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Topic:  Shavuot

Key Idea – Shavuot, which falls on the 6th day of Sivan (and the 7 th in the Diaspora), is one of 
the three biblical harvest and pilgrimage festivals in the Torah.  It is referred to in the torah as 
hag hakatzir (feast of harvest) or yom habikkurim (day of the first fruits). The other two, Pesach 
and Sukkot, which are exactly six month apart, are each 7 (8 in the Diaspora) days long, and are 
associated with specific symbols and rituals.  Shavuot (Feast of Weeks), occurs seven weeks 
from the beginning of the grain harvest and concludes the counting of the Omer which began on 
the second day of Pesach.  As such, Shavuot marks the conclusion of Pesach as Shemini Atzeret 
concludes Sukkot.  In the  Targum (the second century Aramaic translation of the Bible), as well 
as in the Mishna, Shavuot is referred to as Atzeret.

Following the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, the nature of Shavuot began 
to change and connections  began to be made with the revelation  at  Sinai,  which took place 
during  the  third  month,  Sivan.    In  the  liturgy  Shavuot is  referred  to  as  z’man  matan 
torateinu-“the season of the giving of the Torah.”  Among the Shavuot customs that evolved are 
the decorating of homes and synagogues  with green plants and flowers,  eating dairy foods, 
particularly  on  the  first  day,  and  tikkun  leil  shavuot,  the  16th century  kabbalistic  custom of 
staying up all night  studying on the first night of Shavuot.  On kibbutzim in Israel, the bounty of 
the land is celebrated.  In the U.S., many Reform and Conservative synagogues mark the end of 
the school year with Shavuot Confirmation ceremonies.

    
Our discussion of the texts:
Text 1: Excerpt from the Festival Kiddush:  Shavuot as the holiday that commemorates the 
revelation on Mt. Sinai.
Text  2:  Leviticus  23:9-21.    The  counting  of  the  seven weeks  from the  Omer offering  to 
Shavuot.  Leavened bread is waved by the priest as an accompaniment to the sacrifice.  Some 
commentators see this is as a progression from the Pesach “poor bread” (lechem oni) to the 
bread of affluence (hametz) on Shavuot due to the successful harvest.  The Torah of Sinai, with 
its regulations and guidelines,  enables us to eat hametz without becoming corrupted.
Text 3: Exodus 23:16 and 34:22.  Shavuot as the festival of reaping (hag hakatzir).
Text 4: Deuteronomy 16: 9-11.  The counting of seven weeks from Pesach to Shavuot.  When 
the count was actually supposed to begin was a matter of significant controversy for centuries to 
come, and was reflected in the controversies between the Sadducees and the Pharisees, the Dead 
Sea Scrolls community from the mainstream authorities, and the Karaite-Rabbanite split in the 8th 

century.
Text 5:  Pesikta Zotarta, Leviticus 23:21.  A medieval midrash describes Shavuot as the day 
the Torah was given on Mt. Sinai. 
Text 6:  Sifra 12:1.   The Pharasaic  position that counting of the Omer begins on the night 
following the first day of Pesach.  



Text 7: Sefer ha-Chinnuch (anonymous medieval text explaining the significance of each of the 
commandments) - The spiritual connection between the Exodus from Egypt and the giving of the 
Torah marked by the counting of seven weeks.
Text 8:  Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, Chap. 41.  A midrashic comment that Moses had to awaken 
the nation on the day of the giving of the Torah at Sinai.
Text  9:  Rabbi  Avraham  Gombiner, Magen  Avraham,  Orach  Chayim  494,  17th century 
commentary on the Shulchan Arukh. The kabbalistic custom of studying all night on Shavuot.
Text 10:  Shiri Lev-Ari.  The popularity of the custom of studying all night on Shavuot among 
secular Israelis.
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