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INTRODUCTION

The mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer is found in Vayikra (23:15-16): “Now you are to 
number for yourselves, from the morrow of the Sabbath, from the day that 
you bring the elevated sheaf, seven Sabbaths of days, whole (weeks) are they 
to be; until the morrow of the seventh Sabbath you are to number — fifty 
days.” 

 
There are seven weeks (49 days) between the second night of Pesach and Shavuot. 
These 49 days take us from the mentality of being slaves in Egypt (Mitzrayim) to being 
ready to receive the Torah. 
 
The cycle of the Jewish holidays is not just a remembrance of something that happened 
in the past. The time in which these holidays took place holds the energy of that time 
each and every year. The Torah is not only a history book. It contains timeless spiritual 
and practical guidance. Mitzrayim is not only a physical place, Egypt; this counting is not 
just a remembrance of something that took place in the past.  

In Hebrew, Egypt is called Mitzrayim. According to the text on the Jewish mysticial text, 
the Zohar, the name is derived from “mi-tzarim,” meaning “narrow straits” (mi, “from” 
and tzar, “narrow” or “tight”). When God took us out of Mitzrayim, He extricated us 
from the place of constricted opportunities, tight control, and narrow-mindedness, 
where movement was severely limited.1 

We all have our personal Mitzrayim (the narrow places that we can become enslaved to 
and within which we become stuck). 
  
The mitzvah of counting the 49 days gives us time to refine ourselves and free ourselves 
from our stuck places. Each day is connected to a “Sefirah.” The Sefirot are seven 
emotional qualities that enable us to connect to the Godliness within us. 
 
Through the process of counting the days of the Omer and focusing on the quality 
connected to that day within that week, we are given a road map to transform ourselves 
and remove the dust from our inner souls so they can shine. 

WORkSHOp
Goals:  
• Give participants an experience through body, mind, and soul to help them connect to  
   the relevancy and power of the mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer (the counting of the  
   Omer). 
• Give participants a road map to experience the power of self-transformation in their  
   lives. 
 
Note: Halachically, the mitzvah is to count all 49 days after sunset. For the brachot and 
further information on the halacha (laws) for the mitzvah of Sefirat Ha-Omer, go to 
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2907734/jewish/Omer-Counter.htm.    
I highly recommend using the App, as it reminds you daily and keeps track of your 
progress. 

Helene Kates, lead singer and 
songwriter with The Baal Shem 
Tones, brings the art of songwriting, 
storytelling, and teaching seamlessly 
together. She has a B.A. from Beloit 
College, with a dual major in Musical 
Theater and Creative Dramatics.
Helene was ordained at NewCAJE 
2017 as a Maggid-Oman, and is 
studying toward investiture as a 
Cantor. 
helenek@mindspring.com 
www.baalshemtones.com

Helene Kates

Workshop on the Personal Power of Transformation  
Through the Mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Room Set-up and Materials: 
The setup of the room is very important for this workshop. It provides a physical representation of the seven emotional qualities 
connected with the seven-week time period between the second night of Pesach and Shavuot. 
I. Attachment A: room set-up instructions 
II. Attachment B: chart of Sefirot and associated colors 
III. Attachment C: chart of Sefirot connected to the body 
IV. Attachment D: sample Sefirot card* (Chesed b’Chesed, with exercise for the day)  
V. Attachment E: 7 Sefirot Table Cards 
 
Important note: The copy with the exercise for the day on the sample Sefirot card is from Rabbi Simon Jacobson’s “A Spiritual 
Guide to Counting of the Omer.” These exercises are the heart and soul of this workshop and are available for purchase. 
To purchase Rabbi Jacobson’s book with corresponding exercises for all 49 days (insights, halacha, and brachot), go to
www.meaningfullife.com/product/spiritual-guide- to- counting-the-omer/ 
For further information from Rabbi Jacobson on counting, go to  
https://www.meaningfullife.com/category/torah/months-%20holidays/nisan/ 
 

STEpS fOR lEADINg THIS WORkSHOp:
I. Begin with Singing Niggun Shamil
   (This particular niggun’s melody conveys the story of the soul‘s struggle to live trapped within the body and reach to return to  
   God.) 
   See attachment F for chords.
   See attachment G for the story and meaning of Niggun Shamil, To hear the Niggun, listen to Track 8 found at   
   https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/untold-stories/397292743

II. Transition into Telling the Story “The Scratched Sapphire,” in order to open a personal, emotional, and spiritual connection to  
     the Power of Transformation 
   
(Note: keep the melody of the Niggun as a thread throughout the workshop to transition from step-to-step.)

The Scratched Sapphire
by Helene Kates
(Adapted from “The Scratched Diamond,” by Peninnah Schram from “A Tale from The Maggid of Dubno in The Hungry Clothes”)

The Maggid of Dubno was known for his parables. Whenever someone would come to the Maggid with a problem weighing heavily 
on his heart, the Dubner Maggid would tell a story…

One day, the Maggid was walking through the woods, and he heard this stirring niggun in the distance. He followed the voice and 
discovered his student Yoselle under a tree, singing through his tears.

“Yoselle,” asked the Maggid, “What is it that is troubling you so?”

“I have so many imperfections, so many faults,” replied the young man. “How can I ever change them so I can become a better 
person?”
 
“Ah, for that my dear Yoselle,” replied the Maggid, “Let me tell you a story…”

 Once there was a king.

 And the king had the most beautiful sparkling sapphire. It was glorious. It was perfect. It was flawless. And the king loved   
 his sapphire very much. Every morning, the king would take out his precious sapphire and gaze upon its perfection. He  
 would carry it with him and take it out to share its beauty with his entire kingdom.

 But one day when the king took out his sapphire, he noticed there was a scratch.

 His once-perfect sapphire had developed a flaw and was no longer perfect. The king was very distressed. He immediately  
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 called upon all the expert gem cutters to come to the palace at once and determine what could be done to return his gem  
 to its original perfect state.

 All the finest gem cutters travelled from far and wide to the king’s palace.

 Each inspected the gem and discussed what might be done to repair the king’s sapphire. They turned it this way and  
 that way to determine what must be done. What could be done to return the king’s sapphire to its original flawless state?

 And they all agreed…
 
 “There is nothing we can do to return your precious gem to its original perfect state, oh king. For in order to smooth out the  
 scratch, we must apply pressure. And if we apply pressure, the scratch may crack, and, if the scratch cracks, the king’s  
 sapphire may break into a million tiny pieces. We dare not even try…”

 But then, suddenly, a young man appeared before the king. He held his hands open and outstretched toward the king…

 “My king,” the young man began. “As all the finest gem cutters have said, I, too, cannot return your sapphire to its original  
 state, but I give you my word, dear king. I give you my word from the bottom of my heart and the depths of my soul, if you  
 entrust your precious gem to me, and allow me to take it from the palace, and give me time, give me time to work, I will  
 work very hard, I will work every day, and I will turn the king’s sapphire into the most beautiful gem it can possibly be.”

 The king, having no other choice, placed the sapphire in the young man’s hand.

 This young man, who was barely more than an apprentice and had only recently set out on his own, now held the king’s  
 gem carefully in his hands. He took the king’s sapphire home with him and worked hard every day. Every day for seven  
 weeks, resting only on Shabbos. 

 And when he was done, he returned to the palace on the 49th day, and he held out his open hands to the king,

 And the king began to smile.

 For the sapphire still had the scratch.

 The young man had not removed the scratch at all. For the young man did not see the scratch as a flaw. He saw it as a stem
  and had etched leaves. The leaves etched on either side went up and up and up, higher up the stem, until, resting at the  
 very top, he had carved the most beautiful rose.

When the Maggid finished the story, he turned to his student, and said, “Yoselle, my dear student, you see, what you think are your 
flaws are opportunities to look within and turn and turn and find the way to grow into the person only you are meant to be.”

Yoselle was quiet for a few moments and then he began to sing. He began to sing the very same niggun, but somehow it sounded 
just a bit different now. The Maggid joined him in song as the two walked on together down the road.

Sing the Niggun Shamil together with participants to transition into Step III.

III. Connect the Story “The Scratched Sapphire” to the Mitzvah of Sefirat ha-Omer3

The root of the word Sefirat has three different connections
a. Mispar – number
b. Sipur – story
c. Sapir – sapphire or stone (some say diamond)

w On the level of Mispar, we count.
w On the level of Sipur, we focus on being watchful of our interactions and the story those interactions tell us about ourselves. We  
   focus on refining our interactions so we do not get trapped within our story, but can learn from our story and grow from it.
w On the level of Sapir, we uncover the jewel within us and see the path we can carve out to create a beautiful life. We are polishing 
   and shining our inner selves, our sapphire, and our soul.
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We begin counting on the second night of Pesach and count each night after sundown for seven weeks, for 49 days.

Each week is connected to a quality of God called a Sefirah. They are qualities we share with God, and it is our job to refine these 
qualities inside ourselves through how we interact in the world. 

There are three intellectual Sefirot and seven emotional Sefirot during the counting of the Omer. We focus on the seven emotional 
Sefirot for seven weeks.

Focusing on the emotional characteristic (Sefirah2) connected to each of the 49 days between Pesach (leaving Egypt, Mitzrayim) and 
Shavuot (receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai) gives us the opportunity to:
w See the scratches and cracks in our lives as opportunities for our essence to bloom and grow (as the young apprentice in the story  
   saw the scratch as a stem to etch the rose within the king’s sapphire).
w Release the bonds and leave our personal Mitzrayim (narrow places) and uncover our purpose in life as a guiding light in our  
   everyday steps through life.
w Transform the scratches in our lives into our unique and shining best selves.

IV. physically Walk through the Sefirot
• Stop by each high-top table in order of the seven Sefirot for each of the seven weeks
• Guide participants to embody each of the seven emotional qualities through Torah-inspired Interplay. (See attachment H: lead and 
   follow technique.)

V. Break-out Groups for Discussion
• Participants are guided to move to the Sefirah table that they believe is least like them naturally and requires time and effort to  
   improve and refine.
• Each participant picks up a card from the table they are standing by, which has all the Sefirat cards for that particular week.
Note: For example cards for Chesed of Chesed, Gevurah of Chesed, Tiferet of Chesed, etc., on the Chesed table and cards for Chesed 
of Gevurah, Gevurah of Gevurah, Tiferet of Gevurah, etc., on the Gevurah table. There will be seven cards for each of the seven days 
of the Sefirah of that particular week, with exercises on them to discuss and talk about in the break-out group.

VI. Torah-inspired InterPlay on the Characteristic of the Sefirot with Tiny Stories Exercise
Note: Depending on time available, you may need to limit which of the Sefirot you InterPlay on. If you can only do a few, I 
recommend Hod (humility), Netzach (Victory), and Malchut (Kingship), as these are more challenging to identify with than Chesed 
(kindness) and Gevurah (Judgment).

VI. Mirror Exercise with Partners (see attachment H for guiding InterPlay)
Divide into groups of four, eight, twelve, etc., until you join in one whole group circle.

VII. Closing Circle Blessings and Dance, Dayenu (see attachment J for circle directions)

Wishing you all success in all you do. May we continually grow together and be a source of blessing to help one another fulfill our 
purpose in life and bring light to the world.
Maggid-Oman Helene Kates

For further information on how to incorporate story and Torah InterPlay into lesson planning, go to 
http://www.reclaimingjudaism.com/maggid-educator
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AppENDIX A
Room Set-Up for Sefirat ha-Omer Workshop

• Two sets of 49 Sefirot Cards
• Seven high-top tables
• Seven table stands for high-tops for the seven Sefirot cards (Attachment E)
• Seven plastic tablecloths in seven different colors to match Sefirot colors

I. Set up tables according to the Sefirot chart (Attachment B).
   Put the associated colored tablecloths on each table.
   Put the Sefirot cards in the table stands and place on the seven tables 
 • Chesed, white card, white tablecloth
 • Gevurah, red card, red tablecloth 
 • Tiferet, green card, green tablecloth
 • Hod, dark pink card, dark pink tablecoth
 • Netzach, light pink card, light pink tablecloth
 • Yesod, orange/yellow card, orange/yellow tablecloth
 • Malchut, purple card, purple tablecloth

II. Place the individual cards for each week on the corresponding table.
 • All the Chesed cards (Chesed of Chesed, G’vurah of Chesed, Tiferet of Chesed, etc.) on the Chesed table
 • All the Gevurah cards (Chesed of Gevurah, Gevurah of Gevurah, Tiferet of Gevurah, etc., on the Gevurah table
 • All the Tiferet cards on the Tiferet table, etc.
 • Etc.

III. Set a semi-circle of chairs facing the section of the room with the high-top tables.
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AppENDIX B
Chart of Sefirot and Associated Colors
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AppENDIX C
Sefirot Body Chart

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BINAH 
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AppENDIX D
Sefirot Card Sample
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AppENDIX E
7 Sefirot Table Cards

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

CHESED 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

GEVURAH 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

HOD

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

MALCHUT



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

NETZACH

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

TIFERET

Rabbi Simon Jacobson

YESOD
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AppENDIX f
SHAMIl Chord Chart

Em (capo 7) 

Am / Am / Am / E

Em / B7 / Em / Em 

Am / Am / Am / E 

Em / B7 / Em / Em

Em / B7 / Em /Am 

Em / f / C / Am

g / C / Am / Am 

Am / Dm / Am / Am
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AppENDIX g
Shamil Niggun Story

Lubavitch Chassidic Story (on Shamil Niggun)

A story is told of a man named Shamil, a leader of assorted tribes that lived in Russia’s Caucasus Mountains over a century ago. The 
Russian army attacked these tribes, intending to deprive them of their freedom. Unable to vanquish the valiant warriors in battle, 
the Russian army leaders proposed a false peace treaty and thus succeeded in getting them to lay down their arms. Immediately 
afterwards, the Russians lured the Caucasian leader, Shamil, away from his stronghold and imprisoned him.

Staring out of the window of his small, narrow cell, Shamil reflected on his days of liberty in the past. In his current exile and 
helplessness, he bewailed his plight and yearned for his previous position of freedom and fortune. He consoled himself, however, 
with the knowledge that he would eventually be released from his imprisonment and return to his previous position, with even more 
power and glory. It is the above thought that he expressed in this melancholy, yearning melody.

The moral: The soul descends to this world from the heavens above, clothed in the earthly body of a human being. The soul’s 
physical vestments here are really its prison cell, for it constantly longs for spiritual, heavenly fulfillments. The soul strives to free 
itself from the “exile” of the human body and its earthly pleasures by directing its physical being into the illuminated and living paths 
of Torah and mitzvot.

While the composer is Shamil, the Lubavitcher Rebbe was imprisoned at the same time and, upon hearing Shamil singing in his cell, 
took the melody with him and shared it as a Niggun about the soul and its longing to reach to the heavens though imprisoned in the 
body. The melody reaches up and pulls back down, capturing the emotion of longing, reaching, falling, and reaching up yet again.
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AppENDIX H
Uncovering the wisdom in the body: Torah-Inspired InterPlay

Below is a description of InterPlay from the “New to InterPlay” page on the InterPlay website, www.interplay.org.

InterPlay is a powerful tool to change people’s lives.

It is an active, creative way to unlock the wisdom of the body.

But it is hard to describe. Once someone described it as “sneaky deep.” It can be both playful and profound. It uses forms associated 
with the arts — movement, storytelling, voice, and stillness — but does it in ways that don’t require particular skill or even nerve.

InterPlay is easy and incremental. The things that you might be asked to do are things that almost anyone can do. We don’t put 
people on the spot or intentionally make people do silly things. Of course, if you are already down with being silly — which is a 
wonderful version of openness — you will have plenty of opportunities to go for it.

InterPlay invites folks into the present. We learn to create alone and together on the spot. Why? We find that there is so much we 
can do without much planning. The simple and clear structures of InterPlay create a wonderful freedom. We are constantly looking 
for ease in life.

InterPlay celebrates and creates connection and community. Through this simple sort of play we learn more about each other and 
ourselves.
 
Torah-Inspired InterPlay

Torah-inspired InterPlay opens a window to the wisdom held in the cells of the body. My personal experience learning Torah-inspired 
Interplay through the Institute for Jewish Spiritual Education (JSE) Maggid Educator Program enabled me to access the knowing in my 
body without interference from my heart and brain, without all the noise. 

Is it easier to get to the soul of the matter – through the body itself?
 
Perhaps so. Perhaps that is why God gave us a body in the first place. Why take a piece of Himself and stick it inside the prison of the 
body if there is nothing to be gained for the soul by being in a body?

I have heard before the concept of using the body to elevate the world through mitzvot and to connect to God . I thought I had an 
understanding of this, but I wonder if there is more to it than I originally understood. I am thinking there is. I am thinking there is 
much more, and I am only scratching the very surface of the surface.

What if it is also for us – ourselves. Not only for elevating the world, but also to actually truly connect through the body to the 
wisdom held within it.

Perhaps it is through our bodies that we are able to find an even higher connection to God than when we were souls before being 
brought down to earth and housed in a body.

The body being a conduit rather than interference, perhaps that is why the body is also the thing that can easily push us into acting 
from the Yetzer ha-Ra, because it is so powerful in the wisdom it holds that it needs to be balanced with the actions of “the animal 
soul”.

Working with Torah-inspired InterPLay to unlock the Chesed, Gevurah, Tiferet, Hod, Netzach, and Yesod and reach Malchut gives us 
another tool to work with our characteristics and refine them as we move through the weeks between Pesach to Shavuot, moving 
from the slavery of narrow places (Mitzrayim) within us to the expansiveness of Godliness (Torah) within us.
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AppENDIX I
Mirror Exercises

1. While looking slowly in the eyes of your partner, move your arms and hands in whatever way comes to you. Mirror each other’s  
     movements, but neither of you should try to lead the other. Your movements should flow slowly, feel natural and instinctive to  
     both of you. Focus and concentrate so that your movements flow as one. Where your partner moves, you move. There is no  
     leader; you should both be following each other. You just need to focus and connect.

2. Once you have mastered moving the arms as if you are one being, you can try adding other movements with your head, feet, legs,  
     etc. Be sure to add only one part at a time and do it slowly. If something you add begins to distract you from the connection, let it 
     go. The goal is to stay connected and not break the flow.

3. Join another group of two to make a group of four by opening up and then have a group of four join another group of four to  
     become eight and so on… until one big circle is formed. (Important: keep contact in your movements as you open from two to four  
     to eight… to keep the connection going.)

4. Form a circle, holding hands, to include everyone in the group.

5. Once the circle is formed, close your eyes, breathe slowly, and feel the energy in the hands that you are holding.

6. Concentrate on your palms and picture a light and warmth flowing from your right hand into the left hand of the person next to  
     you.

7. Concentrate on your left hand and feel it receiving a light and warmth from the right hand of the person next to you.

8. Feel the energy in the circle increase and connect with added strength, moving counterclockwise in the circle, through you from  
     left to right.

9. Feel your contribution to the energy of the circle. As the energy passes through us, each of us refines and sanctifes it with our 
    personal holiness as a divine creation. Now we can use this group energy to assist us in connecting to Godliness within us, within  
    each other, in this space
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AppENDIX J
Closing Circle

What do you need? To come to 49th step — Malchut, Leadership — a state of being — Shabbat, all is done, complete, rest in 
wholeness, filled with energy to go where needed and to lead others.

Turn to the person to your right and, either in words or, if prefered, in movement without words, request what you need.

Turn to your partner to the left and request what you need.

In center, cup hands to hold and fill all the requests. And place them into the circle.

Pick up the blessings and bring them into your heart.

Dance Dayenu.

FOOTNOTES:
1. https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/self-liberation/
2. “Sefirah (pl. sefirot) is a channel of Divine energy or life force. This most fundamental concept of Kabbalah is that in the process of 
creation an intermediate stage was emanated from God’s infinite light to create what we experience as finite reality. These channels 
are called the Ten Sefirot, Ten Divine Emanations, Ten Divine Radiances, Ten Divine Eluminices, or Ten Divine Powers, which are the 
basic terms and concepts of the inner wisdom of the Torah, which is called Kabbalah.”  
Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburgh http://www.inner.org/sefirot/sefirot.htm.
3. www.meaningfullife.com/product/spiritual-guide- to- counting-the-omer/


