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33 Days Toward Shavuos

Based on 33 Days Towards Shavuos, by Rabbi Dovid
A. Gross

In commemoration of the death between Pesach

and Shavuos of the 24,000 students of Rabi
Akiva, joyous events and actions are minimized in this period
(Mishnah Berurah 493:2).

The Biur Halachah cites two main opinions concerning when
the talmidim died, and consequently when aveilus of Sefirah is
observed:

1. The dying started at the beginning of Sefirah, and went
on for either thirty-four or thirty-three days. Accordingly, the
Shulchan Aruch (493:1) rules that the aveilus continues until
(and including) the thirty-fourth day of the Omer. The Rema
holds that it is only until (and including) the thirty-third day.

2. Talmidim died on thirty-three of
the forty-nine days of Sefirah, excluding
the days that Tachanun is not said: the
seven days of Pesach, six Shabossos, and
three days of Rosh Chodesh (Iyar &
Sivan). Subtracting these sixteen days
(i.e., the remainder of Nissan and Rosh
Chodesh Iyar) leaves thirty-three days;
in commemoration of those thirty-three
days, Klal Yisroel accepted thirty-three
days of aveilus, from the second day of
Iyar until Shavuos. This is the Gr’a’s understanding of the two
customs.

The Ba’ch, however, rules that both customs follow the second
opinion - that the deaths did not occur on thirty-three consecutive
days — but that there are two customs concerning which thirty-
three days to observe. The prevalent custom, according to this
opinion, is to begin aveilus with the first day of Rosh Chodesh Iyar
and complete it on 3 Sivan, the first of shloshes yemei hagbalah.

The M”A (493:5) rules that aveilus is observed during the
entire Sefirah period except for the days of Rosh Chodesh (see
Shaarei Teshuvah 4 in the name of the Arizal).

May someone switch observance of aveilus from

one part of Sefirah to the other? If so, does that
mean that every year he may choose which part he will choose
to observe? (In general, minhag Yisroel is not simple to change
without a need, and at times hataras nedarim is necessary.)

In Igros Moshe (1:159) he writes that the question depends
on the understanding of the above-mentioned two opinions:
According to the Gr’a one may not change his custom, as
they are two different opinions, while according to the Ba’ch
he would be permitted to change, as they are variants of the
same opinion. Ultimately, in that letter Rav Moshe allowed the
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questioner to change his customs in his particular situation
(See also Igros Moshe O.C. 2:95).

Rav Dovid Feinstein (V'dibarta Bom 1:141) is quoted as saying
that his father allowed it only in sheas hadechak gadol, serious
extenuating circumstances. (See Mesoras Moshe 1:318-319, that
it may also depend which way one is switching.) There are other
opinions in the Poskim as well (see Teshuvos Chasam Sofer 1:142,
his hagahos to Shulchan Aruch, and Chok Yaakov 493:2).

Bottom line: it’s not as simple to switch as people might
think, and a she’eilah should be asked.

The Mishnah Berurah, citing the Magen Avrohom,

says that rikkudim (individual dancing) and
mecholos (group dancing) shel reshus (not for a mitzvah), are
prohibited during Sefirah. Although music is not mentioned,
the Aruch Hashulchan says that if dancing is prohibited,
listening to music is surely also
prohibited. The accepted custom is that
this prohibition includes both live and
recorded music. Singing is permitted,
though some hold that one should not
sing joyous songs that can inspire
dancing. Leket Yosher (p. 97) writes that
the Terumas HaDeshen did not even sing
the zemer of Eliyahu Hanavi on Motzei
Shabbos during Sefirah.

Accordingly, some Poskim hold that it
is not permitted to listen to acappella music during Sefirah. Rav
Yisroel Belsky zt”l (Shulchan HaLevi 1 pp. 134-135) explains
that during sad periods such as Sefirah (and the “Three Weeks”)
we are to avoid the feelings of joy that music inspires. Acappella
is designed as “music without music,” meant to achieve the
same result as music does. Therefore it is also prohibited.

Listening to music for purposes other than enjoyment —
for staying awake on a road trip, for keeping the beat during
exercise, for young children at home or in the car, or in a store
or waiting room, etc. — is permitted.

Elya Rabba (cited in Shaar HaTziyun 4) is unsure if a person
may listen to music (rikkudim and mecholos) even during the
part of Sefirah that he is not observing, i.e. whether someone
who observes aveilus Sefirah from Rosh Chodesh Iyar may
listen to music before Rosh Chodesh, or someone who observes
aveilus Sefirah until Lag Ba’Omer may listen to music after Lag
Ba’Omer. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Bein Pesach L'Shavuos
15 fn. 4. See Halichos Shlomo 11 fn. 57), Rav Elyashiv (quoted
in Shiurei Halachah 10:10) and Rav Wosner (Kovetz MiBeis Levi,
Piskei Chodesh Nissan, p. 87) rule not to listen to music. Rav
Shmuel Felder (Shiurei Halachah, 10:10) says that although
the custom seems to be to listen to recorded music, live music

should be avoided.
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