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The spring rebirth of the fruit trees 
ýlls the landscape with color and 
the air with fragrance. The ýg puts 
forth its fresh green leaves and the 
pomegranate its tiny deep red ones. 
The aroma of the delicate white 
grapevine blossoms, the semadar, 
wafts in the breeze. Soon the 
pomegranate þowers will add their 
vivid scarlet.

This is a time of hope, when all this 
new life reminds us that, no matter 
what vicissitudes the past year has 
brought, the cycles of nature are 
eternal, just as God promised Noah 
after the þood: 

ñSo long as the earth endures,
seedtime and harvest,
cold and heat,
summer and winter,
day and night
shall not ceaseò (Genesis 8:22).

Abraham Joshua Heschel once 
said that ñAs civilization advances, 

the sense of wonder declinesé
Mankind will not perish for want 
of information, but only for want 
of appreciation.ò

A blessing created by the sages of the 
Talmud helps focus our appreciation 
of the miracle of spring:

ñOne who goes out in the days of 
Nissan [springtime] and sees trees 
leaýng should say: Blessed be 
He who has left nothing lacking 
in His world and has created in 
it goodly creatures and goodly 
trees for peopleôs enjoyment.ò 
(Babylonian Talmud, Brakhot 43b)

Many groups visiting Neot 
Kedumim recite this blessing in a 
ýg or pomegranate orchard with a 
sense of wonder that would gratify 
Heschel. 

Along with the fruit trees come 
the wildþowers, the glow of the 
sun on the red buttercups, purple 
sage, and yellow mustard þowers. 

The golden ezrakh (thorny broom) 
þowers that brighten the landscape 
bring to mind Psalm 37, expressing 
the conýdence that evil will vanish 
and goodness eventually triumph. 
The theme repeats in familiar 
verses: ñThe meek shall inherit the 
earthò (37:11); ñI have been young, 
and now I am old, yet I have never 
seen a righteous person forsakenò 
(37:25). The ezrakh bushes, each 
shining brightly but brieþy when in 
þower and then fading back into the 
landscape, appear in the psalm as an 
image of the transience of evil: ñI 
saw a powerful wicked man revealed 
as a robust ezrakh. Then he vanished 
and was gone; I sought him, but he 
was not to be foundò (37:35-36).
May it be so. 
May we all draw strength from the 
newness of spring that looks as 
hopeful today as it did thousands 
of years ago, and revel in its colors 
and fragrances!

ñTHERE IS HOPE FOR A TREEò (Job 14:7)
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A Jewish folk saying holds that 
Shavuot (this year the eve of May 
28 and May 29) is the best holiday 
because you can eat whatever 
you like (unlike Passover when 
bread and other leavened foods 
are forbidden), wherever you like 
(unlike Sukkot when you eat in 
the sukka), and whenever you like 
(unlike Rosh Hashana following 
long prayers and Yom Kippur when 
you may not eat at all). 

Indeed, of the major festivals, 
Shavuot has the fewest traditional 
symbols. But that does not 
diminish its signiýcanceðand not
only because of the food freedom!

Three Names
In the Torah, the dominant motif of 
Shavuot is agricultural. The holiday 
is given three different names: the 
feast of weeks (shavuot, literally 
ñweeksò, Deut. 16:10), the day of 
the ýrst fruits (bikkurim, Numbers
28:26), and the feast of the harvest 
(hag hakatzir, Exodus 23:16). 
Shavuot refers to the seven weeks 
between Passover and Shavuot, 
which are counted daily (the 
counting of the omer*). Shavuot 
is the only biblical festival that is 
not given a speciýc date but rather a
link to an agricultural event: ñStart 
to count the seven weeks when the 
sickle is ýrst put to the standing
grain. Then you shall observe the 
Feast of Weeksò (Deut. 16:9-10). 
Bikkurim refers to the ýrst fruit
offerings that were brought to 
the Temple in Jerusalem between 

Shavuot and Sukkot. Shavuot thus 
ñopensò the ýrst fruit season.

The Hebrew word katzir, meaning 
ñcutò or ñmake shorter,ò refers 
speciýcally to the grain harvestð
the cutting of the sheaves with 

a sickle. (The ñharvestò of Sukkot 
also has its own speciýc wordð
assif, ingathering, describing the 
fruit harvest.) 

Israel has one grain-growing 
seasonðfrom around November 
when we sow with the ýrst rains, to
the spring. The ýrst grain to ripen
is barley, around Passover, and the 
Passover offering was a measure 
of barley (the omer* offering, Lev. 
23:10). Wheat, the major source 
of sustenance in ancient Israel, 
got ripe around Shavuot, and the 
Shavuot offering was two loaves of 
wheat bread (Lev. 23:17). 

Flour and Torah
In Jewish tradition, Shavuot is also 
celebrated as the time of the giving 
of the Torah on Mt. Sinai. We do not 
know when this tradition arose, and 
its origin is still shrouded in mystery 
and scholarly controversy. But the 
fact remains that, at least since 
Second Temple times, Shavuot has 

Shavuot: Flour and Torah, Grain and Growth
been celebrated as both the festival 
of the grain harvest and the holiday 
of the giving of the Torah. In this 
context, it is interesting to look at 
the words of the second-century 

Mishnaic sage Rabbi Elazar ben-
Azaria in Pirkei Avot, the Ethics of 
the Fathers:

ñIf there is no þour, there is no
Torah; if there is no Torah, there is 
no þourò (Mishna, Avot 3,17). The
Torah is given at the time of the 
wheat harvest, when we know we 
have ñþouròðphysical sustenance.
First, we need foodðthe body 
has to be kept alive. Then we can 
receive the spiritual sustenance of 
the Torah. And in the traditional 
view, ñif there is no Torah, there 
is no þour.ò Without spiritual
nourishment, you are not truly alive. 
We can also see the ñripeningò 
of the Israelitesðtheir maturing 
from the time of the Exodus to 
the time of the Revelation on Mt. 
Sinaiðas parallel to the ripening 

of the wheat during that same 
time. The growth toward spiritual 
sustenance parallels the growth 
toward physical sustenance.

At Neot Kedumim, we celebrate 
Shavuot and the wheat harvest 
in the ýelds and threshing þoor.
We go out with sickles and cut 
the grain, and see exactly why 
the grain harvest is called katzir.  
We roast the kernels over an open 
ýre and make kali, a biblical fast
food (see recipe). We grind the 
grain into þour and bake pita over a
simple iron dome as it was done in 
ancient times. 

We wish everyone good harvests 
of all kinds, and abundance of both 
þour and Torah!

Kali
Biblical Roasted Wheat
1 cup whole wheat kernels
2 tablespoons olive oil
1 teaspoon salt (to taste)

Place wheat kernels in a dry frying 
pan over high heat. Cook, stirring 
frequently and keeping heat high. 
When kernels start to brown, add 
olive oil and salt. Continue cooking 
till kernels are dark brown, slightly 
charred, and soft enough to eatð
about 10-15 minutes (faster over a 
good campýre!).

Enjoy!

*Omer has several meanings: 
1) a bundle of stalks bound 
together after reaping (sheaf); 
2) an ancient dry measure, 
equivalent to about four liters; 
3) the barley offering that 
was brought on Passover; 
4) the seven-week period between 
Passover and Shavuot during 
which every day is ritually counted 
from the day of the ancient omer 
offering.  

For a detailed discussion of the 
various aspects of Shavuot, see 
Nature in Our Biblical Heritage, by 
NK founder Nogah Hareuveni, pp. 
61-64. 




