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INTRODUCTION 

Back in March 1980, as part of the first year of 

the rabbinic program in Israel, I accompanied my class 

mates on a tour of the Galilee. We spent an afternoon 

with Rabbi Shalom Lilker, of Kibbutz Kfar Hamaccabi, who 

led us on a tour of his and an adjo ining kibbutz, Ramat 

Yohanan. What l remember most about that day is stand

ing in a small , one-room building filled with files and 

bookcases of holdia y material from various kibbutzim 

throughout Israel. 

The idea of a resource center for holidays on 

kibbutz intrigued mne. I had just spent a year living 

on a nearby kibbutz and, primarily due to the l ack of 

holiday and ritual observance there, l eft it to pursue 

rabbinic studies. While I was not certain in what 

capacity I would revisit this fascinating Institute for 

Holidays and Customs on Kibbutz Kamat Yohanan, l intui

tively knew that someday I would return. 

As I continued my rabbinic studies in New York the 

impression that kibbutz society had made on me did not 

disappear entirely. Rather , as I became more and more 

drawn to the fie ld of liturgy and the contemporary 

worship experience , I began to look to kibbutz society 
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as a parallel to many Reform communities today. Of 

particular interest to me is how communities create 

liturgy and celebrate holidays. I believe that prayer 

and the celebration of holidays are fundamental aspects 

of Jewish identity. Because we live in an age of high 

assimilation and intermarriage rates, coupled with a de

crease in synagogue participation, I believe we, the 

professionals, must examine these aspects of Jewish life 

in order to provide constructive solutions to an in

creasingly difficult problem. 

Originally, I intended to study liturgical texts 

written by secular kibbutzim in Israel f or the cele

bration of holidays on the kibbutz. However, it soon 

became apparent that this topic was too vast for the 

scope of this thesis. It was with great delight and 

relief that l took the advice of my professor and men

tor, Dr. Stanley Nash, who, knowing me and my interests, 

suggested an in-depth analysis of the Omer ceremony of 

Matitiyahu She lem. 

I am indebted to Dr. Nash for suggesting such a 

fitting and appropriate thesis topic. My research into 

the life and work ot one of Israel's foremost composers 

and poets has led me to a greater understanding of the 

development of kibbutz society and the renewal of an

cient holiday celebrations on some kibbutzim in Israel, 
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as well as an important role model for liturgical crea

tivity. In addition, I would like to express my grati

tude and appreciation to Ur. Nash and my other referee 

and mentor in the field of liturgy, Dr. Lawrence Hoff

man, for their patience, advice and interest in this 

project . 

Happily, research for this thesis took me back to 

the small one- room building on Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan, 

the Institute for Holidays and Customs, established 

there by Matitiyahu Shelem. My husband and I spent 

three invaluable days t here, gathering all the material 

necessary to prepare this study. We would like to t hank 

the following members of Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan whose 

assistance and generosity facilitated our work greatly; 

Ela Zebulun, Elisha Shelem, Dafna Shelem , Lea Bergstein 

and Ya 'akov Yaniv. 

A special note of thanks is reserved for Rabbi 

Shalom lilker. His recent book, Kibbutz Judaism, and 

persona l discussions with him , inspired and excited me 

to pursue my interest in the celebration of holidays on 

kibbutz and the materials prepared for those celebrations . 

Finally, there a re three very special people whom I 

cannot thank enough for their constant love and support; 
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my remarkabl e parents , Vivienne and Robert Cohen, and my 

understanding husband, Jimmy. Not only did Jimmy endure 

with me the pain, struggles and joy of giving birth to 

our son Amitai, he also endured just as many months of 

laboring with me to complete this thesis. Throughout 

this project, Jimmy has been my research assistant, my 

translator and my friend. 

To Jimmy, my parents, Dr. Nash and Dr. Hoffman, 

thank you for believing in and encouraging me to strive 

to attain the best that is within me. 

Brooklyn, New York 

March 1984. 
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CHAPTER ONE - BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 

From early childhood, Matitiyahu Shelem developed a 

propensity for composing. His numerous poems, songs and 

other writings reveal the life of a man in awe of nature 

and intrigued by the world around him. One cannot gain 

a clear picture of this uniquely talented man without 

delving first into his childhood. 

Matitiyahu Weiner was born in 1904 in a small 

village near Zamocsz , Poland, to a long line of Hasidic 

families . His father's fathe r was a typical Hasid who 

studied Torah day and night with the rebbe while his 

wife worked to support the family . Like her in- laws, 

Shelem's mother Ethel devoutly observed the religious 

traditions . The extent of her education included read

ing the "Techinot, " devotional prayers written specifi

cally for women. While Shelem, the child , enjoyed 

listening to his mother sing and speak to him in Yid

dish, he was far more influenced by his father, Shalom, 

an "enlightened secular Zionist, 111 who spoke Hebrew 

at home and discussed Bretz Israel more than any other 

subject. 

Shalom Weiner was the primary role model for Shelem 

because he was able to function effectively in both the 

religious and secular worlds . He knew the sacred texts 
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but also read secular works by such Russian author s as 

Pushkin, Lermontov and Tolstoy. This and the fact that 

Shalom had rebelled from the yeshiva as a teenager, 

believing more in the saving power of Zionism than in 

his father's prayers, had a profound impact upon th~ 

young, impressionable Shelem. 

Indeed, Shalom was the major influence on Shelem 's 

life, not just as a father but also as his teacher. 

Shalom taught Hebrew, in Hebrew, at a local Hebrew day 

school which Shelem attended. There he gave vent to his 

fervent Zionist views and taught his students a love for 

their ancient homeland that included the desire to re

turn there to work the land. In fact, this attitude 

influenced Shelem to join the "Ha Shomer Ha Za'ir" Youth 

organization and to emigrate to Palestine at age 

eighteen. 

Shelem's early years were not always tranquil. 

From the time he was ten years old until he was a 

teenager, his family experienced "years of hardship and 

uprooting.112 Forced to flee to Russia during World 

War l, the Weiner family wandered through the Ukraine; 

this enabled the young Shelem to observe different kinds 

of Jews for the first time. He also witnessed the 

October Revolution in Russia and the effects of the 1918 
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anti- Jewish pogroms in the Ukraine. As a result of 

these pogroms , and also of an anti-Semitic experience he 

had as a child--in which he was lashed on the face by a 

group of non-Jewish boys--Shelem developed a deep sense 

of pride in being Jewish. This carried over, at a later 

time, to his pride in being Israeli. Although Shelem 

rarely spoke about his personal confronQt:ions with anti

semitism , each incident strengthened his resolve co help 

create a strong and defendable Jewish nation in Eretz 

Israel. 

When Shelem was f ifteen years old, his family 

returned to Zamocsz. His parents intended for him to 

become a teacher and in 1922, Shelem was sent off to the 

Hebrew Academy in Lodz to study education. However, a 

combination of factors caused a change of plans chat 

would inextricably alter Shelem 's life and life's work. 

The Zionist Jewish activity, the aftermath of World War 

I , and the growing political trend in the 1920 's toward 

nationalism led Shelem to ask himself, "Where am I and 

what am 1?113 ( " 'l ',tic., ,)t{I ' J/c. ,) q'k/) 

Like many other Jews in the early 1920's, Shelem saw no 

real future for the Jewish people in Poland. While some 

Jews turned to other countries, such as the United 

States , Canada, and South Africa, as solutions, Shelem 
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believed that for him there was only one choice, Eretz 

Israel. Thus, instead of entering the Teacher Training 

Academy in Lodz, ac eighteen years of age Shelem joined 

the "He Halucz" (Pioneer) Movement there and in 1922 

began his journey to Palestine. 

The seeds of Shelem 's strong desire to work the 

land were planted in his youth and nurtured by his 

involvement with the Pioneer Youth Movement. He viewed 

the agricultural and village way of life as a basis 

for his life in Palestine. A romanticist , he envisioned 

himself as part of a long chain of Jews dedicated co 

working the ancient land. 

Shelem ' s dreams were postponed for several months 

when he learned that the border to enter Palestine was 

closed. While waiting for ic co open, he and the other 

members of his pioneer group underwent "hachshara," 

preparation for their future agricultural life in Pales

tine, in the small Ukrainian village of Leboukvina.4 As 

with most experiences in his life , Shelem became person

ally intrigued by and deeply involved in the life of 

chis rural Ukrainian village. He has written how he saw 

"villagers and farmers laboring by che sweat of their 

brow"5; how he observed them working the fields, prepar

ing simple meals, weaving their own clothes, and even 

fashioning their own shoes. The simplicity and 
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humility of their life, stories , songs and communal 
celebrations--all performed to the accompaniment of song 

and dance--left an indelible impression upon the young 

pioneer. The romanticist in him observed and imuibed 

the positive attributes of village life. He knew then 

that he would join one of the new communal, agricultu

ral settle ments in Palestine and live and work "in the 

bosom of nature ."6 

In Decembe r 1922 She lem arrived "in the land of my 

ances tors" 7 as part of the Third Aliyah movement. 8 

Like the poet Tchernikovsky, Shel em be lieved, "Man is 

but a construct of the scenery of his homeland."9 

Shelem himself writes t hat when he arrived in Palestine 

he felt , "Here I was born a new , from here I ' ll begin to 

number my years.010 That Shelem felt totally renewed in 

~retz lsrael is evidenced by the fact that shortly after 

his arrival , he changed his family name from Weiner to 

Shelem, from the Hebrew root N-J-e· , meaning "complete." 

Shel em 's son Elisha recalls, "from the moment 

father arrived in Israel he was like a native from 

the moment his feet hit the ground, he was an Israeli . 

He never spoke about his past in Poland.11 11 In fact, 

the first time El i sha remembers hearing Shelem speak 

Yiddish or about his childhood a nd life in the Diaspora 

was "when he was bedridden and unconscious during his 

last few days ." 1 2 
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Shelem's initial years in Palestine, wi th its 

emphasis on labor and building up the l and , learning 

Hebrew and Hebrew literature and farming, typi fied life 

there in the 1930' s.13 Upon his arrival, rather than 

settle immediately in one place, Shelem chose to t r a

verse the land of his ancestors, which he loved with a 

passion . 

The desire to traver se and work the land stemmed 

from Shelem ' s Zionist fervor as wel l a s from his deep 

love of the Bible. Accord i ng to Shel em's grandaughter, 

Dafna Shelem , "Matitiyahu r eally felt the tie between 

the Bible and places in Israel.111 4 Over the years, 

Shelem developed a strong, personal attachment to his 

ancestral homeland, not only by visiting sites mentioned 

in the Bible, but by actually revitalizing some of the 

biblical customs and traditions which took place on that 

very same soil. 

During his travels, Shelem decided to live among 

the Arabs and Bedouin, so as to become int imately famil 

iar with their eastern way of life. Shelem believed 

that by living among them he would best learn how to 

live in this new land. In his words, "I came to the 

east; it was my respons ibi lity to get close to the east, 

to go to a desolated area a nd live among the Arabs." 15 
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As part of the Kibbush Avodah Movement, a term used 

to describe the efforts of early Jewish immigrants in 

Palestine to perform manual labor not done in the 

Diaspora or usually done by non-Jews in Palestine, 

(Alkalai Dictionary) Shelem found work building a bridge 

near the Yarmuk Falls in the Jordan Valley. Shelem was 

the sole Jew among hundreds of Arab and Bedouin labor

ers. The director of the project, a Jew from Moshava 

Minachmiah, thought Shelem strange for wanting 

to work with only Arabs under poor working conditions, 

with no knowledge of their language. Yet, all of his 

warning and discouragement only excited Shelem even 

more, as he persisted in his desire to meet this unusual 

challenge. Thinking he would last but one day , the 

director hired him, but Shelem lived and worked with 

this group for several months. Although the Arab work

ers were both sympathetic and curious about him, they 

welcomed this strange Jew into their midst. 

Shelem wrote that the time spent with the Arabs and 

liedouin "made a deep impression upon me - a new world 

was before me - eastern customs1 1116 Here the young 

Polish Jew encountered an entirely new scene. This, 

more than any other experience, influenced Shelem's work 
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in music and poetry. For it was here, night after 

night, that he learned first-hand the music and dance 

illustrative of Middle Eastern culture. Each evening 

after work the Arabs and Bedouin would disperse into 

their different camps. Accepted by all, Shel em would 

often wander from camp to camp and sit enthralled as 

each group would sing, dance and shout until well into 

the night. He, too, became totally absorbed in the beat 

of the "debka" dance (a Middle Eastern dance step of 

intricate foot movements), the bewitching melodies 

emanating from flutes and drums, and the stamping of 

feet, clapping of hands and high-pitched trills. It was 

the style of these energetic performances which Shelem 

internalized and later chose to imitate when he began to 

compose songs and indigenous holiday celebrations. 

Upon completion of his work at Yarmuk Falls, Shelem 

continued to wander throughout the land he loved. He 

found short-term employment, from digging ditches to 

construction on the Carmel, working in an electrical 

factory in Naharaim , and as a gardener in Armon Ha

Natziv near Jerusalem. For some time he lived around 

Jerusalem and then headed south , living among the 

Bedouin tribes there . 

By 1925, after years of wandering and much inde

cision, Shelem and his wife Tova, whom he had known from 
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his childhood in Zamocsz, j o ined the newly formed 

kibbutz Beit Alfa. Nestled in the mountains of Gilboa 

in the Jezreel Valley, the kibbutz possessed fertile 

fields and grazing land. These mountains and fields 

later became the basis for many of Shelem's numerous 

poems a nd songs. With the kibbutz in its beginning 

stages, the members sought a viable means of livelihood. 

A former member ot He i t Alfa recalls that "a wealthy 

benefactor decided that a Hebrew farm would not be a 

r eal farm without Hebrew shepherds and sheep." 17 Thus, 

t he benefactor donated t he sheep and the kibbutz 

requested members to work as shepher ds. Shelem was one 

of the first to volunteer, for he believed that "here we 

were renewing the work of our a ncestors. 111 8 This theme 

of renewal underscored the basis for his life and work 

in Eretz Israel. He found the work romantic and diffi

cult, but enjoyed the long hours of solitude to muse and 

compose poems or tunes. Work as a s he pherd in those 

early years also meant functioning as a border guard 

against Bedouin shepherds . While encounters with the 

Bedouin were not always pleasant, Shelem felt tha t 

"despite the tension, the hour s in the pasture were 

pleasant . 111 9 

The impact of working with sheep, a job he 

continued well into t he 1940's, cannot be underesti

mated. Shelem was so attracted by his new avocation 
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that he wrote to his father i.n Poland, "I am involved in 

what our ancient ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were 

involved int 1120 His father responded, "It is a great 

privilege for you to go out with the sheep. However, 

a lthough it is enjoyable for an hour, for a short time, 

it i s doubtful if it is good for all your days. 1121 

Shalom Shelem believed it would be better to l earn one 

profession and encouraged his son to go to Jerusalem to 

study music. But t hat would have meant choosing between 

his two l oves , music and sheep, and Shelem could not 

decide upon one over the other. Therefore, Shelem wrote 

back to Poland that he would continue to work in the 

pasture where he could pursue both loves. For Shelem, 

being a she pherd represented more than a profession; it 

signi f i ed a way of life. Shelem also felt a strong 

attachment to this work, for he believed "the ancient 

shepherds wer e lovers of music and dance.22 This 

iden t i f i cation of sheephe rding with music was a charac t

eristic which Shelem held in t he highest esteem. Shelem 

never a bandoned his love ot t he sheep, even when, in 

later years, he f illed other positions on the kibbutz . 

Shelem's book of poems , Shepherds in Gilboa, 

( ]l? tJl ? f'1/J ) , published in 1950 by the Israeli 

Sheep Breeder 's Assocation, extols the world of sheep 

and the often lonely existence of the shepherd. Many of 
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these poems became popular folk songs, representing the 

yearning of the early pioneers to return to the tradi

tions of their ancestors by revitaliz ing ancient pro

fessions, such as shepherding . 

One aspect of working with the sheep included the 

annual sheepshearing which occurred in the spring , 

usually in the month of May before Shavuot. The kibbutz 

had an Arab shearer who worked with them and guided them 

in the intricate shearing process. Over the years, 

Shelem observed that during the shearing, the Arab would 

always hum the same tune and then suddenly change the 

rhythm and add some words. The Jewish shepherds, whose 

enthusiasm and spirit for this work ran high, also 

wanted to join in song. Yet they felt that the ttebrew 

and Yiddish songs of their youth, representing the non

agricultural life of the Diaspora , were inappropriate. 

This feeling of inadequacy led several members in 1931 

or 1932 to suggest to Shelem t hat they prepare a cele

bration for the annual sheepshearing. Thus, Shelem 

wrote, "Perhaps it was the right time to renew the 

ancient Hag Ha Gez (Sheepshearing Festival) with the end 

of the season. I was attracted to the idea. It was an 

excellent subject and an opportunity to do research on 

the revival of ancient, forgotten holidays. Of course, 

I leafed through the liible, and my efforts were in 

vain." 23 
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In this, the first of Shelem's holiday compositions 

for kibbutz celebrations , he immediately turned to the 

Bible as the primary source of information. Yet, 

Shelem ' s attraction to the Bible is not difficult to 

understand when one recognizes that She l em was committed 

to a lifestyle that meant the revival of ancient Jewish 

ways on ancient Jewish land. Shelem 's attitude is en

capsulated in t he following quote: "We were shepherds 

like our ancestors ; we will celebrate like our ances

tors. Just as they celebrated the end of sheepshearing, 

it is fitting that we should also celebrate it . 11 24 

Thus, there ws no doubt in ~helem's mind that what 

worked for their ancestors could now work fo r them, 

although thousands ot years had transpired in between, 

and many of those customs had even disappeared . 

The only biblical reference Shelem found for 

Simchat Ha Gez , ( j 'i,) .J ade ), occurs in I Samuel 

25:2-11 and 36, which comprises the sheepshearing cele

bration of Naval the Carmelite. Shelem expressed dis

appointment with the biblical sources, because of the 

lack of detailed description of an actual ceremony. 

Shelem, who was in charge of the celebrat ion that would 

entail a feast and program upon the completion of the 

shearing, was left to his own resources to devise an 
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appropriate ceremony which would somehow connect these 

modern shepherds to the folkways of their biblical 

ancestors. The actual ceremony for Hag Ha Gez consists 

of three parts: 1) the ceremony of receiving the sheep 

from the pasture, receiving the wool, welcoming the 

shepherds and ocher members of the community, and the 

dance of the shepherds; 2) the festival meal, including 

music, readings, and songs; and 3)a play on the 

biblical subject taken from the life of the shepherds . 25 

As the time for celebration approached , Shelem 

could not locate songs in Hebrew or Yiddish co express 

adequately the meaning of Hag Ha Gez. Lea Bergscein, a 

dancer of international renown (also a shepherd at Beit 

Alfa), who became his lifelong colleborator, asked 

Shelem to write a song for the holiday, for which she 

wou\d choreograph a dance. During the week prior co 

the celebration, Shelem purposefully distanced himse lf 

trom the other shepherds in order to work on this song, 

until finally "one day I found myself i n high spirits •• 

the words came to me: "Rejoice, Rejoice, the shearing 

(''J... 1~2, festival has arrived." ~ a,l} Jt,) lD)fJ l{),I(' tc 'e tc'<J 

Alone in the pasture, as he wanted the song to be a 

surprise, he sang it out loud over and over. On the 

evening of the festivities, the entire kibbutz gathered 



18 

together, drank sweetened water, ate almond candies, 

read biblical verses, and sang songs (such as Shelem ' s 
I " "Chic Chae", ( ''f 3 :p'3 ). Shelem described what 

happened next : "With great fear, I began with the new 

song 11S i 'su v' S imchu", ( \\ I nd·e.1 /"C'e'' ), at first 

without confidence , but from time to time I became more 

aroused and finally by the end everyone present accom

panied me in the rising and dominant rhythm." Lea the 

Dancer (i.e., Lea Bergstein) spontaneously began to 

dance to this song. As usual, I wrote home about my 

success . 1127 

Members of the ~abima Thelitre Group happened to be 

on Beit Alfa on the night of this celebration. Chana 

Rovena, one of Israel's premier actre~ses, was so moved 

by Shelem' s rendition of his song, "Seh V'Gadi", 

( \\ '-? l.} ,:SCH), that she asked and received permission 

from him to sing it publicly. Thus, by the early 

1930's, Shel em ' s songs were already becoming popular 

folk tunes. Shelem 's writings in honor of Hag Ha Gez 

and Israeli shepherds in general were compiled in the 

collection The Shepherd and His Holiday, published by 

Kibbu tz Ramat Yohanan in 1979. While this collection 

does not contain all of his works on the shepherd and 

Hag Ha Gez, it does rep r esent his main works , written in 

different periods and published in various places on 

sheep and shepherding . 28 
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Shelem and others helped popularize Hag Ha Gez on 

kibbutzim throughout Israel. Although today Hag Ha Gez 

has ceased on most kibbutzim due to discontinuation of 

sheep herds, Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan did continue its 

celebration with some revisions until their sheep 

division was eliminated. Even as late as 1961, Shelem 

expressed the need for this kind of ceremony: "In our 

days as well, there is a need to express the job of 

labor, and mutual relations between man and living 

things, between the s hepherd and his sheep.1129 While 

Hag Ha Gez may have ceased to exist, it signified the 

beginning of a new process by kibbutzim for the formula

tion of indigenous holiday celebrations based on ancient, 

biblical customs. Shalom Lilker maintains, "The 

decision to initiate this holiday was tantamount to the 

creation of an entirely new festival.1130 Thus , Hag Ha 

Gez represented the first major contribution of 

Matitiyahu Shelem to the creation of a new kind of 

J udaism, "kibbutz Judaism. " 

Throughout his early years in Palestine, on Beit 

Alfa and then on Ramat Yohanan, Shelem lived a life 

typical of the pioneers of the Second and Third Aliyahs- 

those eastern European Jews who came to work their 

homeland with a strong knowledge of traditional texts, 
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yet with an enlightened world view. what makes Shelem 

unique, however, is his compulsive need to express, 

through music, his experiences in Israel, his Judaism, 

and his religious beliefs . Elisha Shelem believes that 

his father "saw himselt more as a composer than a 

writer • •. his attitude was that we have to create 

from anew , even in respect to melody and music. 1131 

Shelem's aptitude for music stems from childhood . 

As a youth in Poland, Shelem would often compose tunes 

and distribute them anonymously.32 Lack of technical 

knowledge did not hinder Shelem's ability to compose. 

He would simply memorize the tunes and repeatedly sing 

them aloud to others until they were learned by all and 

accepted as part of his community. Over thu years, many 

people encouraged Shelem to study music professionally. 

He hesitated, because he saw himself first and foremost 

as a member of a communal society dedicated to working 

the land. However, in the 1930's and 1940's, Shelem 

took advantage of opportunities to study music in Jeru

salem and Tel Aviv . 

Even upon formal completion of his studies, Shelem 

never viewed music as a real profession. Rather, he was 

satisfied with the amount of knowledge necessary to 

create his songs. In the beginning of his musical 

ca reer, Shelem received help and advice from Yehuda 
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Sharett of Kibbutz Yagur, another composer of music and 

of the first kibbutz Haggadah. Professor Shlomo 

Rozovski also provided professional assistance in the 

areas of composition and reading notes. Despite his 

technical training, Shelem never learned to write with 

ease, for he concentrated long and hard on each song he 

composed. His entire being was wrapped up in the world 

of his songs, as he confirmed, "In secret and in hiding, 

I wrote songs--lyrical and very personal songs . 11 33 

Shelem usually wrote his own music and texts, 

occasionally setting biblical verses to music. As a 

musician, he is considered by many in lsrael today to be 

a "Paytan", a liturgical poet, whose musical stimulus 

stemmed from his immediate environment and personal ex

periences. While members of the First Aliyah concen

trated on the fervent Hasidic songs they brought from 

Eastern Europe, musicians of the Second and Third 

Aliyahs, such as Shelem, realized the need for indigenous 

songs expressing the life of the pioneer and the 

kibbutz, set to an Eastern rhythm indicative of their 

new cultural environment. As one of the founders of 

Israeli music, Shelem did not have to look far to find 

themes and incentives for his tunes. His songs a re an 

ode to the nature and landscape of the early Yishuv 
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(pre -Statehood Palestine); the Jezreel Valley and mount

ains of Gilboa; the sheep and their shepherds; the 

pioneers who tilled the ancient soil; children; anti

Jewish experiences which needed expression; and, most 

important, holidays and communal celebrations. Although 

he took his music very seriously and often spent long 

hours researching texts and holidays, most of Shelem ' s 

songs represent the optimism, through rejoicing and 

celebrating, ot the Je~ish people in their renewed 

homeland (e . g. i') Od-e.l t'.?)Jo( /c.J tDDLe OrlC,ll i.)Sl'6J). ; , 
Many of Shelem 's songs attained national status and 

are taught as part of the educational curriculum in 

Israel. Which Israeli student today does not know the 

words co "Shibol e t Ba Sedeh,• ( " ·. J·~ '')? Th ,):1 i:C: ,A r- c e 

songs ot Shelem's holiday celebrations, particularly Hag 

Ha Gez and the Omer Festival , are already an integral 

part of the Israeli heritage. Besides being popularized 

by radio, television and film, Shelem 's songs are widely 

used in choirs by famous conductors , such as Wolf, Bik, 

Brandman and others.34 His book, Z'marim, contains all 

of Shelem's songs. Miriam Bar, writing in the newspaper 

"Davar," calls Z'marim "a summation of the work of 

pioneer life of one of the first ' searchers ' of Israeli 

melody, a small group of those devoted to this subject 

who created the music of Israel. ,.35 
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Inspired by his success with Hag Ha Gez, Shelem 

began to work seriously with t he dancer Lea Bergstein. 

Since then, Lea has been involved in choreographing 

Shelem's music. Lea , who studied dance professionally 

in Germany and with Isadora Duncan in Vienna, was also 

influenced by the purity and spontaneity of eastern 

music and rhythm. Like Shelem, she envisioned her 

dances representing the revitalization of an ancien t 

people on its historic land. In this way, she too was 

contributing co the creation of an indigenous Israeli 

dance form, which was incorporated in many of Shelem ' s 

holiday celebrations. 

Lea, who pr es ent ly lives on Kibbutz kamat Yohanan, 

remembers how, during the early years on Be1t Alfa, 

Shelem would "come down from the mountain (after tending 

the sheep ) ..• come to my room, and anounce "I have a 

song1"36 Since Shelem had not yet received form a l 

musical training and did not know how to write musical 

notes, Lea would transcribe his music onto paper. Then 

he would ask her to put movement to his songs. His en

thusiasm for his music and for new forms of worship 

sparked Lea's creative powers, which remain intense to 

this day. She called Shelem "rebbe," for "he did not 

search in foreign fields. He searched the sources and 

refused to search other areas ."37 
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Initially, Shelem and Lea performed only for the 

members at Beit Alfa. Lea concedes that "Matit i yahu did 

not have a great voice , but his voice had warmth. He 

sang with his heart and soul. He also could play the 

ocarina (a simple wind instrument similar to a flute) 

very well. He did not like to perform in public.1138 

Eventually their reputation spread and they were asked 

to perform throughout Palestine, particularly on other 

se ttlements, such as Degania Alef. Thus , already in the 

1930' s Shelem began to be recognized as a national poet 

and songwriter, a ( 

By 1940, due to insurmountable political differen

ces within the group at Beit Alfa , Shelem, his wife 

Tova, their two sons Elisha and Amitai, and others, in

cluding Lea bergstein, moved to Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan. 

Located in the Zevulun Valley near Haifa, Ramat Yohanan 

was also in its early stages when the Shelem family 

arrived. Shelem continued to work with the sheep, "but 

not for forty years as Rabbi Akiva did in his time1 11 39 

Over the years, Shel em was called upon to work primarily 

with youth, instructing and guiding them. From 1944-

1946 he attended a special program at Hebrew University 

in Jerusalem, to become a youth leader.40 Shelem became 

particularly involved in the Youth Aliyah Movement and 

then with relocating young Holocaust survivors. He also 

worked in the fields, dairy and kitchen. Whenever time 

permitted, Shelem always managed to go out to the 
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pasture with the sheep, for it was there that he felt 

real contentment. Deeply committed to cultural and 

holiday celebrations, Shelem served as a member of the 

Cultural Committee trom 1946 until his death in 1975. 

After his death, perhaps the greatest legacy Shelem 

left was the Institute for Holidays and Customs, which 

he founded on Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan. The idea to estab

lish the Institute was prompted by the vast amount of 

material Shelem discovered on the subject of shepherds 

and their customs.41 As he began to compile the 

material according to topic, Shelem realized the need 

for one central place to store this growing body of 

material. The kibbutz provided Shelem with space in 

the building which formerly served as a Moadon for 

youth. To this day, that room is known as "Pinac Ha 

Roeh;" i.e . , "The Shepherd ' s Corner." 

As Shelem began to devote more time to the activi 

ties ot the kibbutz Cultural Committee and to research

ing and writing his own holiday celebrations, he outgrew 

the limited amount of space allotted him. At that 

point , Shelem realized that he needed mor e than a place 

to preserve the material he wrote and collected; he 

needed a place to research and write as well. Shelem 

envisioned a place which would become a meeting ground 

for merubers ot other kibbutzim, all busily engaged in 

the task of creating fixed forms for holiday celebra

tions on kibbutz . From this idea arose the decision to 
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establish the Institute for Holidays and Customs . 

Located on the grounds of Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan, 

the Institute consists of a narrow one- room building 

filled with tables and chairs for those who come to do 

research there. Hundreds of files arranged according to 

topic, from Jewish holidays to national celebrations, 

align t he wal ls and fil l two sets of stand-up book 

shelves. Besides written material, such as holiday 

Masechtot and folklore, the Institute collects news

paper and magazine articles, music, recordings, holiday 

decorations, records, films , books , and art work from 

kibbutzim throughout Israel. While the main purpose 

is to gather and arrange material pertaining to holidays 

on kibbutzim, the Institute a lso makes holiday material 

available to other kibbutzim and kibbutz institutions. 

Material is distributed to kibbutzim through inter

kibbutz meetings, often held at the Institute , or 

through seminars spon_Jored by the Institute . From time 

to time, the Institute publishes source material in 

conjunction with the Inter-Kibbutz Committee on Holidays 

and Culture or on its own. Staffed today by Ela Zebu

lun, a very capable former colleague of Shelem, the 

Institute for Holidays and Customs continues to serve 

the purpose which inspired Shelem to found it over 

twenty-five years ago. In the narrow room that now 

houses thousands ot documents on kibbutz holidays , the 

spirit of Natitiyahu Shelem prevails. 
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CHAPTER TWO - THE OMER FESTIVAL IN THE 
°T'RADITloNAL"'B°OURCES - --

In 1945, five years after Shelem arrived on Kibbutz 

Ramat Yohanan and approximately fourteen years after he 

wrote his first holiday celebration for kibbutz, "Hag Ha 

Gez," Sh elem composed his most famous and intricate 

holiday piece, "Masechet Ketzir Ha Omer." That Shelem 

was able to compose such a diverse and complex liturgi

cal creation seems not unusual, for his talents and 

artistic capabilities are widely known. Yet, the fact 

that this ceremony, composed in 1945, is celebrated each 

year on Kibbutz Ramat Yonanan with but minor alterations 

makes it deserving of further study . 

Although he considered himself an enlightened Jew, 

Shelem remained tied to his Jewish sources . Whenever he 

began work on a holiday celebration, he faithfully 

studied the biblical, legal and aggadic sources.42 His 

"Masechet for Hag Ha Omer" was no exception. Not only 

does Shelem use these sources as a basis for his 

"Masechet Ketzir Ha Omer;" he also quotes directly from 

them throughout the Masechet. He does so in part to 

legitimize the revival of this ancient rite in a modern 

context. Because the Omer festival is central to our 

discussion, I will present a rather detailed summary of 
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the textual sources and Shelem 's use of them in his 

"Masechet for Hag Ha Omer ." 

As with Hag Ha Gez , Shelem began with t he principal 

source, the Bible , which contains three main references 

to thP. Omer. Leviticus 23:9-16 comprises the primary 

biblical source, for it provides the most explicit 

directions of how the Israelites should enact the Omer, 

or harvesting of the first spring crops , when they 

eventually conquer Canaan and settle in the promised 

land. 

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 
Speak to the10sraelite people and 
say to them: When you enter the 
land which I am giving to you and 
you reap its harvest, you shall 
bring t he firsf, sheaf of your harvest 
to the priest. He shall wave 
the sheaf before the Lord for 
acceptance on your behalf; the 
priest shall wave ff on the day 
after the sabbath. On the day 
that you wave the sheaf, you shall 
offer as a burnt offering to the 
Lord a lamb of trJ first year 
without blemish. The meal off-
ering with it shall be two- tenths of 
a measure of choice flour with oil 
mixed in; an offering by fire of 
pleasing odor to the Lord; and the 
libation with it f~all be of wine , a 
quarter of a hin. Until that 
very day, until you have brought the 
offering of your God , you shall eat 
no bread or parched grain or fresh 
ears; it is a law for all time 
throughout the ages in all your 



settlements.15 And from the day 
on which you bring the sheaf of wave 
offering - the day after the sabbath 
- you shall count off fcven weeks. 
They must be complete; you must 
count unt i l the day atter the sev
enth week - fifty days; then you 
shall bring an offering of new grain 
to the Lord. (JPS, The Torah , pp. 
224-225) -
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The Leviticus passage includes the injunction to 

bring part of the Omer (23.1 0), usually meaning a sheaf 

of barley or corn, to the priest; the symbolic waving of 

the sheaf by the priest(23.11); and the time for this 

action, i.e., 11 the day after the sabbath" (23.1 1) , 

( '' .I\? G, ,) ,A J O Ill rJ'' ) , which was eventually 
' 

interpreted by the Pharisees to mean the day after the 

first day of the festival of ~assover; that is, the 

sixteenth of Nisan. Leviticus 23 also details the kind 

of meal offering to be sacrificed to God from the Omer. 

Thus, according to the Leviticus 23 passage, the symbolic 

harvesting of the first sheaf signifies the beginning of 

the general harvest period in ancient Israel. It 

stipulates that this law pertains to all generations in 

all places and enjoins us to count fifty days from the 

waving of the Omer until the festival of Shavuot . 

In the second biblical source, Exodus 16, verses 

16, 18, 22, 32 and 33 demonstrate how the term "Omer" 

---
' 

l 

, , 
I 

I 



denotes a form of measure in t he Bible: 

1 6: 1 6, "Gather as much of it as each 
of you requires to eat, an omer to a 
person • • .16: 18, "But when they 
measured it by the Omer • • • ;" 16:22, 
"On the sixth day they gathered 
double the amount of food, two omers 
for each ••• ;" 16: 32, "Le t one 
omer of it be kept throughout the 
ages ••• ; " 16:33, "Take a jar, 
put one omer of manna in it . II 
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Deuteronomy 16 , the third biblical source for Omer, 

again enj o ins the Israelites to observe the Passover 

holiday during the spring season. In verse 9, which is 

simila r to Leviticus 23 :15 and 16, we a r e told to count 

seven weeks from the beginning of the harvest until the 

f ift i eth day which culm inates in the holiday of Shavuot. 

Thus, the tradition of counting the period of t he Omer 

was already established in biblical times . From the 

Deuteronomic citation we deduce that Passover 

represented the beginning of the harvest and was 

connected to Shavuot by counting f ifty days from t he 

time when the :"sickle is first put up to t he standing 

grain , II ( ", ..... ,/"? eocJ n So,) d 11 
) . 

I 
The biblical references to the Omer provide no 

description of a specific ceremony, but rather , general 

instructions that the first produce of the spring season 

must be reaped and brough t to the priest as an offeri ng. 
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Thus , from the biblical sources we derive that : 1) the 

reaping of the Omer harvest occurs in spring and has an 

agricultural basis; 2) the Omer offering ( i.e . , the 

first sheaf of grain) was brought to the priest on "the 

day after the sabbath, II ( _____ ~ll~?_e_;, ,/1. JI) dd ) 

either literally or meaning the day after the holiday, 

depending on whether one follows Sadduccean or Pharisaic 

opinions; 43 3) fifty days are counted from the day of 

the waving of the Omer until Shavuot; 4) Omer in Exodus 

means a form of measure, not a cultic rite or ceremony; 

and 5) while the Deuteronomic version does not 

specifically mention Omer, it does describe reaping the 

Omer and the requirement for counting tifty days from 

that time until Shavuot. 

Only parts of the Leviticus 23 passage, which 

includes the Oeuteronomic injunction to count the Omer, 

and the reference to the raising of sickles in 

Deuteronomy 16 are used by Shelem as the biblical basis 

for his Omer ceremony. As a farmer whose way of life 

depends upon the success or failure of his harvest, 

Shelem focuses on the reaping of the spring harvest 

alluded to in Leviticus 23:9-16 . 

Shelem begins the actual Omer ceremony with a 

responsive reading between a member and the assemblage, 

I 

I 
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based upon Leviticus 23:10, "When you enter the land 

which I am giving to you and you reap its harvest, you 

shall bring the first sheaf of your harvest . . . , " 

which he also puts to music to be sung in a festive 

spirit (Appendix l, p. 10.) Leviticus 23:10, as well as 

verses 14 and 15, are cited in a reading to begin the 

section entitled, "Likrat Ha Kotzrim" (Appendix l, p. 

13) which sets the stage for the symbolic reaping of the 

Omer. Because Shelem's Omer ceremony does not include 

the requisite sacrifice of the Leviticus 23 passage, 

Shelem freely omits verses 12 and 13 from his ceremony . 

From Deuteronomy 16:9, Shelem incorporates the 

phrase, "When the sickle is first put to the standing 

grain, " throughout section Five of the Masechet. In 

fact , this deed becomes the basis for the ritual act and 

dance of the male harvesters; their sickles identify 

them as the primary players in the drama of reaping the 

Omer (Appendix 1, p.13, line ot Karoz Gimmel and last 

paragraph of instructions, line 2; p. 14, line of Kotzer 

Ale± after song; and p. 15, paragraph of Instructions 

after song, line 1. ) 

The mishnaic sources elaborate upon the description 

of the Omer rite set forth in Leviticus 23. From the 

mishnaic sources we l earn not only how the Omer festival 

was celebrated during the Second Temple period; we also 

-
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gain significant insights into the way of life of those 

Jews and the symbols featured in the Omer rite. The 

most detailed account of the Omer rite is found in 

Mishnah Menahot 10: 1-9. These passages indicate who 

participated in the Omer ceremony, when it took place, 

what props were used, and the actual procedure for the 

ceremony. Although in Mishnah Menahot 10:1 the rabbis 

disagree as to how many sheaves should be brought to the 

priest on a weekday (three) and on a Sabbath (five) , we 

do learn from here that the number three figures signi

ficantly (i.e., three sheaves , three sickles, three 

r eapers, and three baskets.) Shelem believed it was not 

coincidental that things occur in the Omer ceremony in 

threes .44 In fact, Shelem incorporates this symbolic 

number into his modern-day reenactment of the ancient 

rite. The procession to begin the ceremony is led by 

three elders and three young men atop horses; the male 

and ~emale harvesters walk in the procession in groups 

of threes; and the procession stops at three gates along 

its r oute to the f i eld (Appendix 1, p. 3 . ) 

Mishnah Menahot 10:2, which bhelem quotes in the 

Masechec (Appendix 1, p. 17, karoz Gimmel , ) teaches that 

the Omer should be taken from a ripened grain crop 

(preferably barley) near Jerusalem. However, if the 

11 
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grain in fields surrounding Jerusalem are not yet ripe, 

the sheaf offering could be taken from any other place 

in Israel in which it had already ripened. Shelem 

employs a similar technique by choosing a different site 

in the closest wheat, corn or barley fields each year 

for the Ramat Yohanan ceremony . 

The actual Omer rite, which forms the basis of the 

main body of Shelem's ceremony, occurs in Mishnah 

Menahot 10:3, part of which Shelem cites in the Masechet 

(Appendix 1, p. 17, Karoz Bet-middle of page. ) On the 

evening of the festival day (i.e. , Passover), court 

messengers would go forth from Jerusalem to a designated 

site in one of the grain fields outside of the city. 

They would tie the unreaped grain in small bunches, 

thereby facilitating the actual harvest. On the day of 

the festival (i.e., first day of Passover before the 

seder), the inhabitants from nearby towns would gather 

at this site so that the reaping would take place amidst 

much pomp . 

As the sun set, a dialogue would take place between 

the priest and the people. During this dialogue, the 

priest would call out each question three times (again , 

note the significance of the number three) . On the 

Sabbath a special section was added which indicates that 

reaping could occur on the Sabbath: 

-
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Priest: Has the sun set? 
People: Yes. 

Priest: Is this a sickle? 
People: Yes . 

Priest: Is this a basket? 
People: Yes. 

Priest: On this Sabbath? (Special section 
added on Sabbath) 

People: Yes. 

Priest: Shall I reap? 
People: Yes, yes, yes I 

The procedure for reaping and bringing the Omer to 

the priest begun in Mishnah Menahot 10:3 is continued in 

Mishnah Menahot 10:4. The sheaves are cut and brought 

in large, straw baskets to the Temple. According to the 

tradition of Rabbi Meir, the Omer was then roas ted in 

order to fulfill the commandment of "roasting" 

( ,fp ) depicted in Leviticus 2:1445. However, 

the tradition of the sages was to beat the cut grain 

with reeds and separate the chaff from the grain. Then 

it was roasted, ground to flour, and one tenth of an 

ephah was sifted through thirteen sieves (also in 

Mishnah Menahot 6:7). The remainder was redee med by the 

priest while the tenth of an ephah underwent an 

intricate ritual process (also in Mishnah Menahot 6:1) 

of basically an elaboration of Leviticus 23:13 in which 

it was mixed with various oils. The offering was then 
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raised and lowered three t i mes by t he priests as a form 

of blessing, so the waving would be sure to be seen by 

the people. According to the mi drash, the waving a l so 

represents a magical act whose i ntent is to el i minate 

the evil winds which could ruin the spring harvest . 46 

The "hanafah" , symbolic sifting and waving of the Omer 

by the priests, signified permission to begi n to reap 

the grain produce throughout lsrael(Mishnah Menahot 

10:5.) 

Shelem's Omer ceremony adheres most closely to the 

procedure set forth in Mishnah Menahot 10:3 and 4. The 

early Omer celebrations on Ramat Yohanan were held also 

on the eve of the festival day, prior to the Passover 

seder. As described in Chapter Four , the entire kibbutz, 

including several hundred guests, proceed from the 

kibbutz to a designated site in one of the nearby 

fields. There they enact a more intricate ceremony than 

that of M. Menahot 10:3 and 4, consisting of expanded 

dialogues , songs and dances. However, the purpose of 

the ceremony remains the same : to reap and bind together 

a few symbolic sheaves of ripened grain to signal the 

commencement of the spring harvest in Israel . 

While Shelem does include a symbolic interchange in 

his ceremony, a kibbutz elder takes the place of the 

priest, s ince Shelem ' s is a non-cultic rite. He also 
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synchronizes the cl imactic moment of reaping the Omer 

with the setting of the sun. ~h~lem elim i nates the 

process of separating the wheat from the chaff, as wel l 

as roasting, grinding and sifting the grain described in 

M. Menahot 10:4. However, when the Omer is cut and 

bound into sheaves, it is placed into the wicker basket 

and raised and lowered several times by the male har

vesteo-, as in M. Menahot 10:4 and S. 

Finally, instead of bringing the Omer to be 

redeemed by the priest, the male harvesters carry the 

basket containing the Omer to a kibbutz elder who awaits 

them on a stage erected especially for this puLpose. 

There, the elder "redeems" the Omer for the Jewish 

National Fund, which is responsible for the acquisition 

and maintenance of land in Israel. 

Mishnah Menahot 10 :9, which Shelem quotes in his 

ceremony (Appendix 1, p. 17, Karcz Alef) appears to be 

a summary of the general rules pertaining to the Omer 

harvest; "the rule of the Omer is that it shall be 

brought from standing corn ; but if this cannot be found 

it may be brought from t~e sheaves. The rule is that it 

shall be brought from fresh grain; but if this cannot 

be found it may be brought from dried grain. The rule is 

that it shall be reaped by night; but i f it is reaped by 
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day, it is valid. Moreover, the reaping (of the Omer) 

overrides the Sabbath." The Tosefta adds "grain of the 

sabbatical and jubilee years, as well as the after

growth , are retained for Omer a llotment~'4 7 

The Omer ceremony described in Mishnah Menahot 

10:1-9 ceased entirely with the destruction of the 

Temple and loss of dominion over the land. Since the 

Omer was "prescribed by and rooted in the way of life of 

a people1148 , the ceremony lost al l purpose when not 

celebrated on the land of Is rael or in the Temple. Once 

the Temple was destroyed, only the custom of counting 

the Omer (Leviticus 23:15 and 16, and Deuteronomy 16:9 

and 10) remained and in fact took on new meaning. It 

was not until this century , with the help of Shelem and 

other pioneers, that the Omer ceremony found new purpose 

in the life and rituals of those who resettled the 

ancient land . 

The few Talmudic passages pertaining to the Omer 

festival do not provide actual descriptions of the rite 

as found in Mi shnah Menahot. Mather, from the three 

main Talmudic passages we learn: 1) the rabbis adopted 

the Pharisaic interpretation of the term "the day after 

the first day of the f es t iv al" ( __ ____,),JQ.l..f!...:e_.~u._-.A,a._J1u.'1u.8ut/~_) 

(Mena hot 64b-66a and Rosh ha Shanah 7b); 2) reaping the 
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Omer represents a religious obligation (Rosh ha Shanah 

9a); and 3) the Omer rite occurs at the Passover season, 

because according to Rabbi Joshua, "Just as in regard to 

the new moon there is something distinctive at the 

commencement of the counting, so with the feast of 

Weeks , there is something distinctive at the commence

ment of the counting, namely, the festival of Passover." 

(Menahot 65b). 

The Talmudic references do contain some additional 

information presumed to explain the harvesting of the 

Omer in ancient Israel. For example, in Pesachim SSA, 

"Rabbi Judah said: In Judea they used to do work on the 

eve of Passover until midday while in Galilee they did 

not work at all." Yerushalm i Shekalim and Midrash 

Leviticus Rabbah 28:4-5 agree that the people of Israel 

were worthy of possessing the land of Israel because 

they would fulfill the commandment to reap the Omer. 

However, it is not explicitly c l ear from the Masechet 

that Shelem used the Talmudic passages as the basis for 

or as part of his ceremony . 

Another ancient source which discusses the Omer is 

found in Part III of the Antiquities of Josephus i n 

which he concurs with the Pharisaic tradition which 

Shel em also follows, "On the day after Passover on the 
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sixteenth day, they take from the fruits which were 

reaped, because until now they did not touch them 

(because it is forbidden to reap before the Omer) and 

they bring the fi rst fruit of the barley in this 

manner. 1149 Josephus ' description of the procedure for 

preparing the Omer offering in the Temple reiterates 

that which is depicted in Mishnah Menahot 10:4. 

Some scholars identify Hag Ha Omer with the ancient 

Hag Ha Matzot and view it primarily as a nature holiday. 

They find within it remnants of Canaanite worship, such 

as the symbolic waving of the Omer offering to eliminate 

the "evil winds.1150 Yehezkel Kaufman adamantly denies 

the possibi l ity of Canaanite origins for the lsraelite 

Omer rite. Kaufman argues that while many scholars 

believe Passover, Omer , and Shavuot may have originated 

with the Canaanites and from contact with them during 

the early part of Israel's history in Canaan, he sees no 

proof for this contention. Rather, Kaufman contends 

that every nation maintains agricultural holidays and 

there is no reason to believe the ancient Israelites 

could not have developed independent foundations for 

their holidays.51 In his article, "L'Hidush Hag Ha 

Omer" ("Renewing the Omer Ceremony"), Shel em, who agrees 

with Kaufman, also attempts to refute accusations that 

the Omer ceremony contains pagan elements. In fact, 
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like Kaufman , he is eager to prove that these were 

indig~nous Israelite ceremonies enacted solely on 

Israelite land, which therefore legitimates use of 

them in modern times.52 

Thus , based upon t he ancient halakhic sources used 

by Shelem in his Masechet for Hag Ha Omer, the picture 

that we derive of the Omer festival points to a funda 

mental nature ceremony held during the spring season in 

conjunction with the festivals of Passover and Shavuot. 

The symbolic reaping and ritualistic lifting of the 

Omer, which signified the beginning of the spring ha r

vest in ancient Israel, performs the same role for 

Shelem in modern Israel. Whether then or now , the Omer 

ceremony represents the Israelites' gratitude for a 

season of growth, the hope for a successful harvest, and 

the removal of old grain to be replaced by new seeds and 

new grains in the next harvest.53 Shelem ' s r enewed 

celebration of this ancient ritual shows that the Omer 

festival constitutes a time of public gathering, a 

season of reaping, and an optimistic offering in expect

ation of a prosperous harvest . 



CHAPTER THREE - THE RENEWAL OF HOLIDAYS AND THE 
OhER CELEBRATION IN lSRA~ 
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During the period of the Mishnah, the Omer festival 

expressed a definite agricultural theme. Yet, from the 

time the holiday was decreed in ancient Israel until it 

was revived in modern Palestine, there occurred a break 

in agricultural life. As Jews began to return to the 

"promised land" in large numbers during the early 

19OO's, the need to renew ancient holidays increased, 

particularly those promoting an agricultural message. 

New forms for ancient ceremonies described in the Bible, 

Mishnah, and Talmud were required to complement the 

lives of these pioneers, who were dedicated to reworking 

the land. 

A major theme for their renewed holdiays focused on 

the agricultural context, especially the variation in 

seasons which, like their ancestors also experienced, 

tied them to the success or failure of seasonal 

harvests. It is not surprising, then, that the Omer 

festival, with its intrinsic ties to spring and the 

reaping of the first spring produce, played a dominant 

role in the renewal of ancient holiday forms in Pales

tine during the early 19OO's. However, before focusing 

on the renewal of the Omer ceremony itself, it is neces

sary to understand the development of holidays and 
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renewed holiday forms in general in Palestine at that 

time . 
5~ 

The years of the ~irst Aliyah (1880-1930) were 

difficult ones, with the emphasis on laying the foun

dation for the future establishment of a Jewish state. 

Most participants were young idealistic Jews ot Eastern 

Europe origin. They rejected the material values and 

staid orthodoxy of their parents. ln the new untamed 

homeland, they sought to create a new type of society 

based on communality , sharing, and a break from the old 

established patterns of society, including religion . 

These first pioneers concentrated on forming 

secular communal settlements, planting vineyards , and 

making Zionism their only form of religion. Any 

attempts at holiday celebrat i ons usually took place in 

the form of parodies, (e .g., early Passover Haggadot) or 

through songs and dances. Aharon Schurer contends that 

eventually these young settlers discovered the emptiness 

inherent in this approach and began to realize the need 

co identify more seriously with Klal lsrael . 55 

By the 1930's and 1940's, much ot the initial 

idealism diminished once the land was conquered, houses 

built , a new generation of children born, and a daily 

routine established. Typ i cal ot this swing in attitude 

was Shelem ' s own kibbutz, Beit Alfa. Shalom Lilker 

posits that once Kibbutz Ale£ settled the l and and 
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formed Ki bbutz Beit Alfa, "lieit Alfa became so griml y 

efficient that it was emotiona lly povercy-stricken."56 

Shelem himself recounts how the emphasis on work on 

t hese settlements brought with it a spirituality of its 

own . "In the Diaspora, there was a clearly marked 

separati on between the holy and the secular, between 

daily l i fe and holiday observance. But in t hose early 

years of settlement, the whole year was lik~ one holi

day , to the extent chat no other holidays were 

needed."5 7 

Shelem ' s son Elisha summarizes the s piritual pre

di cament ot his father ' s generat ion. "This generation 

led a cultural revolution against r el igion. They were 

real atheis ts, socialises and Zionists. But they fast 

found themselves in a vacuum, especially in relation to 

holidays . From an ideological point of view, thei r r e

lationship to religion was negative, but from a personal 

point of view , each had a strong background in Judaism .11 58 

Lilker concurs with Elisha Shelem tha t a "cultura l 

vacuum" resulted when the pioneers realized tha t it was 

no longer necessary to rebel against Orthodoxy and that 

the "religion of pioneering" no longer served as the 

main purpose for their life in Pal estine.59 

Once the work ethic and commitment to communalism 
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no longer provided adequate substitutes for spiritual 

outlets, the settlers began to search for other ritual 

forms to provide an emotionally- satisfying link to the 
-Jewish people, if not necessarily to the Jewish 

tradition. They sought to develop ritual forms that 

would r eflect the needs of the entire community, not 

of just those few spiritually- i nclined individuals on 

each settlement.60 Thus, t he kibbutz movement , now 

firm ly rooted in Palestinian li fe , awakened to the in

tellectual and organizational challenge and dedicated 

itself t o the development of indigenous kibbutz hol iday 

celebrations . 

The process f or creat i ng these new holiday fo rms 

reflected the ideological commitment of these young 

pioneers to a new kind of Jewish drama being enacted on 

ancient soil. El i sha Shel em discusses the problems that 

8helem ' s generation encountered in attempting to create 

holidays bas ed on other t han traditional r eligious 

festivals. Hecause of their negative fee lings toward 

the Diaspora, Elisha believes Shelem and his contempora

ries began to search t he ancient Jewish sources as a 

basis for their holidays. "They did not want to totally 

wipe out Judaism and t radition. They sear ched for a 

custom born of Israel. They wanted to creat e holidays 
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which spoke to their lives and needs.1161 Elisha per

ceives this kind of holiday as unique to the Land of 

Israel , specifically designed for a new country and 

Land, with such themes as agriculture and shepherds.62 

According to Shele m' s son, "There were people who 

beli eved that when a new holiday would be created, so 

would a new tradition.1163 Lilker , who agrees with 

Elisha , poin ts out that unfortunately , many of the 

vatikim [old timers], who were founders of the kibbutz 

holidays, lived to see that th i s did not occur. I n 

fact, Lilker believes only Passover is considered a 

tradition on kibbutz with established ritual forms .64 

How then did the early pioneers, such as Shelem , 

decide what holidays to celebrate and which ancient 

forms to r enew? Although Jews were farmers in other 

countries , only in Eretz Israel could they work t he same 

land as their ancestor s .65 Working the l and gave rise 

to the quest fo r holiday forms which would create, 

strengthen and deepen the settlers ' tie to the ancient 

agr icultur a l past.66 Their "national-historic" attach

ment to t he land67 deemed it appropriate to r evive 

anc ient festivals with nature and/or agricultural 

motifs. In this way , t he vat ikim created "an in t i mate 

bond with the natural world that existed among Jews in 

antiqui ty. 11 68 Thus, She l em concludes, "from t his we 
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understand how the following became the first holiday s 

to be given priority by the kibbutz ; Omer at Passover, 

li i kurim at Shavuot , Assif at Succot , planting trees at 

Tu B' Shevat, and sheepshearing in the spring.69 

The early pioneers ' close connect i on to the l and 

and the subsequent holidays which arose out ot that 

connection also had its basis i n l ate nineteenth and 

early twentieth century Jewish literature. For cen tur 

ies Diaspora Jews had preserved a burning desire to 

return to the l and of their biblical ancestors. The 

longing to atta in this goal found its literary 

expression in the Zionist writings of the late 1800 's , 

from the works of Yiddish poets Mordecai Zev i Manne 

(1859-1886) 70 and Shimon Frug (1860-1916) 71 up to and 

including the period of Hayyim Nahman Biali k (1~73-

1934) . 72 Shelem believed that these and other authors, 

such as wolf Jawitz (1847-1924) lor Ze ev Jawitz]73 and 

Elhanan Leib Lewinski (1857-191 0) , 74 used the i r 

writings to vent their longing and desire to not just 

return to the ancient homeland, but also for the renewal 

of nature holidays in the restored land of Israel.75 

For example, Shelem writes that, "Even Goldfaden excited 

crowds by staging plays, particularly 'Shl omit ' which 

opens with the Bikurim ceremony and the pilgrimmage to 

Jerusalem. 1176 
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~hether they realized it or not, claimed Shelem , 

the works of these well- known literary figures 

significantly influenced the holiday- creators of the 

Third Aliyah. 77 Uirectly or indirectly , Shelem and his 

contemporaries became students ot these writers, fo r 

oftimes it was their poems, stories and essays extoll ing 

the virtues of a return to Zion (e.g. , Abraham Ma~ ~ 

Ahavat Zion [ 1853],) which influenced many of the young 

pioneers to make aliyah. While the Jewish poets and 

writers sparked the intellectual impetus, the young 

pioneers were left to create the appropriate forms . 

Accord ing to Shelem , the pioneers took up where the 

poets ' words left off. 78 But for guidance and inspir

ation they continued to look to poets like lierl 

Katznelson and Bialik, whose words became slogans for 

the pioneers . 

Besides writing about a return to Eretz Israel , 

many of these authors, such as the poet itzchak 

Katznelson ( 1886-1944) 79 and Abraham Goldfaden (1840-

1908),80 were already writing and producing plays 

featuring renewed holiday cel ebrations in Palestine. 

Although ini t ially their works were intended for chil

dren in the nursery and primary schools , even before 
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world War I several secondary schools in Palestine 

(e.g. , the Herzliah Gymnasia) included these holiday 

writings as part of their curriculum.81 

During the 1930's and 1940' s, the kibbutz movement 

experienced a "creative outburst of holiday song , dance 

and art.1182 As Shel em , Yehuda Sharett, Shlomo Pos tolsky 

and others began to work seriously on reviving ancient 

holiday celebrations, they did so with certain questions 

in mind. Are the ceremony and liturgical style 

( QOIJ ) natural or artificial? Are the means of ex -

pression and costumes which they endeavored to adapt 

from ancient descriptions suited to contemporary times ? 

Are t he ancient symbols ot farmers in biblical times 

used in our ceremonies applicable to modern society? 

And , even after much research and experimentation , will 

the renewed holiday forms find acceptance on kibbutz , 

especially among the second and third generations?83 

These questions reflect the uncertainty with which the 

pioneers approached this brand new field of creative 

ritual, for it was diametrically opposed to the 

traditional Judaism they had lived and studied in their 

youth . 

Knowing that they were embarking upon an adven

turous voyage into a world of untapped potential , the 

first settlers to become involved in renewed holiday 
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celebr ations sought to begin their undertaking with 

ancient ce l ebrat i ons both tamilia r yet adaptable enough 

to withstand change. These initial experimental holi 

day forms had to incorporate an agricultura l motif and 

portr ay the reclaimed tie co the l and. They also had to 

embody a requisite amount of sp i rituality which would 

ra i se them to the level of ritual , without, however, 

their being authori tative and l certainly not] God

center ed . 

By virtue of their r edoopcive purpose and content , 

the renewed holiday forms had to represent t he r ebirth 

and regeneration of an ancient peopl e restored to its 

historic homeland. What better season f ulf ills t he 

hopes and aspirations of human beings than the period of 

spring , when nature itself abounds with s igns of lite 

renewed? Thus, it is not surprising chat these talented 

young pioneers poured t heir creative ener gy and efforts 

into revitalizing holidays that celebrate the promise of 

the spring season . 

As far as Shelem is concered , it was not coinciden

tal that the "holiday awaken ing" began with the celebra

tion of Passover. While this ancient holiday possessed 

a deep spiritual element in its relation to nature and 

the rites of spring, it also fulfilled the necessary 
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theme of redemption and freedom. No longer were these 

contemporary Jews slaves to an alien government 

(Poland). They rejected the rabbinic authority and the 

harsh conformist society ot their parents in Eastern 

Europe. free to live in their own land, they governed 

themselves and responded co the rules of nature and the 

commune. Of all the traditional Jewish holidays , 

Passover was most readily accepted by the kibbutzim tor , 

accord ing to Lilker, Passover represents " the essence of 

kibbutz communal Judaism . "84 

Even with a ll of its characteristics which comple

mented the early pioneer way of life , Passover itself 

was not new or different enough for someone as i nquisi

tive and creative as Shelem. He sought to uncover the 

essence and formul ate a holiday that truly arose out of 

the kibbutz way of life. Shelem did not have co search 

too far, because connected to the holiday ot Passover is 

the ancient Omer festival . Omer, with its innate ties 

to the land, the symbolic reaping of the first spring 

harvest, and participation by the masses ignited the 

cr~ative flame for which Shelem is now so well known . 

Shelem believed it was important to establish the 

Omer ceremony as part of the overall Passover festival , 

"j oint ly as The Festival ot Freedom and The Festival ot 

Spring" (''?,fl/,:) ?']lc.0 Z.01 /)1)1\i) to ~.85 
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The agricultural aspect of Passover stems from the Omer 

ceremony in ancient times. Omer represents the begin

ning of the spring harvest in Israel , the season "when 

the sickle is first put to the standing gr a in," ( Jr,)'' 

''vrlp7" C1OQ 1) Deuteronomy 16: 9) . For Shelem, the moment 

of reaping the standing grain ( ~~Y ), represents a 

poignant opportunty for communion with na t ure. Our 

ability to relate to nature refreshes the human spirit 

and inclines us toward celebrating t he wondrous phenom

enon of a new harvest. The custom of reap ing the Omer 

and bringing it to the Temple signifies a prosperous 

Israel; a time when the Israelites wer e able to live on 

the J J nd and make it prosper. For that r eason, Avshalom 

Reich , author of a study on kibbutz haggadot, is not 

surprised to find several biblical r eferences to it and 

to agriculture in genera l in early kibbutz haggadot. 

Concerning the renewal of the Omer f es tival, Reich 

writes, "Here is a real wish not to invent a new feast, 

bu t to try and renew an old custom as an accepted pa rt 

of this ideological and historical selectivity, 

i ntending to imitate this ancient ceremony , both by its 

shape and by its text ."86 

Several attempts to renew the Omer festival took 

place before Shel em composed his Masechet for Hag Ha 

Omer i n 1945. The actual beginning of the renewal of 
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the Omer festival commenced in the Jezreel Valley in the 

1920 ' s.87 From the 1920' s through the present, efforts 

to r enew the Omer festival continue to be based upon the 

theme of a return to the land of our ancestors; an end 

to the exile and a "res toration of the life of a 

people.1188 In the following quote, Aharon Schurer 

captures the essence of the purpose of these early 

pioneers. "We tried to interweave the past tradition in 

its national aspects with the life of nature and of 

farming villages with the ancient principles which were 

remarkably suited to our renewing lives in the kibbutz 

family settlement. Apparently, we have tound a blending 

of the values of nature and freedom trom ancient days 

and the present . 11 89 

While t here exists a great amoun t and variety of 

rich, folkloristic material on Omer ceremonies, there 

are three main versions of the renewed Omer festival on 

kibbutz: 1) Kibbutz Ein Harod, songs and compositions by 

Shlomo Postolsky; 2) Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan, program and 

compositions by Matitiyahu Shelem , dances by Lea 

Bergstein; and 3) Kibbutz Heftzi-Bah, composed by A~adad 

Eldan , music by Avraham Daus , dance by A. Aviel. 90 Each 

version shar es the same basic structure of text 

(biblical and contemporary readings) , songs , dances, and 
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reaping , waving and br i nging the Omer back t o a centr al 

place on the kibbu tz. However, not each cer emony i s 

celebrated at t he same t i me on the th ree kibbut z im. 

Many other kibbutzim have adapted al l or parts of t hese 

three ceremonies fo r thei r celebration of t he Omer 

festival . 

To chis day , there is no fixed or permanent for m 

tor the many and diverse existing Omer ceremonies . 

They are held on d i fferent kibbutzim in the ir own, 

distinct manner. Some ceremoni es are short; some l ong. 

On some kibbutzim the ceremony is celebra t ed on t he eve 

of Passover before the seder. Ochers define it as an 

independent holiday, held the day or several days after 

the communal seder. What they share is the communal 

processional by all members before sunset to a des i gn 

nated field . As the Bible commands , s i ckles are raised 

to the standing grain, and the first reap i ng is carried 

back co the kibbutz, accompanied by song and dance. 

Mose kibbutzim have devised a program or pamphlet con

taining readings based on ancient and contemporar y 
" 

sources--songs, dances, the symbolic reaping , the token 

waving ot the Omer offering , and ocher customs typical 

of the traditional Omer ceremony. 

Omer in the Traditional Sources. )9 1 

(See Chapter Two , 

In general t he 

contents of the Omer program focus on the themes of 

spring, harvest , rejoicing and giving thanks . 

\ 
I 
I 
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In the several years since the first Omer celebra

tions , unlike Shavuot and Tu B'Shevat , whi ch are 

accepted outside the kibbutzim (e .g ., in educational 

institutions and youth movemen ts in the citi es and on 

moshavim) , Omer remained a hol iday unique to the kibbutz 

movement and kibbutz lifestyle. Shelem ' s desire co see 

Omer and Passover as both "The Festival of Freedom and 

the Festival of Spring" ( 11
~ 1) k;J 712/c.,) Zn f J\t')f\'i) tn") 

came co pass but not in the manner he had hoped. The 

face chat Omer occurs in Huch close proximity t o the 

major kibbutz holiday, Passover , eventually led them 

both to be perceived as one general holiday rather than 

two ind ependent ones, each with its own purpose nnd 

rite . 

The Omer fest ival remained a signif i cant holiday as 

long as the tie to the land comprised an intrinsic 

aspect of kibbutz lite. However, similar to the tace ot 

Shelem's Hag Ha Gez , as the kibbutzim modernized their 

equipment, l essened their economic dependence upon agri

culture , and even eliminated their wheat and corn 

fie lds, fewer kibbutzim celebrat ed chis fundamentally 

agricultural testival. Shelem was so concerned with the 

future of the Omer festival on kibbutz that in 1970 he 

prepared an abridged version of Ramat Yohanan's Omer 

\ 
I 
I 



56 

ceremony for kibbutzim which l ack the resources or time 

necessary to prepare the longer version.92 However, 

despite his efforts, by the 1970's several kibbutzim 

either omitted the Omer ceremony altogether or performed 

only a brief , token rite.93 

Although the Omer ceremony has been in existence 

only two or thr ee generations, it has succeeded in 

establish ing Omer as a tradition on kibbutz .94 A set 

liturgical ri te is practiced faithfully on some 

kibbutzim year after year. ln fact , the communi ty has 

become accus t omed to a particular fo rm of celebration 

and has come to expect the same elements each year. A 

signifi cant change in t ext , songs, dances, costumes, 

symbols and rites would produce a maj o r disorienting 

effect . 

Even those kibbutzim or city i nhabitants who do not 

celebrate the Omer festival are aware of its substantial 

impact on the renewal of ancient agr icultura l holidays 

in Israel. Whether it is cel ebr ated or no t , renewal of 

the Umer testival has made undeniably significant 

contributions to Israeli culture in the form of songs, 

dances , poems and stories. For example , David Maletz's 

story , "Ha Sha 'ar Na'ul" conta ins a section in which a 

father and son dispute the purpose of renewal ot holi

days on kibbutz, focusing on the Omer festival . In this 

case , the son wants to celebrate the Omer but the father 
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opposes him .9.) The poem, "The Ears of Corn Are Brought 

In ," written by Levi Ben Amitai of Kibbutz Degania Bet , 

was used by Shlomo Postolsky in the 1930 Kibbutz Ein 

Harod Orner ceremony.96 Another poet , Enda Amir , wrote a 

poem specifically describing the Omer celebra tion on 

Kibbutz karnat Yohanan . 97 

Those Israelis who have not witnessed a kibbutz 

Omer ceremony first-hand have certainly had several 

opportunities to view this imposing sight on television, 

in the movie theatres , and on the stage throughout 

lsrael. As part of the kibbutz movement exhibit at the 

Kiryat Eliezer amphitheatre in August 1950, the Omer 

ceremony of Ramat Yohanan was staged for the public and 

was reviewed i n the September 1950 issue of "Hod Ha 

Hinuch.11 98 In addition, an artic l e in the newspaper 

Davar , written in 1958 , reports that seven t housand 

spectators watched as members of Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan 

presented their Omer cer emony during a kibbutz festival 

in Haifa . 99 

Thanks to the creative i ngenuity and dedication ot 

pioneers such as Shelem and Shlomo Postolsky, the Omer 

festival has become a legacy in Israel. Indeed , more 

than any other r enewed holiday form on kibbutz, the OmtL 

represents the primary exampl e of a kibbutz holiday 

which contains "deep and stable cultura l values and a 

way of lite based upon them . 111 00 
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CHAPTER FOUR - THE OMER CELEBRATI ON OJi.. KIBBUTZ 
ltAID.rYITTlANAN 

ln a 1960 interview , Shelem was asked why he chose 

to renew the ancient Omer celebration as an example of a 

contemporary kibbutz holiday. Shelem replied, "This 

ceremony has always found a deep response in my heart; 

this is the season most suited to a nature holiday . . . 

spring provided me with the impuls e fo r encouragement 

and inspiration. What is more beautiful than a green 

field blossoming into grain? 111 01 These sentiments are 

manifested not ony in Shelem 1 s extensive research for 

the Omer ceremony but also in the manner in which 

Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan has celebrated this unusual 

kibbutz holiday since 1945 . 

The long and arduous hours that Shelem devoted to 

researching and writing his most famous and complex 

holiday celebration denotes that this was not a frivo-

lous undertaking. Rather, Shelem hoped his Masechet 

for Hag Ha Omer, published by the Merkaz Ha Tarbut in 

1947, would establish a general model for all agricul

tural settlements in Palestine at that time. By the 

time Shelem began to compose the Omer ceremony , he 

already had several years of experience in writing 

lyrics , music and other holiday celebrations . 
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The process Shelem adhered to fo r his Hag H& Omer 

was similar to that empl oyed i n the creat i on of Hag Ha 

Gez 102 (see Chapter One , p. 16-1 7) . Whi l e Shelem relied 

heavily upon the Bible as a basis for Hag Ha Gez, most 

of Hag Ha Omer derives from descriptions found in the 

traditional Jewish sources, particularly Mishnah Menahot 

10. 103 Yet Shelem, who sought to create his own unique 

style , did not need to copy or imitate another person' s 

work. Kacher, he went out of h i s way to create a new 

culture, representing a young generat i on of Jews 

reclaiming their ancient homeland; he dld so by 

combining Eastern European tradition with the music and 

dance of the Middle East. 

The actual Hasechet for Hag Ha Omer, divided into 

sections interspersed with songs, text and dances , 

reads like a sophisticated liturgical piece. Shelem 

composed the poetic lyrics and spirited music himself 

and, in a few cases , set appropriate biblical ver ses to 

music. Readings were adapted primari l y from b i bl ical , 

mishnaic or aggadic sources. However, as will be dis

cussed in Chapter 6, "Liturgical Analysis of Shelem ' s 

Omer Ceremony," Shelem deliberately omitted sections 

from the traditional sources which did not suit the 

purpose of the message which his Omer ceremony sought to 

I 
I 
I 



60 

convey. Finally , in what would become their most well

known collaboration, Shelem and Lea Bergstein worked 

closely on adapting dances and costumes to the songs and 

rites within the Omer ceremony. 

Not only did Shelem seek "to create a special 

style; to create something complete and origina1104 in 

composing his Omer ceremony. He also "wanted from the 

start to write something that they [i.e., the en tire 

kibbutz community ] would sing and perform.lOS For 

Shelem, then, this constituted the challenge: to create 

an indigenous holiday rite that arose out of the 

communal kibbutz life style; one which involved all 

members of this unique society in an equal manner. 

Shelem realized that while he remained drawn to the 

Jewish texts and rites, many of his fellow kibbutz 

members did not share his interest or enthusiasm. A 

major part of the process of creating a new and i ndig

enous holiday form for kibbutz entailed his ability to 

persuade other kibbutz members of the worthiness of 

celebrating as a community these renewed holidays. 

Therefore, while composing his Masechet for Hag Ha Omer, 

Shelem assiduously included parts for every age group , 

from little children to the kibbutz elders. Apparently, 

Shelem's diligence prevailed, for today his Omer cere-
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mony involves three generations of kibbutz members. 

Little girls and boys who began as dancers may now be 

part of the group of esteemed harvesters in the r i te. 

As adult participants, they now watch their own children 

caking their former roles in another cycle in Shelem's 

timeless Omer ceremony. 

Certainly, in the first Omar celebration, as well as 

in subsequent years, Shelem succeeded in gaining the 

active participation of all members of Kibbutz Ramat 

Yohanan. One can only speculate that this may have been 

due in part co the tremendous respect and admiration 

Shelem enjoyed on Ramat Yohanan. Participation for mem

bers in the Omer celebration means more than per~orming 

on the day of the celebrat ion; it includes weeks of 

intense preparations and r ehearsals prior to the evening 

of the celebration. As kibbutz member Moshe Hartd con

firms, "all of us will remember the preparations for the 

holiday for years when we gather to hold a rehearsal of 

the songs and dances for the Omer. 11 1 06 

Preparations for the Omer ceremony begin from six 

weeks co one month prior to the actual celebration. The 

cho ir rehearses the fifteen songs, the readers review 

their parts, the orchestra practices the music , and the 

dancers prepare the choreography. Each group in the 
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ceremony has a special costume, designed by Lea 

Hergstein, 107 which must be sewn. Kibbutz women 

embroider wide , colorful sashes from str aw i n designs 

of corn, wheat and flowers . Both the wagon and basket 

which carry the Omer offering must be decorated. The 

stage and wooden towers for the dancers and announcer s 

also need to be built and decorated. Thus, one can see 

that much time and effort are expended by the members on 

a voluntary basis in order to enact Shelem ' s Omer 

ceremony each year . 

A complete rehearsal occurs one week before the 

actual ceremony. At the same time, the special 

commit tee for the Omer goes out to the fields to sel ect 

a site for the ceremony. The committee must consider 

not only the annual cycle of produce, but other factor s 

as well, such as, i s it a pleasant site and i s there an 

incline or slope for the spectators to view t he 

ceremony? Once the site has been chosen , a stage is 

erected and an area surrounding the stage is mowed to 

make room for the dancers, reapers, choir , orchestra and 

other participants . A path muse also be cut from the 

kibbutz co the des i gnated spot so that the participants 

and the spectators do not trample the harvest as they 

proceed through the fields. 
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As with any major production, despite the lengthj 

hours of rehearsals and preparations, the actual cere

mony l asts approximate ly two to three hours. Much has 

been written over the years about the Omer ceremony on 

Ramat Yohanan, either by Shel em, other kibbutz members, 

journalists, 108 television critics and poets. 109 

Accounts of the first Omer ceremonies are found in the 

personal diary of kibbutz member Ydakov Yaniv. He 

writes that the heavy rains just before the first cele

bration in 1945 threatened its performance. However, 

two days before the holiday, the skies cleared up, the 

land dried quickly, and Ramat Yohanan's first Omer cere-

mony was celebrated on Erev Passover. Yaniv 

deemed the celebration, which was prepared by the 

cultural committee , "very successful. 1111 0 

Yaniv's entry concerning the 1946 ceremony provides 

a more compl ete insight into the Omer on Ramat Yohanan. 

Preparations began for the Omer holiday and Pesach seder 

immediately after Purim that year. The kibbutz learned 

that the Omer would be broadcast on radio and perhaps 

filmed by the Carmel Film Group. There were frequent 

choir rehearsals with significan t preparation of the 

children. Work ceased on Erev Pesach around two o ' c l ock 

in the afternoon. By four o ' clock, the procession, con-

I I 
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sisting of all parti cipants , advanced to the site of the 

ceremony in one of the wheat fields . The procession was 

headed by three elders atop horses , followed by male 

harves ters carrying sickl es , female harvesters, the 

choir, the orchestra, children , other members and 

guests . As the sun set, the celebration began . By 

e i ght o'clock that even ing, with the ceremony completed, 

everyone r eassembled at the communal dining hall to 

celebrate the Passover seder . 111 

Yaniv' s dia ry provides a general and personal 

description of the early Omer ceremonies . The following 

constitutes a de tailed account of the Omer ceremony of 

Matitiyahu Shelem as it is p racticed generally each year 

on Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan. The information in the 

following sections is based upon a 1946 review of 

Shelem ' s Omer ceremony which appear ed in the fo rme r 

kibbutz journal Hagalga1 . 11 2 

DECLARATION OF THE HOLIDAY 

On the day of the ceremony, wh i ch has s ince been 

changed from Brev Passover to the first day ot 

Passover , 11 3 members work only ha l f a day. (This change 

occurred because the number of guests exceeded the 

amount of room needed to hold them at the Passove r 

seder. Once or twice the ceremony was held on the last 
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day of Passover , due to rain , but gener ally it occurs on 

the first day of Passover as an independent rite.) The 

festivities commence with t he blast of a trumpet at 

precisely four o ' clock in t he afternoon. The 

participants and hundreds of guests , who come from a l l 

over Is r ael and from abroad , then assemble at their -

respective places ac a des i gnated spot on the kibbutz 

le.g. , t he cultural cen ter or dining ha l l ) in order to 

begin the procession out to t he field . 

TttE PROC~SS10N 11 4 

Whi l e the or de r and arrangement of t he procession 

co the field has varied slightly over the years, it con

sists of the same gr oups who walk slowly to the accomp

animent of music. Three e l ders and three younger men 

wearing white shirts and decorated sashes lead the pro

cession atop six specially decorated horses, preferably 

white horses if possible. These are followed by the 

younger children dressed in blue pants or skirts and 

white shirts, with wreaths of f l owers adorning their 

heads . Male harvesters wearing white shirts and blue 

panes , swinging sickles over their shoulders, walk in 

groups ot threes . Immediately behind them are the 

female harvesters, a lso in groups of threes, dressed in 

traditional attire of whi te dresses and sashes, with 

their heads covered . 115 

' ! 
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Behind the twenty or so harvesters a flat , resplen

dently-decorated wagon harnessed to a pair of white 

horses, makes its way slowly out to the field. Upon it 

sits a large , wicker basked to carry the Omer offer ing 

back to the kibbutz . Alongside of the wagon march the 

orchestra , consisting of flutes and percussion instru

ments , the choir and dancers. The rest of the members 

and guests form the conclusion of the processional. On 

its way out to the field , the procession passes through 

three gates adorned with sayings written by Shelem. 

(Appendix 1, p. 4, last line and p.15 top paragraph, 

line of Karoz Bet) At each gate, the participants and 

guests stop and are greeted by a member, who wishes them 

well on their way to the field , with the following 

exchange: 

Member: Welcome to those who enter these 
gates. Welcome to those who go 
forth to the field . Welcome to 
those who gather at the ends of 
fieldl Be strong. 

Congregation: Welcome. 

Member: Be strong, Be strong ! 

I I 
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As the procession enters the designated site, each 

group arranges itself according co its role in the cere

mony. The spectators move off co the side , usually on a 

sloping hill; the readers stand on top of the stage or 

special wooden cowers erected for the occasion; and the 

participants form a semi - circle around the stage. Four 

horse riders stand in a square around the site co mark 

its borders. With all members in their proper places , 

the Omer ceremony proper is about to begin . 

THE CEREMONY 

This section of the rite , which consists of several 

readings, pronouncements, songs and dances opens with a 

second crumpet blast and one solitary sound of the 

flute . There then takes place a recitatior. in dialogue 

between an announcer and the assemblage of biblical 

quotations. 

Group songs accompanied by a flute and small 

orchestra and dances by young women and children repre

senting work in the field, the beginning of the Omer, 

and the welcoming of spring, follow. Two elders then 

engage in an antiphonal r ead ing to which the assemblage 

responds . 

By the end of this exchange, the tension rises as 

the gathering anticipates the appearance of the harvest-

I 
I 
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ers to perform the rite of reaping. The female har

vesters approach the stage in dance, signifying 

commencement of the harvest. To t heir righ t , h i dden 

among the tall grain, a long line ot male harvesters 

appears , movi ng in time to the festive rhythm of flute, 

drum and cymbals . With a burst of song , the choir 
beckons them to begin harvesti ng t he grain. Thus, 

accompanied by song and sounds of the flute, the male 

harveste rs rhythmically l ift their s i ckles and har

moniously begin to reap the ripened grain. The female 

harvesters follow behind them , gracefully binding the 

cut grain into sheaves. This act of reaping constitutes 

the c limax of the ceremony , as it occurs precisely at 

sunset "as the fie 1 ds begin to glow lightly with the 

fading colors of the day . 11 116 

When the reaping is completed , one of the male 

harvesters announces "The sect i on containing the 

commencement of the Omer harvest has come to an end ." 

( 

p.15) Four mal e harvester s lift the wicker basket while 

the women deposit wi th in it a symbolic offering from the 

cut Omer. The remainder of the bound sheaves are placed 

on t he women's heads. An a nnouncer declares the 

official beginning of the harvest t hroughout Israel , as 

did the pr i est in anc ient days. The participants and 
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spectators again arrange themselves for the return pro

cession to the kibbutz and the conclusion of the Omer 

ceremony . 

CONCLUSION OF THE CEREMONY 

Since the sun has now set , two torches are lit at 

the head of the procession, as well as two more at the 

ends of the field to light the return. With a festive 

atmosphere and much singing, the procession slowly winds 

its way back to the kibbutz. Several elders stand atop 

a stage set up in a wide space adjacent to the main gate 

of the kibbutz to receive t he procession upon its 

return. The men , carrying the wicker basket, ascend the 

stage , followed by the other male and female harvesters. 

At the concluding communal song, the male harvesters 

lift the basket up and down four times. One of the 

elders then receives the Omer and "redeems" it in the 

name of the kibbutz by dedicating it to the Jewish 

National Fund. As an announcer declares, "This con-

e 1 ud es the Omer ceremony , " ( ___ .. -..c., ....;.tl_ t'i__..i\-'--_,o:;..;2:c........:G=---....... J;..:;o"""l\..;_.
1 
'_.) 

the Omer ceremony comes to an official end but the fes 

tive atmosphere prevails, as members and guests dance 

and sing long into the night. 

EVALUATION 

Over the years, while there have been minor altera

tions in Shelem's Omer ceremony , basically the same for -

. 
II 
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mat has been followed since 1945 (See Appendix II, Chart 

on Changes in Omer Ceremony from 1945-1983.) Shelem's 

Omer ceremony achieved such success and renown that it 

encouraged other kibbutzim to celebrate Hag Ha Omer and 

to use his ceremony or sections from it for their cele

bration. Many of the songs from his Masechet Hag Ha 

Omer have attained national folklore status [e. g. , 

"Shibolet ba Sadeh"J . Each year, Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan 

is flooded with guests and tourists who come specifi

cally to witness this colorful kibbutz ritual. indeed, 

the Omer ceremony of Matitiyahu Shelem has become a 

"national byword. 11 117 

Despite the i ndisputable success that Shelem 's Omer 

ceremony has attained on Ramat Yohanan, the ~uestion 

must be posed: what future does the Omer ceremony have 

on Ramat Yohanan? Lilker also questions whether the 

Omer ceremony still maintains its significance or 

whether it has become art i ficial, as Shelem feared it 

might. 11 8 Ramat Yohanan will celebrate its thirty se

v~nth Omer in 1984. Yet, there is no guarantee that it 

will last forever , especially as fewer and fewer members 

actually work in the agricultural branches of the kibbutz , 

being replaced by machines or having the field crops 

subsumed by modern industries . In that case, the cere

mony would no longer stem from the personal and 

I, 



7 1 

spiritual experiences of working and communing with the 

soil of our ancestors. Lilker fears that under t hose 

circumstances, members will have to fabricate feelings 

concerning ties to nature and the l and. Although Lilker 

does not believe that the Omer ceremony r eally answers a 

deep r el igious call or need, he does assert that con tin

uance of the Omer "can assure some kind of connecti on, 

however tenuous, between man and t he natural environmen t 

in which he lives . " 11 9 

Perhaps the answer lies with the attitude of the 

younger generation- - those about to take their places in 

leadership positions on Ramat Yohanan. Dafna Shelem 

[Elisha She l em's 21 year old daughter ] reflects her 

grandfather ' s commitment to ritual formF specific to the 

kibbutz way of life. Like Lilker, Dafna acknowledges 

that most people probably do not pay attention to the 

words and meaning of the Omer ceremony because most of 

them lack a personal association with t he l a nd and agri

culture. She does believe that t he ceremony may have 

even greater meaning socially and cul t urally nowadays 

precisely because people have become removed from agri

culture. Dafna believes t he kibbutz will continue to 

celebrate Shelem 's Omer ceremony because "it is very 

deeply rooted, " ( _____ "_1 ..,(--'-1""'e.._'_' __ .) . With the 

creation of his ceremony, Shel em began a process which, 

I : 
I i' 
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according to Dafna, "is totally our own, 11 120 It is 

this indigenous aspect of the holiday that leads her and 

ochers to affirm the importance which the Omer still 

does play in the ir lives . 

tven as far back as 1960, when asked about the 

future of his Omer ceremony on Ramac Yohanan, Shelem 

replied realistically, "It is my desire to become free 

of it • . • The time has come ..• I do not see chat 

the Omer should continue to be my personal property. le 

is my hope that others will take the holiday upon them

selves . • . that someone . • • will always be concerned 

with chis holiday and care about it, that chis holiday 

will exist with all its small details.11121 

Shelem certainly had sufficient reason to be opti 

mistic back then and there is room for optimism today. 

The Omer ceremony on Ramat Yohanan has generated enough 

interest to be transmitted to the second and third 

generations . Even Elisha Shelem, who tends to be more 

skeptical about religion and rituals than his father and 

daughter, admits: "Enthusiasm for t he Omer continues on 

several kibbutzim, but here it has become an established 

custom.111 22 The face is, Shelem succeeded unequivo

cally in what he set out co do: he renewed an ancient 

holiday form for a people regenerated from the exper

ience of living and working on their ancestral homeland. 

I 

I' 
I 
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CHAPTER FIVE - METHODOLOGY OF ANALYSIS 

Shelem ' s Omer ceremony represents a comb i nat i on of 

his own perceptions of this ancient agricultural 

festival and descriptions of the Omer ho l iday in trad

itional Jewish sources. As a result of extensive re

search and original writing, Shelem composed and pub

lished an Omer ceremony in the form of what he ter.ms a 

Masechet, but which in fact functions in the same manner 

as a prayer service. Because this Masechet is used each 

year on Ramat Yohanan as a fixed form of liturgy, it 

warrants examination as a liturgical text . 

The methodology discussed in this chapter, which 

will be used to analyze this document, is based upon the 

work of a leading scholar in the field of liturgy , Dr. 

Lawrence Hoffman; on the work of cultural anthropolo

gists, Peter Donovan and Margaret Mead ; and on a book by 

Shalom Lilker, an expert on kibbutz Judaism . Each of 

these scholars discusses various aspects of liturgy or 

religious ritual which are relevant to an analysis of 

Shelem ' s Omer ceremony. In this chapter , I will en

deavor to synthesize these elements in a manner wntch 

will produce a working methodology for an in-depth lit

urgical analysis of the Omer ceremony of Matitiyahu 

Shelem . 

: I 
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It is i mportant to study the Masechet for Shelem ' s 

Omer ceremony as a liturgica l document because it 

funct i ons very much like a traditional prayerbook used 

during the worship experience. Like other Jew i sh prayer

book forms, Shelem's Masechet has a fixed order and 

arrangement of t he material contained within it; r eaders 

who replace the rabbi or ancient priest; congregation-

a l responses; symbols ; and religious ritual actions. 

The ceremony within the Masechet elevates the ordinary 

event of reaping grain and raises it to a higher, more 

spiritual , level. Shelem ' s Omer ceremony imbues a place 

which is otherw i se secular and mundane La small portion 

of a typical wheat field] with a sanctity that the 

entire community recognizes and accepts . 

The use of this Masechet enabled Shelem to involve 

and affect a non-religious communi ty in a spiritually 

moving and uplifting religious rite. Thus, through his 

Masechet a nd Omer ceremony, at least once a year Shelem 

was able to create a significant l i turgical moment on 

Kibbutz kamat Yohanan . 

The creation of a liturgical moment is what 

interests Hoffman in his study of different prayerbook 

forms . To do so, he looks at what he terms t he "litur

gical message" impli cit in the text a nd how this message 

I 
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is transmitted to the worshippers. One way tojaccomp

lish th is goal is to look beyond the written words to 

the various facets which comprise the Masechet. Shelem, 

a master at understanding the pedagogical significance 

of the Masechet, uses more than literary content to con

vey his views on the Omer holiday and religious rites in 

general. Songs, dance, visual symbols, musical instru

ments, costumes, agricul t ura l tools and the actual prod

uce are employed by Shelem co impart his liturgical 

message to his fellow kibbutz members . By examining the 

entire Masechec, including the art work and instructions, 

we will see how the Masechet has also become a main 

teaching device and means of transmitting certain relig

ious statements to the worshippers . 

In most cases, worshippers have the choice to 

accept or reject a particular prayerbook and the message 

contained within it. Hoffman believes that in accepting 

or rejecting the prayerbook, the worshippers make a sig

nificant statement about their Jewish identity. In this 

way, "the average Jew no less than the professional 

scholar confronts the existential task of living a 

Jewish life within a particular society." 123 Although 

the kibbutz soci ety has undergone numerous changes, it 

is important to note that Shelem 's Masechet has remained 

I I 
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basically unchanged for the past forty years . Thus, 

while the social context on Ramat Yohanan may have al 

tered over the years, the original li turgi cal text and 

its message still seems to work for them. 

Hoffman posits three basic elements to discern the 

liturgical message and the manner in which it is con

veyed to worshippers; 1) prayer content; 2) prayerbook 

structure or design; and 3) service choreography. 124 

Prayer content communicates the nature and manifest in

terpretation of t he ceremony; what kind of event is 

being celebrated and what it means. Another way in 

which the liturgical message is expressed through prayer 

content is what Hoffman terms the "censoring in" and 

"censoring out" functions. 125 According to Hoffman , 

"censoring in" represents "the means by which a group 

uses its liturgy to define what it is:' 126 Through the 

use of positive statements, the liturgical text reflects 

important beliefs and valu~s which either teach or rein

force the author or group's world view. In the same 

manner, a group "censors out" those cultural character

istics which they have chosen not to accept.1 27 Any 

views contrary to those of the author or group will be 

omitted from the liturgical text. Thus, Shelem ' s delib

erate inclusion or exclusion of words or statements 

I I 
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denotes his conscious or unconscious intent to convey a 

particular tactual or polemical message to the worship

pers. 

Inclusion of passages from traditional Jewish 

sources or use of contemporary verse representing dif

ferent themes help to promulgate a specific point of 

view to which the author adheres and which , he would like 

worshippers to accept. Sections from the traditional 

Jewish sources which the author includes or purposefully 

omits reveal some of the ideological beliefs she or he 

seeks to convey. Prayer content, then, which may be 

explicitly or tacitly expressed, is a fundamental way of 

determining what kind of hidden or overt agenda the 

liturgical message transmits to the worshippers during 

the worship experience. 

The structure or design of the prayerbook portrays 

much about its message and the community it repre

sents . 128 Analysis of this element consists of ex

amining the arrangement and amount of readings, songs, 

dances and ritual aces called for in the liturgical 

script. More songs than readings could indicate a pref

erence for music as a means of expressing the author's 

liturgical message. The type, number and placeme11L of 

instructions depict the level of familiarity and know-

I, 
I 
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ledge the worshippers have with the ceremony; whe t her 

or not this document is geared towards eli te or folk 

cultural tradi tion; and the extent to which high and low 

concexc can be assumed.129 If much information needs co 

be explained , we have low context communi cation to a 

group that lacks familiar i ty with che ceremony. 

Relative lack of instruction signif i es a high context 

tradition in which the author knows or presumes that the 

worshippers will understand its contents and that a lack 

ot instructions will not disorient them no r detract from 

their worship experience . 

In a society such as the kibbutz , which purports co 

be based upon the equality of all members, the role ot 

titles and officiants holds special meaning. The litur

gical document reflects chis ideological concept through 

the use of titles conferred upon participants and 

officiants contained within it. Readings, songs , or 

instructions which appear in large or small print may 

indicate their importance in the ceremony, as well as 

the role of the person or persons responsible t or that 

part. The author's intentions co convey a particular 

message may also affect the inclusion or omiss i on of 

alternative readings . Finally , the type, amount and 

placement ot arc work subtly reinforces a certain 
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message or theme the author speks to convey in a way 

that words cannot. Thus, the structure and design of 

the liturgical text provides a subtle but signif i cant 

means of transmitting a message intended to influence 

worshipppers. 

It is through the choreography, or physical enact

ment of the ceremony, that the true nature of the 

soc i ety , its values and priorities , are revealed. From 

this aspect we also l earn much about the hierarchic '! j 
structure of the community . Again , the kibbutz prin

ciple of equality will undoubtedly figure notably here. 

This is determined by analyzing who does what, where and 

when during the ceremony. The arrangement of people in 

a processional or recessiona l reflects their value 

within the ceremony and the value of the roles they play 

in society itself. Therefore, how, where and when 

people sit, stand, enter and leave the ceremony communi

cate a great deal about that society . 

Where the action takes place [in a field , by a 

rive r, in a synagogue or cultural center) conveys the 

concept of sacred space of that communi ty. A ceremony 

based upon an agricultural theme but held in a sports 

stadium will not have the same liturgical impact as if 

it were held in an open field. In some cases , sacred 

space is delineated by physical borders while, in other 

I I 
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cases, a dance or the placement of people can determine 

the sacred area. 

besides examining the space in which the ceremony 

takes place, it is important co study t he mood which the 

ceremony endeavors to create. The site of the action 

can affect chis ambiance ; Le., whether the worshippers 

are expected to be decorous or noisy; how the offic

iants read the service and the extent of congregation 

participation; whether worshippers speak and act only at 

prescribed times; or whether spontaneity is encouraged 

also help sec the tone. The choice and use of music, 

musical instruments , dance , costumes and ritual objects 

further determine a simple or majestic character of the 

ceremony. Thus, when compos ing a liturgical text, the 

author will have borne in mind the type of liturgical 

mood that would best convey the desired liturgical 

message. 

Finally , the aspect ot time can have a substantial 

impact upon the liturgical message and the liturgical 

moment. The time of day in which the ceremony takes 

place and its length also reflect the nature and level 

of interaction between the worshippers and their 

culture.1 30 A ceremony held during the day when most 

people work [assuming that work has not been cancelled] 

implies that their presence is not necessary to sustain 

I I 
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the ceremony. The sense of timing within the ceremony 

itself is also important. At what point does the 

climactic ritual moment occur: at the beginning, middle 

or end of the ceremony? unly an adept author who knows 

the values and needs of the worshippers will be able to 

compose a text with the correct sense of timing to 

create a moving liturgical moment . 

le is also necessary to v i ew time in terms of fixed 

seasons . Since the t ime for harvesting is tied to 

certain seasons, Shelem must plan his ceremony to occur 

at that particular time of his ceremony or its message 

will lose all import and validity. Some ceremonies are 

able to take their participants back in time to commune, 

as it were , with their ancestors. By celebrat;ng the 

ceremony in virtually the same manner each year, the 

author is able to make time "stand still" tor that 

moment year after year. In that way , the message that 

was meaningful many years before retains its purpose , 

even though the society itself may have undergone ideo

logical as well as physical changes. Thus , the three 

basic elements of prayer content , structure or design, 

and choreography, along with the aspects of sacred space 

and time, provide a method for analyzing the liturgical 

message set forth in Shelem ' s Omer ceremony . 
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Another area to focus on is the type of r eligious 

language used by Shelem, since it is believed that word 

choice has a distinct ability to influence the worsh i p

per and the worship experience. According to Donovan, 

religious language consists of the special vocabulary 

expressed during religious ceremonies for a religi~us 

goal or moment. 131 Donovan defines religious here 

as "a mode or manner in which language is made to 

work:'1 32 It is important to understand religious 

language and how it works because lack of familiarity 

with or inability to relate to this sort of language 

causes people to have difficulty with religious rituals 

and experiences . 

Donovan' s study of religious language concentr~tes 

on how words are used in a religious context , rather 

than on the actual words. For Donovan, words represent 

just one aspect of the religious experience. For him, 

'\words reflect content.11133 Therefore , one must look 

beyond the words to ascertain their real meaning in the 

liturgical context. l34 

In order co understand the role of religious 

language, one must examine the purpose of religiouR 

language. For Donovan, one of the goals of religious 

language is to move people to behave religiously; i.e., 

I I 
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to act upon their beliefs. 135 Religious language 

accomplishes this goal through its ability to evoke 

posi t ive associations and to communicate information 

effectively.136 As a result, religious language affects 

the worshippers by raising them to a higher spiritual 

level. As Donovan contends: "Not every meaningful use 

of language has a basis in reality.111 37 Because of 

their atfective potential, Donovan argues that the 

selection of words must not be frivolous. Rather, words 

must be reliable in order to be effective and to 11ot 

mislead the worshipper. Therefore , religious language 

has to be ab le to be '\experientially con£ irmed or dis 

contirmed" or else "it makes no genuine truth claim. 111 38 

Donovan recogni zes that some philosophers, such as 

R. M. Hare, posit that religious words need not convey 

information that must be confirmed or disconfirmed to be 

effective.139 Rather, they believe religious words 

derive meaning from "some important role or function 

which they play in the lives of those who use them':140 

These words can give purpose, direction and reinforcement 

to a person's or society's way of life and world view. 

Thus , the words chosen by the author and the way i~ 

which they are used in the liturgical text express an 

in tention about t he author's and community 's life style 

or be lief system.141 

I· 
I ! 

I. 



84 

In Donovan's system , re l igious language embod i es 

other functions besides influencing people t o behave in 

a religious manner. Religious l anguage reminds us of 

our past and, in so doing, engenders close rather t han 

a l ien ties to t hat past. The use of language f r om trad

itional Jewish sources also teaches abou t t he Jewish 

past. Wor ds taken from traditional Jewish sources and 

con tempor ary words serve to solemnize a situatio~.142 

Thus, religious language can elevate an ordi nary even t, 

such as shearing s heep or reaping grai n , to a sp i rit

ually meaningful experience . 

Donovan further posits that the use of religious 

l anguage stimulates people to act in a worshipful 

manner. 143 This is particularly significant for kibbutz 

society , which has replaced God as the source of 

authority behind religious words with belief in the 

collective, in nature and in Jewish peoplehood. 144 

Finally, Donovan asserts that religious language stimu

l ates people to pray because the words inspire rever

ential f eelings and actions which they might not other-

wise display. Donovan's study of the ability 

of religious language to affect the worshipper and wor

ship experience demonstrates the impact ot word ~hnice 

and usage in a liturgical context . 

" I 
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The work of Hoffman and Donovan would be incom

plete without a discussion of the ultimate goal of the 

liturgical text and ceremony: to establish a ri t ual 

which is continuously r eenacted by the community so 

that it becomes an accepted religious event in that 

community. According co Margaret Mead, ritual deals 

with relationships either between an individual and the 

supernatural or "among groups of individuals who share 
1'tf 

things together." This does not imply that every member 

of the community holds the same view on the nature and 

purpose of the ritual and text. However , it does sug

gest chat willingness to particpace in the ritual pro

vides a common ground for the enactment of shared exper

iences. As a ritual is performed year atcer year, it 

becomes an established pattern of behaviour that is 

famil iar and even expected. Thus, without being cogni

zant of its effectiveness, ritual evolves into a natural 

extension of the life style of that community . 

As ritual becomes an intrinsic part of the commun

ity, it also serves to foster a sense of group identity. 

S ince its inception, kibbutz society has been struggling 

with t he question of group identity. Lilker believes 

chat kibbutz, more than any other type of society in 

Israel, is involved in creating ritual because "the 

I' 
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ritual they generated reminded them that they were a 

special group who must struggle for their future ." 146 

Through the work of Shelem a nd others, kibbutz society 

continues to deal with the creation of new rituals be

cause the nature of their society is constantly evolv

ing . 

Ritual also provides a means tor kibbutz co express 

its values and beliefs rather t han merely accept the 

prescribed halakhic mode of performing religious rites. 

This type of experimental or creative ritual allows for 

free expression by a group committed to the founding of 

a new society based upon the principles of equality and 

communalism . As Lilker writes: "Every enactmen t of 

ritual reinforces the group as to the rea~on for its 

existence, its distinctive character and its basic 

purpose. 11147 

Shelem's Omer ceremony confirms the fact that it is 

possible to create new holiday forms and to have them 

become firmly implanted in the society as ritual. By 

taking into consideration the various factors outlined 

in chis chapter, Shelem and other liturgists are able to 

produce liturgically meaningful texts which result in a 

spiritually stirring religious moment . 

'· 
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CHAPTER SIX - LITURGICAL ANALYS IS OF SHELEM ' S 
OMER CEREMONY 

A liturgical a nalysis of She l em ' s origina l Maseche t 

for Hag Ha Omer will demonstrate how, from a li t urg i cal 

pers pective , Shelem ' s Omer cer emony achieved wi de-spr ead 

national prominence and accept ance. Rather t han examine 

the Masechet page- by- page , I will ana lyze its contents 

thematically, according to the methodology set for t h 

above in Chapter Fi ve , "Methodology of Analysis. " For 

the readers convenience, unless specified otherwise, the 

examples a nd page citations throughout th i s chapter 

refer to Appendix I, i.e. , the original Masechet for Hag 

Ha Omer composed by Shelem in 1947 . 

Each year Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan prints and d i str : 

butes pamphlets containing the readings and songs i n 

Shelem ' s original Masechec. le is my contention that 

Shelem did not intend the original Masechet to be used 

by participants and guests during th~ celebration. 

Rather, based upon the inclusion of numerous detailed 

instructions and musical scores, I bel ieve t hat Shel em 

pe rceived chis Masechet as serving as a model for Omer 

celebrations on other kibbutzim (p. 5, last line of 

paragraph under section two, "Hatchalat Ha 1'ekes ." ) 

Whi l e there is no conclusive evidence , photographs 
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of the Omer ceremony on Ramat Yohanan revea l that parti

cipants do not hold the pamphlet in t he ir hand as a 

prayer book from which to read. Perhaps t he need to 

hold the document is alleviated by the intense re

hearsals which the participants undergo prior to the 

cel ebration. It appears , t herefore , that the pamphlets 

are printed and distributed for the benefit of the 

hundreds of guests who observe the ceremony each year. 

This i s especially impor tant since the text contains 

congregational parts as well as the words to communal 

songs with which the guests might not be familiar . 

LITURGICAL MESSAGE: "C.:ENSORlNG IN AND CENSORING 
OUT" FUNCTIONS 

Even outsiders unfamil iar with the text of the 

Masechet know that the ceremony celebrates the Omer 

festival, representing the commencement of the spring 

harvest in Israel. Besides the predominant spring 

theme, there are ocher important messages incorpor ated 

within the Masechet which Shelem sough t to impart to the 

celebrants . By "censoring in" personal and national

istic beliefs and values , Shelem is able to impart a 

message which may not be readily apparent to the 

celebrant . 148 (See Chapter Five above, p . 76) 

The spring motif, which constitutes the basis for 

the entire ceremony, occurs t hroughout the Masechet, 
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most notably in Section Three en titled "Aviv" (p. 7) . 

Central to the Omer celebration is the ritual act of 

reaping the first grain of the spring season following 

the long, col d and wet winter. Shelem , who spent much 

of his early years in Palestine outdoors tending his 

flock of sheep, grew to understand and appreciate the 

distinct physical changes which overtook the land from 

one season to the next. Watching the frozen, hard soil 

thaw and be reborn deepened Shelem's belief in the 

redemptive power of spring on the human s pirit . 149 

The first apparent example of spring occurs in the 

opening instructions when the reader is told that the 

children wear wreaths of spring flowers in their hair 

~- 3, par. 3 , line 3; see a lso photos Appendix IX , p. 

93-95) . Other references to various aspects of spring

time, [ i.e ., planting seeds and reaping the harvest, 

cessation of the winter rains , appear ance of buds on 

trees, fields billowing with golden grain , and the song 

of birds] appear in the lyrics to the following songs: 

"li'Yuhuda U li'Galil, 11 p. 43; song on top of p. 7, text 

from Song of Songs 2:11-13; "Shir He 'Aviv , 11 p. 9; "Shibolet Ba 

Sadeh, " p. 14; "Ba Ha Shemesh, " top of p. 15; and "Mi 

Be'er Sheva V'Ad Dan, " p. 16. 

Implicit in the overall homage attr ibuted to spring 

I 
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in the Masechet is a profound love and r espect for land 

and nature. Shelem's deification of the land and the 

wondrous works of nature depict the cen tral value t hey 

hold tor his agriculturally based society. That modern 

people must be reconciled with l and and natur e a nd be 

responsive to the value of land is evident in the Hosea 

passage quoted on the bottom of p. 7. The verses chosen 

by Shelem (2:23-25) are t a ken from a passage in which 

God contracts a covenant for humans with animals and the 

land. According to the covenant, people will learn to 

live in harmony with living creatures and in peace on 

the l and (2: 10-22). In return, the land will respond by 

prospering and producing "new grain, new wine, and new 

oil . " 

Shelem extends the theme of a covenantal relation

ship with the land with the reading from Joel 2:23 which 

is set to music on the top of p. 8. As a result of the ir 

fast ing and repenting, the Lord has compassion upon the 

people and in Joel 2: 19, rewards them with an abundance 

of new grain, new wine and new oil as in Hosea 2:23. 

The ch ildren of Zion are told to rejoice (2:23) for the 

land has been replen ished and a bounds with grain (2:24) 

and the fru i t of the vine (2 :~2) --a situation which 

aptly a pplies to the land reclamation of the early 

pioneer s . 
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Although Shelem chose several biblical exampl es of 

the Israelites emulating land and nature, he also 

included original writings on this theme. The readings 

on the bottom of pages 8 and 9 are peitanistic odes 

praising the beauty of nature and the land; of gol den 

fields pullulating with tal l stalks of ripened grain. 

In the reading on the bottom of p. 8, Shelem personi fies 

the land he loves by addressing the land itsel f (i.e., 

"S'ee B'racha, At Artzeinu ." ) 

Not content merely to praise the land, Shelem 

offers a prayer of peace for the "f i elds and meadows, 

bushes on the mountainsides , and days of glorious 

sunshine" in the song "Kapeinu Nisah El Marom" (top p. 

10) . Another prayer for the land is presented on p. 17 , 

line 2, with the phrase "A blessing upon labor and 

land." Sh e l em closes this prayer wi ch the song "Mi 

Be'er Sheva V'Ad Dan" (middle p. 17). Based upon l 

Chronicles 21:2 and 11 Chronicl es 30:5, t he song lauds 

the festival ot wheat and grain and the beginning of a 

new harvest. From one end of Israel co the other, 

Shelem 's message resounds loud and clear: all of Israel 

shall know of the bounty of the land. 

Wh ile the physical aspec t of the land plays a 

dominant role in Shelem ' s Omer ceremony , the land as a 
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spiritual center and political entity a l so f i gures 

significantly. It is not coincidental that this cere

mony contains political overtones . Shelem, a fervent 

Zionist, composed the Masechet in 1947, one year before 

Israel attained independent statehood . However, 

Shelem's underlying Zionist message is the least 

apparent theme to one unfamiliar with his lifelong 

commitment to the establishment of a Jewish state on his 

ancestral homeland . 

Even as She l em researched and wrote his Omer cere

mony , Jewish refugees of the Holocaust remained detached 

in displaced persons camps on Cyprus and in Europe , 

una ble to reach the Land "asher ani notein lachem" (Lev. 

23:10, top p. 6) . According to the Leviticus 23 pass

age , only when the Israel ites reached the promised Land 

could they celebrate the Omer festival . The ancient 

meaning of this biblical quotation also contains a 

modern implication--that the opportunity for Jews to 

return to the promised Land still exists. So , Shelem's 

revival ot the ancient Omer ceremony may also have been 

politically motivated. The passages he chose, either to 

"censor in" or write himself, reflect the need to ex

press his sentiments concerning this most crucial matter 

for Jewish survival- -the ingathering of displaced Jews. 

.I 
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Implicit in Section Your of t he Masechet ar e t he 

fundamental concepts of freedom and survival of the 

Jewish people in their tradit i onal homeland. Ent i tled 

"Iddud11 (encouragement) , chis section depicts Shelem ' s 

optimistic conviction that the Jews wi l l return co Erecz 

Israel co reclaim and work the land as a free people. 

Shelem begins Section Four with a dramatic r espon

sive reading (page 11 ) . In a tone of religious detiance 

Shelem declares chat the Omer ritual and its like wi l l 

never cease in Israel ("Lo yufar moed b' lsrael, " line 

3). Furthermore, in what I interpret as a reference co 

the political situa tion in Palestine in 1947, Shelem 

vows that the legacy of the Jewish people will be re

vitalized in lsrael by populating and foresting the land 

(lines 7 and 8). Shelem is resolute in his proclamation 

chat no longer will Israel's enemies see Israel reduced 

co cowardice and fear (line 11) . Rather, with unshak

able conviction, Shelem declares that the spirit of Am 

Israel will never be destroyed nor exterminated, chat 

"the glory ot Israel will not fail" (lase line, from I 

Samuel 15: 29 and put co music on top of p. 12) . While 

this sort of defiant message should be delivered to 

Israel's adversaries, its appearance in chis Masechet 

indicates that Shelem wanted fellow Jews in Palestine to 

experience the impact of these words as well . 

" 
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That Jews could publicly express such a defiant 

expectation in the immediate post-Holocaust years repre

sents Shelem's belief in "geul ah, " the salvation of the 

Jews despite mass efforts to annihilate them . Shelem's 

faith in a strong, indestructible Israel, which also 

serves as a haven for refugees and Jews in the Galut , i s 

reflected in the lsaiah passages (10:23 , 35: 10 and 

51: 11) on p. 12 (middle par., read by Karoz Gimmel) . A 

contemporary interpretation of the lsaiah passages , as 

used by Shelem, reveals an explicit nationalistic mess

age--the Jewish people will be strong and t riumphant in 

the face ot their enemies (see also p. 20 , song "Oz Ve ' 

Eyal" for an example of influx of Jews to a strong and 

secure Israel, and p. 19, song from Exodux 15:2 and 

Psalms 118-14 representing salvation, optimism and 

victory of the Jewish nation.) 

The song "Pi tchu sh'arim" from Isaiah 26:2 and 

30:29 (a lso on p. 12) continues the theme set forth in 

Isaiah 10:23, 35:10 and 51: 11. Verse One of Isaiah 26 , 

not included in the Masechet, describes the song the 

lsraelites will sing in Judah on the day of victory : 

"Ours is a mighty city; God makes victory our inner and 

outer wall." Then , they will open the gates and "a 

righteous nation shall enter , a nation that keeps 
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faith" (verse 2). For Shelem, who worked as a leader of 

young, orphaned victims of the Holocuast, the ingather

ing of this "righteous nation" could not occur soon 

enough. He is so confident of impending statehood that 

he completes the song with Isaiah 30:29 describing the 

rejoicing which will take place when independence is 

declared . 

Although the land does not yet belong officially to 

the Jews, Shelem confidently refers to lsrael as "our 

land" (p. 17 , line 8, read by Karoz Alef). In the song 

"Shir Ha T'nufah" (top p. 18), Shelem praises what he 

calls "our land" on two levels--for its ability to 

produce a new Omer harvest and for its being the 

promised land to which all of Beit Israel will eventu

ally return . 

Unwilling to only dream about an independent Jewish 

state , Shelem seeks to hasten acquisition and settlement 

of the l and by redeeming the Omer on behalf of the 

Jewish National Fund (bottom p. 18) . The explicit poli

tical impact of this message resounds perhaps more 

clearly than any other statement in the Masechet. Re

demption of the Orner to the Jewish National Fund 

represents a direct call for the return of the land to 

Am Israel under whose auspices it will never be destroy

ed ( "V'lo taisham ha aretz litzmitutl", bottom p. 18) . 
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In a less conspicuous but effective manner, Shelem 

uses t he "censoring out" f unction to omit two important 

t raditional Jewish concepts which were incompatible with 

the ideologica l purpose of his Omer ceremony. Shel e m 

purposefully chose to delete refe r ences to God and 

sacr i fices f r om any of the biblica l passages quoted in 

t he Masechet. ln some cases, Shelem included biblica l 

passages which r efer to God but he does no t inte rpret 

chem from a theological pers pective (e.g. , song "Oz i 

V'Zimrat Yah" on p. 19 from Exodus 15: 2 and Psalms 

118:14) . His consistent exclus i on of these phrase , and 

~I teration of their biblical meaning substantiates the 

contention that Shelem mas terfully a rranged each line of 

the Masechet to convey a distinct l i turgical message 

cons i stent with this beliefs . 

The deliberate absence of God al ongside the use of 

biblical passages does not contradict Shelem's rel i g ious 

beliefs . Like many of his genera tion, Shelem s ubscr ibed 

co what Ze 'ev Gaz it of Kibbutz Ein Dor terms "secular 

humanistic faith. 111 SO Their pioneer faith was grounded 

in the reality of t he ir da i ly struggles to overcome the 

difficulties that arose in building a new society. A 

beli ef in t he supernatural God of the i r parents ' genera

tion did not suit this rationalistic approach. 

I· 
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The first instance in which God is censored out 

occurs in the citation of the biblical passage on the 

top of p. 6. Shelem begins this section of Leviticus 23 

noc wich verse 9, which states "The Lord spoke to Moses 

saying ," but with verse 10, which enjoins the Israel

ites to reap the Omer in Canaan. Shelem conspicuously 

also leaves ouc verse 11, "The priest shall wave the 

sheaf before the Lord." 

In quoting from Hosea 2:23- 25 (bottom p. 7), Shelem 

omits words from the verses, rather than an en t ire 

verse. Specifically , in line 1, after the word 

"E' eW\eh," Shelem omits the words "' I will respond, ' 

declares the Lord." Following the last word of the last 

line, Shelem deletes the words, "And he will respond, 

You are my God ." 

To further illustrate deliberate use ot the 

"censoring out" function, Shelem omits several refer

ences co God in the song on che top of p. 8 taken from 

Joel 2:23. On line 1, following the word "V' s imchu," 

should be the words "in che Lord, your God ." 

In che Isaiah passages on p. 12, phrases including 

God's name are excluded from Isaiah 10:20 (line 3) . 

After the word "Makahu" s hould be the phrase , "But shall 

lean sincerely on the Lord, the Holy One of Israel," and 

from Isaiah 51 : 11 and 35: 10, before the word "Uva 'u" 
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should be the words, "Let the ransomed of t he Lord re

turn." However, what does appear i ncons is ten t i s the 

i ncl us ion of the words, "on the Mount of t he Lor d" from 

Isaiah 30: 29 (line 4 of the song "Pi tchu Sh' a rim" on 

bottom p. 12) . 

Finally, in the Leviticus 23 reading on the top of 

p. 13 , Shelem intentionally "censor s out" r efer ences to 

both God and sacr i fices . liy citing only the parts of 

verses 14 and 16 which do not make God and sacrificial 

offerings co the Lord the ultimate purpose ot reaping 

the Omer, Shelem alte rs the context of each verse. The 

concluding phrase of verse 14, "Until that very day, 

until you have brought the offering of your God ," 

accords this sacrificial offering a theological purpose 

which Shelem chose to remove because it conflicts with 

his personal religious beliefs . 

PASSAGES FROM TRADITIONAL JEWlSH SOURCES 

While Shelem may "censor out" concepts contrary to 

his views and those of the kibbutz, he does not reject 

Jewish tradition entirely. Rather , passages from tra

ditional Jewish sources form a significant part of the 

prayer content of the Masechet. The biblical and 

mishnaic passages referring to the Omer festival provide 

the basic framework for the ceremony. Shelem's use of 
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passages from trad i tional Jewish sources legitimates the 

ceremony and gives the cel ebrants an authoritative 

raison d ' ~t r e for enacting this ancient celebration . 

At times Shelem cites biblical and mishnaic 

passages as a means of informing the celebrants why or 

how the Omer festival was cel ebrated in a ncien t times 

(top p. 6, Lev. 23: 10; top p. 13, Lev. 23: 10 , 14- 16; p. 

17 middle two paragraphs, lines of Karoz Alet , lie t and 

Gimmel from M. Menahot 10:2 and 3; bottom p. 17 line of 

Karoz Bet from #If p. 8). Parts of Shelem's instruct

ions actually derive from or are based upon descriptions 

of the Omer in the Mishnah (top p. 16, line 1 and p. 18 , 

first line after the song, ac t of ra i sing basket four 

times from M. Menahot 10:4; bottom paragraph p. 16 , re

demption of Omer to JNF by e lder s imilar to M. Menahot 

10:4; cop p. 17, section title "Hanatat Ha Omer" from M. 

Menahot 5:6; and p. 17, first paragraph of Kar oz Alef, 

celebration ot Omer on the 16th of Nisan trom M. Menahot 

10:3 . ) 

Shelem uses traditional Jewish sources as a model 

or to set a particular cone. For example, we find women 

wearing t r aditional dress, and dialogues s i milar to 

mishnaic instances (bottom p. 4, reading of Karoz Alef 

based on Deut. 28:3 and 6; bottom p. 6, line 1; r ead

ings on bottom p. 13 are similar to dialogue between 
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priest a nd assembly in M. Menahot 10:3 as is the reading 

on the cop of p. 15; bottom p. 15, line of Kotzair, 

"Chasal seder raishit k'tzar ha Omer" and p. 19, 

instruction after the dialogue, lase line , the words 

"k ' sidro v'k'hilchoto" --both are used in the Haggadah to 

close the Passover seder . ) 

Several biblical passages are incorporated into the 

ceremony and set to music because t hey a pply to a pa r ti

cular theme or serve a descriptive purpose (top p. 7, 

phrases from Song of Songs 2: 11-1 3 describe the begin

ning of spring; bo ttom p. 7, from Hosea 2:23- 25 explain 

the importance of human appreciation of land and nature; 

cop p. 8, pares of verse 2J from Joel 2 aptly describe 

rejoicing by the Israelites upon commencement of the 

spring rains; p. 1 I, l ast line from I Samuel 15:29 on 

theme of "encouragement"; p. 12 reading of Karoz Gimmel 

from Isaiah 10:27, 10:20, 51:11 , and 35:10 continues the 

theme of salvation begun on p. 11; the song "Pitchu 

Sh 'ar im" bottom p. 12 from Isaiah 26:2 and 30:29 to let 

the refugees return to Israel ; p. 16 , line 1 of the song 

"Mi Be' er Sheva V'Ad Dan" from I Chron. 21 :2 and II 

Chron. 30:5 in which King Hezekiah issues a decree for 

all Israelites to celebrate the Passover festival in 

Jerusalem; and p. 19, the song "Oz i V' Zimrat Yah" from 

Exodus 15:2 and Psalms 118:14 affi rms Israel ' s strength 

and restoration . ) 

I· 
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PRAYERBOOK STRUCTURE 

The contents of Shelem' s Masechet consist of 

twenty-one readings (fourteen ori ginal and seven from 

traditional Jewish sources); twenty- one sets of in

structions; thirteen songs; six dances; fifteen musical 

arrangements; and nine ritual acts. Shelem astutely 

interspersed readings with songs , dances and ritual acts 

so as not to bore the participants and guests with 

excessive oration. While he includes several congrega

tional parts, there are no alternative readings and 
no part of the Masechet may be omitted. Shelem uses 

music to create a fes tive atmosphere. The dances 

provide a visual portrayal of the dramatic moments of 

the ace of reaping and redeeming the Omer . 

The numerous and detailed i nstructions set the tone 

for every aspect of the Omer ritual. While they always 

appear in plain Hebrew script, the directions are some

times encased in parenthesis, sometimes not . Shelem 

goes so far as to direct participants how to read or 

sing a part (song "Shir T'tillah" on p. 10 should be 

sung "Chag igi," [joyously] and on top of p. 7, the pare 

of "Yahid" should be read "B'n'imah, " [pleasantlyj). 

Based upon the nature of the instr uctions, one con

cludes that they are directed at the person reading the 
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Masechec, rather than the one observing the cer emony. 

Shelem provides a detailed visual accoun t of the entire 

procedure , to the extent that a person not present at 

the actual cer emony can visualize the production fairly 

accurately. In fact, the instructions function more as 

a running commentary on the ceremony or as stage direct

ions for a theatrical production (al l of p. 3; p. 4, 

line 6; and bottom paragraph p. 4). 

The inc lusion of Shelem's intricate instrucJions 

in che original Masechec indicates it was intended for a 

folk culture tradition , Le., toward a society in which 

many but not all members work the land (see middle para

graph p. 5). Since agriculture does feature as a funda

menta l part of their culture, many terms do noc require 

explanation (e. g., "kamah," "sh ibol et, " or "t 1n°'h") . 

Yee, because ot che number and type of inscruccions , the 

original Masechet is considered to exemplify l ow context 

communication (see bottom p. 6 and top p. 10 which 

typify a low context instruction of the high context 

nature of the song which tollows) . 

Since the pamphlet distributed to guests at the 

ceremony does not contain instructions, it repres~uts 

high context communication. This document assumes that 

most people know what is transpiring during the ceremony 
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and wil l not become confused, frustrated or disoriented 

by the contents of readings or performance of r i tual 

acts (e.g. , bottom p. 18, male harves ters carrying 

basket of Omer sheaves to be redeemed by elder; see also 

photo in Appendix VIII, p. 10). Furthermor e , s ince much 

of the ceremony stems from descriptions in tradiLional 

Jewish sources , one cannot assume that everyone present 

at the cer emony is familiar with those sources. 

However , despite the lack of i nstruct i ons , the partic i

pants and observers derive meaning from this modern 

i n terpretat i on of an ancient Jewish ritual . 

The overall Zionist message also illustrates high 

context communication. Those who are aware of or share 

Shelem 's Zionist leanings and know about political 

events in pre-independence Palestine can immediat ely 

detect his implicit call for an independent homeland. 

Shelem ' s use ot titles and roles for participants 

denotes a hierarchal structure within the Omer ceremony. 

Kibbutz elders , who receive great respect in the 

kibbutz, are at the top of the hierarchy since they lead 

the procession , read the major parts, and ace as the 

priests by redeeming the Omer (p. 3, paragraph 3, line 2 

and p. 18, bottom paragraph) . They are followed by the 

male and female harvesters who perform the 

I. 
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primary ritual act of reaping the Omer (p. 13, particu

larly the middle paragraph of instructions; top and 

bottom p. 14 ; and bottom p. 15 , paragraph of i nstruct

ions) . Although the femal e harvesters ar e cast in 

a traditional role by following behind the male harvest

ers to collect and bind the sheaves, Shelem at least 

sought to include women who are left out of the biblical 

and mishna i c descriptions of the Omer festival (p. 15, 

paragraph after song, line 3). The dancers , other 

readers, choir, orchestra , children and guests complete 

the heirarchical order in the ceremony. 

One way to ascertain how Shelem indicates status 

within the text i s to examine what appears in large or 

small print. Unly the seven section titles and titles 

ot songs are written in large, bold and ornate print. 

All instructions are in plain, small script, sometimes 

enclosed in parentheses . Readings and the words to 

songs are in small, fancy print. However, the lyrics 

written under the musical notes appear in small plain 

print. Some biblical passages are printed in fance 

Toraitic calligraphy. 

It is surprising chat Shelem, who arranged the 

Masechet with such precision and concern for detail, 

would leave out any art work. While the original 

' . I 
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Masechet lacks art work on its pages, pamphlets dis

tributed in subsequent years and the ceremony itself 

contain examples of symbol ic overlay through the use of 

art work. 

Drawings of stalks of ripe grain are a common 

artistic motif in printed pamphlets of the Omer cere

mony . lAppendix Vl has a drawing ot an ancient jug 

with a stalk of ripe grain around it (p. 30) and two 

stalks of ripe grain on p. 34J . (Appendix 111, last 

page , has a reproduction of an ancient relief with a 

pitcher on either side o f a bound sheaf of grain ; 

Appendix Vll, printed in green ink to symbolize spring, 

the cover and pages 78, 86-90 contain drawings of stalks 

and bound sheaves of grain; and Appendix Vlll has a 

drawing of a sickle about to cut ripe stalks of grain 

(p. 3) and flowers decorating the song title (p. 7) . 

Thus, even if one could not read or did not know Hebrew 

or the nature of the ceremony, one would discern from 

the type of art work that the ceremony deals with wheat 

and agriculture . 

Photographs demonstrate the extent of art work 

which constitute important parts of the actual Omer 

ceremony . Towers built especially for the ceremony, 
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possibly replacing the a ltars used for sacrifices in t he 

a nc ient Omer ceremony, are decorated with pictures of 

vines and ripe fruit (see Appendix IX, p. 91 and 93; and 

Appendix VIII, p. 10). The wagon used to carry the 

wicker basket which contains the Omer offering is 

adorned with a blanket with designs of wheat (see 

Appendix lX, p. 94 and 95) . Shelem even uses costumes 

to convey an aesthetic message exemplified by the 

handmade sashes decorated with scenes of wheat and 

f l owers (Appendix IX, p. 97 and 102) and the colorful 

headresses worn by the women harvesters (see Appendix 

lX, p 101) . 

SckVICE CHOREOGRAPHY 

Who does what, where, and when in the ceremony a l so 

portrays the hierarchical structur e of the kibbu tz. 

Th i s is best i l lustrated by the a rrangement of 

participants in t he processional out to the site for the 

ceremony. Led by e l ders a nd youth a t op horses, the 

procession continues with the young children, parents of 

members ( i .e ., more elders), male and then female har

vesters , the decorated wagon carry ing the wicker basket 

l ed by a pa ir of white horses, the orchestra and choir, 

and finally the remaining members a nd guests (p. 3) . 

~he order of t he procession denotes the emphas is on 
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children and the e lderly on the kibbutz. It also 

divides people according to task and sex. Since the 

k ibbutz is based upon the work ethic , a person is 

defined by his o r he r job as exempl ified by the ritual 

of r eaping. It would be interesting to know whether or 

not women l abor ed in the fields as they did among the 

sheep. If so, Shelem did not include women as equal 

partners in the ace of reaping or redeeming the Omer. 

(However , in this Omer ceremony, those who work the l and 

cake precedence over any other function). 

ln addition co the procession, Shelem's ceremony is 

replete with movement. Every move, from the beginning 

co the end, is choreographed to prec ision, l eaving no 

opportuni ty for spontaneity. Songs and readings are 

used to link one piece of choreography to the next. The 

action begins when a lone trumpet blast summons the 

people to assemble at the main gate to the kibbutz (p. 

3, second paragraph , lines 1 and 2) . There , they 

a rrange themselves for the procession and parade out to 

the field , stopping at two gates along the way (p. 4, 

bottom par. , last line; p. 5, first par., lines 3 and 

4; and Appendix IX, p. 93 - 95) . At the designated site , 

the participants form a semi - circl e and the rea der~ move 

to their appointed places on the stage (p. 5 , second 

paragraph, lines 3- 5) . In what appears to be an act 

I, 
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similar to the traditional ritual of women lighting the 

Sabbath candles, the women, dressed in white, dramatiz e 

a song in which they lift their hands to heaven in a 

prayer of peace for the land (top p . 10) . 

Several times during the ceremony men and women 

perform dances representing the act of reaping (p. 6, 

bottom and p. 9, dance with song; Appendix IX, p. 102; 

Appendix VIII, top p. 14) . The most important movement 

occurs when the male harvesters rhythmically reap the 

ripened grain (p. 13 , bottom paragraph in parentheses; 

p. 15, following the song; Appendix IX, p. 100-101; and 

Appendix V!lI, p. 14) and raise and lower the basket 

containing the Omer offer ing (p. 16, top paragraph an~ 

paragraph after Lhe song, line~). when the central 

ritual of reaping the Omer is complete , the par ticipants 

rea rrange themselves and proceed back to the kibbutz, 

(p . lb, second to last paragraph). 

It is not known whether the participants stand 

throughout the entire ceremony. This seems unlike ly, 

particularly for the elders and child r en. Photographs 

show young children sitting on the wagon during the 

procession to the field (Appendix IX , p. 94-95) and 

musicians seated during the ceremony (Appendix IX, p. 96 

and 98). The performance-oriented nature of the cere

mony would dictate that participants stand during their 

I 
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part. From photographs , we observe that the choir 

stands when it pe r forms (Appendix IX, p. 97-99) and 

the elders and harvesters s t and on t he stage when the 

Omer is redeemed (Appendix Vl ll, p . 16) . 

SACR~O SPACE 

The concept of space features prominently in 

kibbutz society. Private space exists only in t he 

individual member ' s own living quarters. The rest of 

the kibbutz becomes communal space, shared equally by 

each member. Even the fields comprise an extension of 

the members' home. Unlike a synagogue- ori ented commu

nity, there is no sacred space already available. Only 

the common space used neutrally by any communal act ion 

is available. Thus , the conversion of a speci fic area, 

temporarily, as sacred space where the ritual is 

enacted, is of special importance to the Omer ceremony . 

In renewing this ancient ceremony to tit to the 

modern context of kibbutz life and va l ues , She l em would 

need to incorporate this new and different concept of 

space. Although agricul tur al in nature, the Omer cere

mony begins and ends inside the kibbutz gates. However, 

the main body of the ritual takes place in the tield~. 

just as it did in Mishnaic times (Mishnah Menahot 10:3) . 

Order i s so important to Shelem that people do 

r 

I. 



11 0 

not wander independently through the f ields to the 

designated site ot the ceremony. Rather , the entire 

assemblage proceeds on a path prepared specifically for 

this purpose. They stop along the way at two gates 

erected solely for this ceremony, according those spots 

a religious quality they otherwise do not possess. The 

prcession' s slow, deliberate march to the field elevates 

the sacredness of the chosen site. 

Participants mark the sacred area by forming a 

semi-circle where the main action will occur. The 

borders are marked by a rider sitting atop a horse in 

all four corners of the site15 1 (see Chapter Four above, 

p. 8) . Since guests sit away from the participants, 

usually on a slope of a nearby hill, they are outside 

the area of sacred space. A stage is erected in the 

middle of the field . As a substitute for the tradition

al pulpit, it becomes the space upon which most of the 

readings and dances take place, as well as the "Hanafat 

Ha Omer" (top p. 17) and redemption of the Omer (bottom 

p. 18) . 

The symbolic reaping of the Omer is performed on 

the land itself. By centering the ceremony outdoorR and 

in the field, Shelem highlights the sanctity of land and 

nature in the kibbutz. In fact , one could assert that 

. 
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tor Shelem, a secular Jew , land and nature replace the 

temple and are worshipped as traditional Jews worship 

God . 

AMBIANCE. 

Every detail of Shelem ' s Omer ceremony was purpose

fully included by him to convey a particular liturgical 

message and just as importantly, to set a certain mood. 

That the ceremony takes place in the open air and in the 

actual wheat field promotes an atmosphere of openness, 

non-confinement , and being at one with nature. Yet, 

although the ceremony is peformed in an unrestricted 

space, the participants are expected to be decorous , 

solemn and orderly. At times the mood is t~nse, as 

when they await the presence ot the harvesters (p. 13 , 

middle paragraph of instructions, line 1) and at other 

times , festive , as when they begin the procession to the 

tield (p. 4 , paragraph after song, line 1) . Mose read

ings are presented in a dramatic dialogue and Shelem 

even instructs participants how to read (top p. 6, line 

of the "Chavers . Everyone has a specific part at a pre

scribed point in the ceremony, which enables chem co lee 

it proceed efficiently and smoothly. 

Because of his except ional talent for music, the 

role and type ot music comprise a major part in creating 

. I 
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a certain mood for the ceremony. Influenced by his 

early years in Palestine spent among the Arabs and 

Bedouin, combined with his desire to create an 

indigenous holiday form , Shelem introduced eastern 

melody into his Omer ceremony . Music is used continu

ously throughout the Masechet to create a holiday at

mosphere(p. 3) and to increase congregational involve

ment. The procession commences with the blast of a 

trumpet (p. 3) and the tune of a flute signals the 

beginning ot the ceremony (p. 5) . A second trumpet 

blast sets the tone tor the climactic moment , i.e. , the 

ritual of r eaping the Omer (p. 15, line 1 atter song). 

In add ition to the flute and trumpet, Shelem uses an 

accordi an and cymbals to highlight important ritual 

moments and to create a fest ive ambiance (Appendix IX, 

p . 94- 96 , 98) . 

Shelem and Lea Bergstein apply the eastern 

influence to dance. Men dance in a long, straight line 

(p. 13, second paragraph of instructions, line 1) and 

stamp their f eet as the Bedouin do when performing their 

native debka dance (p. 17 , paragraph of instructions, 

lines 1 and 2). Dance is also used to introduce or 

enact d i fferent parts of the ceremony. With their 

colorful costumes and flowing , r hythmi c movements, the 

I 
if 



113 

dancers create an aesthetically pleasing sight for the 

pa rticipants and guests (Appendix IX, p. 92, 93, 97 , 98, 

100-102 and Appendix Vlll, p. 14) . 

As in any worship experience , ritual objects (or 

"props") help foster a certain ambiance. }>art of 

Shelem' s genius was his ability co take ord inary ob

jects and events and transform them into religious 

symbols. The trumpet , which calls people to ga ther for 

the procession, and begins the symbolic reaping , 

r eplaces the traditional shofar used in ancient times to 

announce events, warn or inform the community. Horses, 

indicative of a simple lite before the encroachment of 

modern technology, lead the procession, transport the 

wagon , and mark the borders for the ceremony (Append i x 

IX, p. 94 and 95; lnote: in later years , tractors were 

used when the kibbutz no longer kept horses] Append i x 

IX, p. 93) . 

The gates and cowers appear to r esemble the tradi

tional Aron Ha Kodesh. During the procession, the 

assemb l age stands and speaks before them as in the 

"Barechu" prayer which begins a typical prayer service 

(Append ix lV , p. 91 and 93) . The stages represent the 

altar whereupon much of the ceremony is read and the 

Omer offering is brought, just as t he ancient sacri

fices were placed upon the a l tar (Appendix Vlll, p. 14 

and 16; M. Menahot 10:4) . 

I· 
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ln keeping with his desire to create a natural at

mospher e unhampered by the complex ities of modern tech

nology , Shelem relies upon the sun to provide the light 

for the enactment of the Omer ri tual. Yet , he times the 

ceremony so that the sun will set and paint the sky with 

brilliant colors jus t as the symbol i c reaping begins . 

When t he sun has sec, Shelem uses bonfires and torches, 

which create an aura of pr i mitivism , to light the return 

to the kibbutz (p. 16, last paragraph , lines 1 and 2) . 

Thus, Shel em a pplies the trad i tional symbols of light 

and f i re (i.e. , the eternal light a nd the sacrificial 

fire) in a more contemporary and non-relig i ous context . 

The wicker basket and sickles become "kley kodesh" 

[holy objects used for a sacred purposej to harvest and 

hold the Omer ottering. The raising and lowering of t he 

basket, and the respect it receives, likens i t co the 

Torah. Many Jewish services are based upon the reading 

ot the Torah and as such, it is accorded tremendous 

respect. We decorate the Torah with ornate coverings, 

hold it high for all to see , parade around with it , and 

rise when it is lifted. The Torah scroll contains the 

watchword of our faith. ln the Omer ceremony , t he 

basket is adorned with decorations , raised and lowered , 

held high for all to see, paraded to the stage to be 
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received by the elder cum priest, and within it i s 

placed the Omer - the most important symbol of the 

ceremony (Appendix IX, p . 94 and Appendix VIII , p. 16) . 

TIME 

On t he day of the ceremony , work ceases on the 

kibbu tz at approximately two o 'clock in the afternoon. 

By early dusk, usually around four o ' c l ock, t he members 

and guests assemble and proceed to the field. Like 

tradi t i onal Jewish holidays, the Omer ceremony adheres 

to Jewish liturgical time by commencing at sunset. The 

ceremony lasts around two to three hours. Unlike Yorn 

Kippur , it does not require an entire day to convey t he 

message of this festival . However , the nature and pur

pose ot the Umer ceremony necessitates that it be cele 

br_;1ted at a fixed time, i.e., during the spring season 

and on the evening or first day of Pesach. 

Ti ming within the ceremony affects the impact the 

worship experience can have on the community. The 

placement of readings, songs , and dance help create a 

certain atmosphere and either gain or lose the worship

per's attention. She lem knew how to build up to import

ant ricual moments and to time it so tha t the climactic 

ritual moment occurs in the middle of the cer emony , 

precisely as the sun sets . 

,I 
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By reenacting an ancient ceremony, Shelem ena bles 

the participants to go back in time and to develop real 

and close ties with our Jewish past. In the process, 

the participants are transported in time. For many of 

them, especially the harvesters who reap with sickles 

which date back to the bibl e , time appears to stand 

still. Through his understanding of Jewish li turgical 

time, Shelem succeeds in bri dging the gap between 

ancient and modern times. His contemporary inter

pretation of this ancient ceremony makes our ancestors 

and their customs come alive. 

RELlGIOUS LANGUAGE 

Thus far, we have seen how Shelem was a master in 

the art ot creating a meaningful and etfective liturgi

cal moment. Shelem had an innate ability to fashion a 

ceremony of high literary standards with an eye for the 

appropriate artistic touch. As a poet and composer , 

Shelem appreciated and understood the importance of 

language, particularly how to choose and utilize words 

to effectively convey his liturgical message . 

Moreover, in the original Masechet , Shelem uses 

words to communicate informati on. The numerous in

structions are perhaps the most instrumental means of 

I I· 
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impart i ng information about the Omer ceremony (p. 15, 

paragraph of instructions after song, line 3) Shelem 

informs the reader that the sheaves "bow down before the 

harvester" and in line 4, we learn that the sun is 

sett ing) . Through some of the readings, Shelem public ly 

announces information about which the celebrants may 

alr eady be aware , e .g., that winter has ended ( t op p. 7, 

line 1) and t hat this is the fixed season a nd time for 

assembl ing (p. 11, first line after song) . Some lines 

are included to introduce act i on , e .g., what the 

harvesters will do following the r~aping of the Omer (p. 

15, bottom paragraph , lines 3 a nd 4) ; inviting the 

community to join in a song ( top p. 14, line 3 of Karoz 

Gimmel) ; and announcing the commencement of a dance by 

the women (middle p. 13, line of Ma ' aremet) . 

Pr i marily , Shelem uses the religious language in 

his Masechet to motivate people spiri tual ly and emo

tionally . I n order co do so, his words must be ab l e to 

create a particular ambiance and to r ecrea te a sense of 

what the ancient Omer festivals resembled. The type of 

words a nd readings chos en by Shelem reflect the themes 

contained within the Masechec. The "Aviv" section , 

which visually depicts the land reawakening to the signs 

of spring, stimulates people to rejoice (top p. 7, lines 

I 
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3 and 5) while the section on "Iddud" in which Shel em 

declares , "the spirit of Israel will not be defeated nor 

abolished" (bottom p. 11, second to last line) , causes 

people co take a firm political stance . 

Religious language teaches and reminds us of our 

Jewish past. Shel em accomplishes th is by using biblicbl 

"pa itanistic" and liturgical terms (p. 4 , line 1, 

"atzeret ," the t r aditional term for the portion of pro

duce left by harvesters for the poor i n Leviticus 19:9; 

and frequent use of the root ( J - J- r ) , p. 4, line 

3 , p . 8 , line 1 after song, and p. 14, cop line) . 

RITUAL 

Whether or not Shelem consc iously selected each 

word and phrase with the above goals in mind, che fact 

remains that his ceremony had a major impact on che 

members of Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan. Shelem 's Masechet for 

Hag Ha Omer moved people co want to participate year 

after year , despite the arduous pr eparations which the 

celebrat ion requires . The Masechet is effective , be

cause it reinforces a way ot life and world view of a 

people committed to developing a new society , reclaim 

ing the ancient l and, and establishing an independ~nt 

Jewish state. Their world was secular but not total ly 

removed from traditional Judaism, as Shelem demonstrated 

I .! 
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through his revitalization of a biblical and mishnaic 

custom. 

Because Shelm was successful in representing his 

society's beliefs and values in an aesthetically 

pleasing and meaningful manner , his ceremony for Hag Ha 

Omer has become an established ritual on Ramat Yohanan. 

More than any other holiday form which has come out of 

the kibbutz movement, Shelem ' s Masechet for Hag Ha umer 

continues to be celebrated year after year, generation 

after generation. With the Omer ceremony, Shelem has 

proven that it is possible to adapt ancient rituals to a 

contemporary Jewish community . 

I . 
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EPILOGUE: UtPLICATIONS OF SHELEM' S WORK FOR 
REFORM COFtMUNrfIES TODAY -- --

120 

Abraham Joshua Heschel taught, "Jews live in time , 

not space11152 and chat "Judaism is a religion of time, 

aiming at the sanctification of cime.11153 For 

centuries, Jews have lived in a world of liturgical time 

in which the days of the calendar flow from one holiday 

to the next. Yet , for how many contemporary Jews does 

this statement apply? We are living in an age when 

assimilation is at its highest. ln a recent article dis

cussing the decrease in the observance of holiday 

celebrat ions by the Jewish community, Rabbi Harvey 

Fields notes that because J udaism in general and the 

synagogue in particular fail co respond to the spiritual 

needs of its members, nowadays "only five to ten 

percent of the Jewish communi ty regularly attends 

Shabbat or fest ival services in our synagogues." 1 54 

While perhaps the remaining ninety co ninety-five 

percent of the Jewish community practices Judaism in 

ocher ways, there exists an increasing disintegration of 

the formal celebration of Jewish rituals and holidays by 

contemporary Jews . 

The reasons for the breakdown in Jewish ritual life 

today are not unlike those found on the first agric~l-

I, 
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cural secclemencs during the early years of the estab

lishment of che Jewish state. At chat time, conquering 

che l and and organiz ing communal villages took pre

cedence over che observance of seemingly obsolete and 

purposeless Jewish cradicions. Working hard co develop 

che land which they believed would ensure che future of 

the Jewish people r equired forms of worship thaL better 

represented this new society. Shelem and his contemp

oraries aspired co create rituals and holidays thac 

arose out of their pioneering way of life. 

Recognizing t hat times and peoples' needs had 

changed, Shelem sought co create ritual torms that were 

both compatible with his agricultural existence and 

Jewish in concenc. Through the celebration ot his 

original holiday compositions , Shelem r evitalized 

ancient Jewish rituals and ceremoneis which spoke 

directly co the needs and values of the community in 

which he lived. Because of the work and creativity ot 

Shelem, an entirely new mode of Judaism evolved--one 

which I believe has important consequences for Retorm 

Jewish communities today . 

Shelem's renewal ot ancient holiday forms and his 

reasons for doing so are akin to the purpose and goals 

of the Reform Movement. Lilker perceives a similarity 

', 
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between Reform Judaism and Judaism on kibbutz in their 

"departure" from halachah. 1 55 80th Shelem and Reform 

Judaism advocate freedom of choice, in which responsi

bility lies with the individual to decide which laws and 

traditions co observe or discard. Although much of tra

ditional Judaism does not appeal to the broad-minded and 

rational adherents of Reform and kibbutz Judaism , many 

Reform and secular Jews are unwilling to reject Judaism 

in its entirety. Rather, these Jews struggle with the 

challenge of adapting the wealth that our tradition 

offers to our modern customs and beliefs. 

Shelem concurs with keform that change is intrin

sic to Jewish life. Therefore , it is necessary to adapt 

or create meaningful rituals that enable Jewish tradi

tion co interact with modern culture. As a means of 

adapting Judaism to contemporary society, Shelem , lik~ 

Reform, believes in adding music , poetry, arc and dance 

to his ceremonies for aesthetic enhancement. 

One of the main similarities between Shelem and 

keform Judaism is their concern for Jewish survival and 

recognition of the "specialness" of the Jewish people. 

The efticacy of the worship experience is viewed by both 

as an important means of strengthening Jewish identity 

and relationship with the Jewish community. Yee both 

allow for diversity, enabling people to maintain 
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differen t beliefs and pract i ces without being dogmatic 

about theological tenets. As with Retorm Judaism, 

equality between men and women constitutes an important 

principle in Shelem ' s society. Final ly , Shelem and 

Reform Judaism accept the Torah as an historical docu

ment which provides guidelines for an ethical mono

theistic lifestyle. 

Uhile Reform J udaism s hares many beliefs with 

kibbutz Judaism, some distinct differences do exist 

between chem. Reform Judaism, which presents a unive rsal 

message, has implications for Jewish communi t i e~ 

throughout the world. However, kibbutz Judaism is 

particularistic, aftecting only a small and unique group 

of Jews, some of whom even reject Jewish existence in 

the Diaspora . Furthermore, while Reform Judaism is 

grounded i n a belief in the reality of God, kibbutz 

Juda i sm is based upon a belief in peoplehood a nd the 

power of nature, rather than in God. Therefore, kibbutz 

Judaism does not accept t he tenet put forth by Reform 

that ethical obligations extend f r om ~od. Rather , they 

contend that e thical obligations are the responsibility 

of each individual, particularly towards his or her 

fellow kibbutz member. 

The Reform Movement maintains a tull- time profess-
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ional staff of c l ergy and lay people, while the kibbutz 

relies solely upon its members to volunteer their 

services for the preparation and celebrati on of holidays. 

According co Lilker , "whatever arises out of holiday 

practice in t he kibbutz is therefore a l ayman 's cul ture, 

evolved naturally and organically.11156 For that reason, 

unlike Reform Judaism , kibbutz Judaism does not yet per

ceive the synagogue as the center of Jewish communal 

l i fe . However, like Shelem , many Reform communities 

today are discovering that the soluti on lies within the 

community itself. It is precisely this aspect of 

Shelem 's work with religion on kibbutz that I believe 

has far-reaching implications for Reform Jewish commu

nities today . 

Shelem has successful ly demonstrated that the 

community and the professional staff must together work 

to create indigenous rituals and celebrations. Working 

together, as the kibbutz system of equality advocates, 

lay people and professionals can strengthen their t ies 

to a viable and living Judaism. The role of lay peopl e 

in the process of renewing Jewish celebrations should 

not be underestimated. When Shelem involved all members 

[in his Omer ceremony ] from children to elders , he pro

vided an unusual opportunity for people of different 

ages and talents to interact . Shelem's system also 
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enabled each participant to feel important and useful, 

regardless of age. Involving people of a ll ages and 

backgrounds fosters greater interest and participation 

in the renewal and celebrat i on of Jewish ritua l s and 

holidays . 

The Joint Worship Commission of the Reform Move

ment [Union of Amer i can Hebrew Congregations , Central 

Conference of American Rabbis, and Amer i can Association 

of Cantors] has a l ready proposed the establishment of 

festiva l celebrat i on committees in each Reform congreg

ation.157 Each committee would consist of "congregants 

of all ages , interests, vie~s , and sensibilities, man

dated to renew holiday celebrations within the synagogue 

and home~158 These congregants and the clergy would be 

responsible for researching, creating, preparing and 

partici pating in the actual celebration. In order to 

prepare a new ritual and worship forms , the comm i ttee 

members would have to engage in communal study. Hence, 

these committees provide a unique opportunity for in

creasing one 's knowledge of Judaism in a non-threatening 

stimulating setting . 

While this method does not ensure complete success , 

it possesses several advantages for community involve

ment . The more that people participate in the decision

making process and understand the backgrour.d and purpose 
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of the celebration, the more willing they are to parti

cipate. The Reform Movement, which prides itself upon 

community-building, can der i ve enormous benefits from 

this aspect of Shelem 's approach to t he renewal of 

Jewish celebrations . 

Besides the important lesson ot including as many 

lay and professional people as possible in the renewal 

ot Jewish holiday celebrations , there are other speci fic 

l essons Reform Jewish communities can derive from 

Shel em 's liturgical text itself, the Masechet for Hag Ha 

Omer. It is interesting to note that Ramat Yohanan has 

used the same t ext, with minor alterations , for the Omer 

ceremony since 1947 . Repeated use of the same text 

appears to be desir ed . It fosters a sense of trad i tion 

from one generation to the next and ease with the 

ceremony. Perhaps Reform shoul d heed Shelem's example 

that liturgical familiarity and l imi ted choices are not 

contrary to the overall Reform principle of free choice. 

Another fun damental lesson the Masechet teaches is 

the importance of the liturgical message and t he 

f unct i on of transmitting it. Since the main theme of 

Shelem 's Omer cer emony is absolutely clear, the parti

cipants and guests do not have to spend time in which 

they shoul d be "praying" or endeavor ing to discern the 
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intent of the liturgical message. While Shelem does 

"censor in" and "censor out" additional motifs , these 

messages do not detract from or confuse the main purpose 

of the ceremony; i.e. , to celebrate the beginning ot the 

spring harvest in Israel . 

What strikes the reader ot Shelem's Masechet iR how 

this overtly secular Jew did not deter from interweaving 

his many songs , dances and original readings with pass

ages from traditional Jewish sources. This serves an 

important educational purpose, particularly since many 

Reform Jews do not have sufficient opportunity to study 

the classical Jewish texts . Use of traditional Jewish 

quotations as well as traditional costumes enables con

temporaries co feel a pare of a specific people and an 

ancient tradition. 

From the prayerbook structure, we learn how co 

combine the different mediums of art, song, dance and 

poetry in an aesthetically moving and meaningful manner. 

With the assistance of his colleague, Lea Bergstein, 

Shelem made music and particularly dance a l egit imate 

form of prayer which became, for his and successive 

generations, a new means of spiritual expression. As 

Shelem's ceremony demonstrates, the proper placement of 

these various aspects helped set a tone and enabled the 

ceremony to flow naturally. 
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Shelem's success is enhanced by his willingness to 

experiment, His decis i on to alter the t raditional con

cept of sacred space by placing the Omer ceremony in the 

wheat field itself added i mportant and relevant as pects 

to a holiday which has its basis in agriculture. While 

location and weather may not always permit, Reform 

Judai sm should further examine t he possibility of ex

tending our concept of sacred space beyond the peri 

meters ot the synagogue. 

All of the above suggestions together create a 

certa in ambiance for the holiday celebration. Us ing 

Shelem as a model, perhaps Reform Judaism will take ad

vantage of the numerous oppor t unities co enhance our 

worship experience by invest ing more effort into the 

type of atmosphere we hope to achieve for various lit

urgical experiences . To accomplish this goal spi rit 

ually, it will sometimes be necessary to alter the 

physical sett ing of the c e r emony. Thus, a synagogue 

wishing to celebrate the Omer ceremony and without 

access to a wheat field, can certainly transform 

its sanctuary to create the atmosphere of an 

agricultural site . 

In order to achieve the success that Shel em ' s Omer 

c eremony has enjoyed, a combination of factors is re-
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quired. However, it is important to remember that the 

primary purpose of renewing Jewish celebr at ions is to 

create rituals and holiday forms to which each community 

can personally relate. Adapting aspects of our tradit ion 

to conform to the needs and beliefs of our individual 

communities encourages creativi ty , and adds a wealth of 

new ideas and customs to Jew i sh liturgy and cel ebrations. 

As rituals become more contempory , they inevitably 

become more meaningful to the worshippers. This, along 

with greater community involvement in the creative pro

cess , should lead to increased participation in Jewish 

rituals and ceremonies in the home and synagogue . 

Many Reform congregations today who have never 

heard of Matitiyahu Shelem already a re engaged in 

numerous and diverse projects to enhance the worship 

experience and to increase community participation. 

This original liturgical material is kept under the 

auspi ces of the chairperson of the Joint Worship 

Commission. Technically, there is no specific clearing 

house with a full - time staff comparable to ~helem 's 

institute for Holidays and Culture on Kibbutz Ramat 

Yohanan. However , the abundance of new and creative 

material emanating from Reform congregations, and the 

need to disseminate this material, warrants the est-
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ablishment of a permanent resource center with a full 

time staff to administer it . 

In addition to the Reform Movement's Joint Worship 

Commiss i on, which deal s pri marily wi th the ambiance and 

aesthetics of the worship experience, t he CCAR maintains 

a Committee on Liturgy. Composed of rabbis and a 

cantorial r epresentative from the American Conference of 

Can tors , t h is comm i ttee concentrates on periodically 

revising outdated prayerbooks and publishing worship 

services for use dur ing life cycle events and recognized 

holidays . 

The Reform Movement , which is beginning to gain 

recognition in Israel , is experiencing significant 

acceptance from the non-religious kibbutz movements, 

Kibbutz Ha Artzi and lchud Ha Meuchad. Reform commun

ities in the Diaspora and kibbutzim in Israel have much 

to offer each other in the realm of renewing Jewish 

ceremonies. Because the R~form Movement and many 

kibbutzim share similar goals and tenets concerning 

strengthening Jewish identity through participation in 

rituals and ceremonies, it would be mutually beneficial 

to provide formal opportunities to exchange materia l~ . 

An official organizational framework for a mutual ex-
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change program does not yet e xist. The establ ishmen t of 

a permanent commission within the Reform Movement or the 

world Union for Progressive Jewry to work d i rectly with 

the kibbutz Movement ' s Committees on Holidays and 

Culture and with Shelem ' s Institute for Holidays and 

Customs would provide a central means for obtaining 

access to new holiday materials . Wo r king together with 

the kibbutz Movements, who have been involved in the 

field of creative liturgy since the 1930 ' s , furnishes 

the Reform Movement with an excellent opportunity to 

further its cause in Israel . 

In conclusion, the creative and diverse liturgical 

work undertaken by Shelem has significant implications 

for Reform communi t ies today. The message to strengthen 

Jewish identity and Jewish survival [implicit in his 

celebrations] greatly concerns Retorm leadership a s 

well. Shelem's insistence upon involving as many 

members as possible, regardless of age or background , 

encourages individuals to cake responsibility for being 

Jewish. Use of music and dance as a form of worship 

enhances the aesthetic and spiritual experience for the 

worshippers. His work in adapting ancient ceremonies to 

contemporary society enables otherwise secular Jews to 

I. 
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live in the realm of liturgical time, moving from one 

meaningful Jewish ceremony to the next . 

A community that feels involved in its celebrati ons 

will want to repeac chem year afcer year. The continu

ous celebration of renewed holidays leads to the estab

lishment of fixed rituals which the community eagerly 

anticipates. Through the appointment of committees to 

prepare and organize new and indigenous rituals and 

celebrations, the synagogue would become a more vibrant 

and genuine spiritual center . Participants would meet 

to study and work in the synagogue, transforming it into 

a veritable Belt Knesset. Increase in the number of 

creative materials would lead to a real need for a full

time resource center, based upon the Institute that 

Shelem founded over thirty years ago on Ramat Yohanan. 

The work begun by Shelem in the 1930's and by the 

Reform Movement in recent years reflects the prodigious 

need for indigenous Jewish rituals and ceremonies. 

Despite the difficulties inherent in this type of 

creative process, kibbutz member Asher Maniv summarizes 

the need for developing a folk tradition when he states, 

"None of us know in advance what part of our cultural 

creativity will 'take '; what will become, in the course 
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of time , the property of the people or what wil l pass 

and be f orgotten. But this does not release us from the 

proper expres sion for our life experience which conforms 

to our basic ou cl ook , our way of life and fee lings.111 59 

As Maniv posits , the creative process cannot and ~hould • 

no t s t and a l one. What began on the rocky soil of our 

ances t ors can also t ake r oot i n the fertile ground of 

Americu. 
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APPl:.NUlX 11 

Cl-lANGES IN OMER CEREMONY 1945-1 983 

1945 1946 1950 1957 

Erev Passover Erev Passover 
4 p . m. 

1) everyone - Same as 1946 Men- khaki 
woven & emb- panes in-
broidered seead of 
sashes . blue . 

l ) Men-whiee 
shires & blue 
pants . 

3) Women-white 
dresses. 

4) t:hildren -
blue and 
whiee-and 
wreaths in hair. 

l ) Elders atop 1) Elders atop 
horses. horses . 

2) Ma le harvesters 2)School & little 
with sickles . children. 

3) Female harvest- 3)Decorated wagon 
ers . with basket,led 

4) Choir by horses . 
5) Orchestra 4)Choir and 
6) Children members . 
7) Members & Guests 

Added hora Added accord-
ion & special 
readings for 
Israel ' s 10th 
anniversary 
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F CEREMONY 

APPENDIX 11 

CHAl'IGES IN Ot-1Ek CEREMONY 1945- 83 

1958 

Same as 
1957 

1959 

transpor 
tation co 
field be
cause coo 
far co 
walk . 

1960 1961 

First day 
Passover 

All whi Ce 

1965 

White shires & 
dresses; each 
group has spec
costume 

1)6 horse riders-
3 elders & 3 

young men 
2)Dancers 
3)Wagon with band 
4)Wagon with basket 
5)20 male & female 

harvesters 
6)Choir 
7)Alternace row of 

children & adults 
8)Guescs 

Extra read-
ing section 
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APPENDIX II 
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The Third Aliyah took place between 1919-1923 and consisted 
of young pioneers from the He Halutz and Ha Shomer Ha Za'ir 
Movements. The approximately 35,000 pioneers who arrived 
then established the Histadrut and Gedud Ha Avodah parties, 
worked on road building , and set up kibbutzim and moshavim, 
Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. 1 (Jerusalem1Keter Pub, House, 
1972), p. 6JJ-6J4. 1 
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Illa.king New York• Herzl Press Pub., 19 2), p. 198. 
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Interview with Elisha Shelem, Kibbutz Ra.mat Yohanan, 
June 26 , 198:). 

31 
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Interview with Lea Bergstein, Kibbutz Ramat Yohanan, 
June 26, 198:3, 

Interview with Elisha Shelem. 
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'13 
The Sadduccees, who adhered to the literal meaning, define 
" ,u·e ,\ 1,170t:! ,.,, " as the day after the first Sabbath during 
the holiday of Passover. Under the Sadduccean system, Omer 
and Shavuot, which is tied to the counting of the Omer, would 
occur each year at a different time. 
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Shalom Lilker, Kibbutz Judaism, p. 141. 
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Shalom Lilker, Kibbutz Judaism, p. 179. 

Avshalom Reich, Changes and Developments in the Passover 
Haggadot of the Kibbutz Movement• 1935- 1971 , 
Ph.D Dissertation, The University of Texas at 
Austin, 1972, p. 104. 
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See Chapter Two above, Omer Festival in the Traditional 

Jewish Sources for an in-depth discussion of 
customs typical of the traditional Omer ceremony. 
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Avshalom Reich, Changes and Developments in the Passover 
Haggadot of the Kibbutz Movements 1935-1971, P• 98. 
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• '6)31/st _1l1 ", ~r~'r ,) 
Shalom Lilker, Kibbutz Judaism, p. 124 • 

. 3 
In his preparation for Hag Ha Omer, Shelem relies upon 
the Bible as the primary source for the celebration of 
this holiday, as he did with Hag Ha Gez. 

/00 

/0] 
In Chapter Two , Shelem's use of the traditional sources 
is explained i n detail, particularly how they pertain to 
his Omer ceremony. 
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I nterview with Lea Bergstein. 
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Ibid., p . 185-186. 
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i nterview with Lea Bergstein. 
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Ibid., p. 181. 
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Ibid ,, p. 22. 
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