. It refers to his five new
disciples, who did not continue in the ways of the former
disciples and who, therefore, remained alive. We can now
comprehend the cause for celebration on Lag BaOmer. After
the first 24,000 disciples perished between Pesach and Lag
BaOmer, the world was left desolate due to the absence of
Torah. On that very same Lag BaOmer, however, Rabbi Akiva
ordained five new disciples, who replenished the world with
Torah. It is this renewal of Torah that we celebrate.

In the sefer Kaf HaChaim (O.C. 493, 26), he provides
substantiation for this explanation from the teachings of the
Arizal (Sefiras HaOmer, Drush 12). There we learn that “din”
prevails during the days of the Sefirah. Hence, the midah of
“din” struck down the students of Rabbi Akiva for failing to
treat one another with due respect. On the day of 2> BaOmer,
however, the forces of “din” were annulled and replaced by
“rachamim” from the name of protection and security v"1s,
whose gematria equals a™. Therefore, Rabbi Akiva opted
to initiate his five preeminent disciples into the fold on that
same day; among them was the divine Tanna Rashbi.

What remains to be explained is the special significance of
Lag BaOmer. Why was it different from the other days of the
Sefirah in that the harsh forces of “din” that struck down the
students of Rabbi Akiva were ameliorated? We discuss this at
length in the sefer Kedai Hu Rabbi Shimon (33). We explain
that it is entirely in the merit of Rabbi Akiva. Although, he
lost all of his 24,000 disciples that he had nurtured for 24
years, during which he did not return home; nevertheless, he
did not despair or lose hope. He remained steadfast in his
tremendous trust in Hashem and proceeded to ordain new
disciples on Lag BaOmer. As a result, he elicited the name of
protection and security to mitigate the forces of “din,” thereby
protecting the new disciples and enabling them to thrive.

The Life of Yaakov Avinu Was
Shortened by 33 Years

As it is the nature of Torah to be elucidated in seventy
different ways, 1 would like to present a novel explanation
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to our royal audience. To explain how Rabbi Akiva was able
to sweeten the forces of “din” on Lag BaOmer, let us refer to
the pesukim in parshas Vayigash (Bereishis 47, 8): =g qanx"
DUWITY MR Y M0 PRe YR 2P 0RO A n D apyy DR
1273 N3N M W Y AR T RDTM IW Y 10 DY UYR MY nRm
»amaan Pharaoh said to Yaakov, “How many are the days
of the years of your life?” Yaakov said to Pharaoh, “The
days of the years of my sojourns have been one hundred
and thirty years; few and bad have been the days of the
years of my life, and they have not reached the days of the
years of the lives of my forefathers in the days of their
sojourns.” In the Tosafists’ commentary Da’as Zekeinim,
they present an incredible idea based on the Midrash:

Mwyn U AR AP YRR 1N DOpaT UYn 3Py TnaRY nyws”
109,200 VPR DY 701 Y DPann AR, 01 0 T 1Y AnaT 1avm
RYW TRRWRA 101 0 /0N1An MR’ TY AN 1 W M1athn panw
ST TFINS P9 199 190 T PARAT, 01200 475 B, 19N PR ms fonn
rap RDR o1 RS apyet maw a"p

HKB”H takes issue with Yaakov for describing the days of
his life as “few and bad.” He points out that He saved Yaakov
from Eisav and Lavan and returned both Dinah and Yosef to
him. As a consequence, HKB”H decrees that He will shorten
Yaakov’s life by the same number of years as the number
of words in these verses beginning from "anax»" until 2"
"amaan. In other words, he will not live to be one hundred
and eighty years old as his father Yitzchak did; rather, he will
only live to be 147 years old. Just as there are 33 words in
those verses, so, too, his life will be shortened by 33 years.

An interesting question is posed in the name of Rabbi
Chaim Shmuelevitz, ztz”l. He wonders why Yaakov was
punished even for Pharaoh’s words which are contained
within the 33 words in those pesukim. Seemingly, he should
only be held accountable for his own response to Pharaoh. He
resolves his inquiry based on the commentary of the Da’as
Zekeinim (ibid.):

11325 1P IWRT NIPWT TR 19T INTY fAY vwa Ln N v e’
SR BP! MY NRMPT UMWDY 1Al Y 1Y NI L1 UNW maprn a1n
et vy AR Y MY NIYA IR KON AN 0 DYy 1nTs

Yaakov appeared to Pharaoh to be very old—his hair

and beard were white suggesting old age. This prompted
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Pharaoh’s question. Yaakov replied that although his years
were few, they were bad—causing the appearance of old age.
For this reason, Yaakov was held accountable and punished
for Pharaoh’s question, as well: "g2rt 22w *1* mns"—how many
are the days of the years of your life? After all, Pharaoh’s
question was prompted by Yaakov’s aged appearance which
was the result of his not having accepted his suffering and
heavenly decrees lovingly.

Yaakov Avinu Instituted the Practice of Krias
Shema Prior to Passing Away to Make Amends for
the 33 Years that Were Depleted from His Life

Based on what we have learned, [ would like to propose
an explanation for a teaching in the Midrash (B.R. 98, 3).
We are taught that Yaakov Avinu instituted the mitzvah of
Krias Shema for Yisrael prior to passing away. The Midrash
concludes as follows: Y52 myavyn1 mmvswn YRww N KT
1977y TNTRY 737 1NN ,YADRT NYRn AR DRI yRw nrmniN o
"R ' OEYR 13 A XRin—Commemorating this event,
Jews proclaim, every morning and every night, “Hear
O Yisrael, our father, from the Cave of Machpeilah, that
which you commanded us, we still observe: Hashem is
our G-d, Hashem is the only One.”

We will now introduce what the Alshich hakadosh
(Vaeschanan) and the esteemed author of the Noda
B’Yehudah in the Tzlach (Pesachim 56a) write apropos the
passuk proclaiming Hashem’s oneness (Devarim 6, 4): ynw”
"R 'o1vpuR 1 Yxws—hear, O Yisrael, Hashem is our
G-d, Hashem is One.” With this heartfelt declaration, we
express our sincere emunah that whether HKB”H treats us
with “rachamim”—represented by the name Havaya—or
with what seems to us as “din”"—represented by the name
Elokim—we believe that “Hashem is One”—in reality,
everything is total “rachamim” emanating from the name
Havaya. In other words, we understand that "1t and @'pox
are actually one and the same.

This explains very nicely why immediately after this
passuk, the Torah says (ibid. 5): ¥231733Y Y52 1'pYR 't X nansy”
7R 9531 qwar—you shall love Hashem (Havaya), your G-d
(Elokim), with all of your heart, with all of your soul and
with all of your resources. They expound on this passuk in
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the Mishnah (Berachos 54a): %y 772anw nws nyan by 9125 ox 37"
A%3 T 22w 7235 Y53 /111 7335 o3 YN T AR NanRT 1mRw 12
Ja1man 953 7R Yo, 7w nR Y1 K1 1DaN TwRa YoaT,pnn 1881 21
A personis obligated to bless Hashem for the bad justas he
blesses Hashem for the good, as it says: “And you shall love
Hashem, your G-d, with all your heart, etc.” “With all your
heart” means with both of your yetzers—with the yetzer
tov and the yetzer hara. “And with all your soul” means
even if He takes your life. “And with all your possessions”
means with all your money (financial resources).

Accordingly, with the utmost respect, I would like to
suggest a novel explanation. It was for the following reason
that Yaakov Avinu instituted the mitzvah of Krias Shema prior
to passing away. He sensed that he was going to die, even
though he was only 147 years old. As a consummate tzaddik,
he did a self-reckoning to evaluate why HKB”H shortened his
life by 33 years (i.e., he did not live 180 years like his father,
Yitzchak). He concluded that he had to make amends for his
remark to Pharaoh: “Few and bad have been the days of
the years of my life.” Therefore, he decided to institute the
practice of Krias Shema for all of Yisrael, inculcating in them
the sincere emunah that it is necessary and appropriate to
bless Hashem for the bad just as one does for the good.

2"py> 71™ax Is an Anagram for x"2°py *"an

[t is with immense pleasure that we will now apply this to
what we have learned in the Gemara (ibid. 60b): mmwn Xan”
71a3y 209 RN TaYTY T P mIR R AYYY Rapy an1—it was
taught in the name of Rabbi Akiva, one should always be
in the habit of saying, “Everything the Merciful One does
is for the best.” The Gemara relates an incredible incident
involving Rabbi Akiva. He came to a certain place, and the
people there refused to provide him and his companions
lodging. They were compelled to sleep in an uninhabited
area. A wind came and extinguished his lamp; a cat came and
ate his chicken; a lion came and devoured his donkey. Rabbi
Akiva said to his companions: “Everything the Merciful One
does is for the best.” In the end, it turned out that an army
of bandits captured the town and killed all of its inhabitants;
Rabbi Akiva and his companions were saved, because the
army was not aware of their presence.
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Let us suggest a reason why Rabbi Akiva was the one who
merited teaching Yisrael that no matter what happens, we
should always believe: “Everything the Merciful One does is
for the best.” In Likutei Torah (Vayechi), the Arizal reveals to us
that Rabbi Akiva was a “nitzotz”—a spark from the neshamah—
of Yaakov Avinu. This is alluded to in the passuk where Yaakov
Avinu blesses Yosef (Bereishis 49,24): 1ax iy own app 228 » 1"
"sx1w—from the hands of the Protector of Yaakov—from
there, shepherd of the stone of Yisroel. The words 2"py» 2"ax
are an anagram of 8”2y *"a1, i.e,, both sets of words contain the
same letters rearranged in a different order.

This fact is described in greater detail in Seder HaDOros
quoting the Arizal’s Sefer HaGilgulim (p. 25, column 2). Just
as Yaakov shepherded his father-in-law Lavan’s sheep, so,
too, Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd for his father-in-law, Kalba
Savua; just like Yaakov had two wives—Rachel and Leah—so,
too, did Rabbi Akiva—Rachel the daughter of Kalba Savua and
the wife of Turnusropus after she converted; just as Rabbi
Akiva was a “nitzotz” of Yaakov Avinu, so, too, his wife Rachel
was a “nitzotz” of Rachel Imeinu, Yaakov’s wife.

So, since Rabbi Akiva was a “nitzotz” of Yaakov Avinu, he
had a vested interest in making amends for Yaakov's ill-fated
comment to Pharaoh: “Few and bad have been the days of
the years of my life.” As we have learned, Yaakov taught all
of Yisrael in Egypt that every calamity conceals some benefit;
so, too, Rabbi Akiva, Yaakov Avinu’s “nitzotz,” taught all of
Yisrael: 22y 3u% R 122p1 Y3 a1 9an oIR X avyy"—one
should always be in the habit of saying, “All the Merciful
One does is for the best.” Both messages are essentially the
same. This explains magnificently the deeper significance of
Rabbi Akiva’s remarks at the time of his death (ibid. 61b):
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When Rabbi Akiva was taken out to be executed, it
was the time to recite Krias Shema. They were combing
his flesh with iron combs, yet he was accepting upon
himself “ol malchus Shamayim” (the yoke of heavenly
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sovereignty). His students said to him, “Our teacher,
even to this extent?” He said to them, “All my days, I was
troubled by this verse—'with all your soul’—even if He
takes your soul. I thought to myself: When will I have
the opportunity to fulfill this verse? Now, that I have
the opportunity, should I not fulfill it?!” He lingered
on the word “echad” until his neshamah departed with
the utterance “echad.” A heavenly voice called out and
proclaimed, “Praiseworthy are you, Rabbi Akiva, that
your soul departed as you said ‘echad.”

Here is an explanation in keeping with our current
discussion. As a “nitzotz” of Yaakov Avinu, he yearned his
entire life to sacrifice his life lovingly with the utterance:
"mN ' PpYR 1 YxAwe ynw'—proclaiming the oneness of
Hashem sincerely and unequivocally—acknowledging that
even Hashem’s “din” is in fact “rachamim.” For, he wished to
make amends for Yaakov’s unfortunate remark to Pharaoh:
“Few and bad have been the days of the years of my life.”
Therefore, he lingered on the word “echad” while dying, so
that he could accept the torture with ahavah—demonstrating
his true love of Hashem. This prompted the heavenly voice
to come and proclaim: “Praiseworthy are you, Rabbi Akiva,
that your soul departed as you said ‘echad.”

Yaakov Avinu Erected 1"y 9"a
as an Allusion to Krias Shema

Following this line of reasoning, we can now proceed
to explain how Rabbi Akiva, a “nitzotz” of Yaakov Avinu,
managed to ameliorate the forces of “din” on Lag BaOmer
thereby preventing the deaths of his new disciples. We will
rely on a fantastic idea presented in the wonderful Derashos
of the Chasam Sofer (Part II). There, he explains the allusion
inherent in the mound of stones—the ="y Y"a—erected
by Yaakov Avinu as a barrier between himself and Lavan
HaArami. That mound alluded to the declaration of Oneness
of Krias Shema: "N 7111 129p5R 117211 SNw? praw”,

Here is the explanation. The passuk "oxw» pnw” contains
25 letters; however, the name Havaya is mentioned twice in
this passuk. As we know, it is prohibited to pronounce this
name as it is written; instead, we read it as »»&. Thus, if
we add the eight letters of the two names »278, the total of
letters in the passuk adds up to 33. Additionally, two letters
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in this passuk are written as enlarged letters—the “ayin” of
the word y"aw and the “dalet” of the word 7"nx. This then is
the allusion inherent in the 7"y 5”1 erected by Yaakov Avinu.
It symbolized the oneness and unity of Krias Shema—which
contains 9”1 (33) letters including the enlarged ="y—which
was subsequently instituted by Yaakov Avinu. Both were
meant to protect us from Lavan HaArami and all of his evil

forces and cohorts.

We can now understand how Rabbi Akiva succeeded
in mitigating the forces of “din” on Lag BaOmer. On that
day, the deaths of his 24,000 disciples ceased. Instead of
despairing and succumbing to grief over the tremendous
loss, he found strength in the declaration of Krias Shema, a
form of 7"y %”a. He maintained his sincere emunah that both
the name Havaya—representing “midas harachamim”—
and the name Elokim—representing “midas hadin”—both
actually represent total “rachamim”—divine mercy. In
other words: "R i1, That sincere emunah transformed
the “din” to complete “rachamim,” the understanding and
belief that " ' 129p9R "1

Thus, the insights of the Chasam Sofer and the Arizal go
hand in hand fantastically. Yaakov Avinu erected the 2"y %3
to prepare for the events that would transpire in the future
on % BaOmer. Since Lavan HaArami, the root of tumah,
planned to destroy everything, he triggered the “din” that
killed the 24,000 disciples of Rabbi Akiva that died between
Pesach and Lag BaOmer. Therefore, Yaakov Avinu preempted
him with the expression of unity symbolized by the ="y Ya.
This enabled his “nitzotz,” Rabbi Akiva, to accept his terrible

loss while remaining steadfast in his love of Hashem and his
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emunah in keeping with the declaration: 17pox 't YR=w> ynw”
mmR ', Thus, the effects of the 7"y ¥"a were revealed on Lag
BaOmer by removing the forces of “din” from the new disciples
who illuminated the entire world with their Torah.

We now have cause to rejoice, for we have achieved
a better understanding of the allusion presented by the
Chasam Sofer regarding 2> BaOmer. He pointed out that the
gematria of the two letters Y"1 1'% equals 147, the number
of years Yaakov Avinu lived. As explained, Yaakov realized
that he needed to make amends for the % (33) years that
his life had been shortened because of his ill-fated remark
to Pharaoh. Hence, he erected the 7"y %1 symbolizing the
declaration of unity of "»xaw» ynw” in preparation for Lag
BaOmer. This tikun was accomplished by Rabbi Akiva, his
“nitzotz,” who employed the unity of Krias Shema on 2"
BaOmer effectuated by the 7"y %"a. Therefore, the 147 years
of Yaakov’s life that were rectified on 2”5 BaOmer are alluded
to by the two letters Y"ax 1'%,

We will conclude with one final thought as to why the
disciples of Rabbi Akiva ceased to die on Lag BaOmer. We
have learned in the Gemara (Ta’anis 5b): "nn X% 12728 apy»—
Yaakov Avinu did not die. Therefore, on 2> BaOmer—when
Rabbi Akiva provided the tikun for Yaakov’s life, with the
declaration of unity of Krias Shema symbolized by the 1"y %"2—
the kedushah of Yaakov Avinu was evoked. Just as he never
died, so, too, his descendants, Rabbi Akiva’s disciples, stopped
dying. This can be inferred from the language employed by
the Chasam Sofer: The gematria of v"n1 1% equals the 147
years of Yaakov Avinu, a’h, who never died.
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