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Havdala: A Means or an End? 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Shmini, 5774 

 

“Separation” as applicable to the priests engaged in the Divine Service. 

 In two separate contexts, the term “Havdala”, the act of making distinctions, is 

articulated in Parashat Shmini. Following on the heels of the tragic deaths of Aharon’s two sons, 

Nadav and Avihu, when Moshe instructs Aharon and his fellow Kohanim that they are not to 

enter the holy precincts of the Tabernacle while inebriated,1  

 

VaYikra 10:9-10 

Drink no wine nor strong drink, you, nor your sons with you, when you go into 

the tent of meeting, that you die not; it shall be a statute forever throughout 

your generations. And that you may be able to distinguish between the holy 

and the non-holy, and between the ritually impure and the ritually pure.   

 

                                                           
1
 The juxtaposition (Semichut HaParashiot) of this law and the deaths of Nadav and Avihu lead the Rabbis 

to speculate that perhaps Aharon’s two sons were drunk, which led to their deaths. Furthermore, it was 

their inability to think clearly that resulted in their bringing a “strange fire”, which they otherwise would 

not have considered offering up in the Tabernacle. 

VaYikra 10:1-11 
And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, took each of them his censer, and put fire therein, and laid incense thereon, 

and offered strange fire before the Lord, which He had not Commanded them. And there came forth fire from before the 

Lord, and devoured them, and they died before the Lord. Then Moshesaid unto Aharon: 'This is it that the Lord Spoke, 

saying: Through them that are near Me I will Be Sanctified, and before all the people I will Be Glorified.' And Aharon held 

his peace. And Moshe called Mishael and Eltzaphan, the sons of Uzziel the uncle of Aharon, and said unto them: 'Draw 

near, carry your brethren from before the sanctuary out of the camp.' So they drew near, and carried them in their tunics 

out of the camp, as Moshe had said. And Moshe said unto Aharon, and unto Eleazar and unto Itamar, his sons: 'Let not 

the hair of your heads go loose, neither rend your clothes, that ye die not, and that He Be not Wroth with all the 

congregation; but let your brethren, the whole house of Israel, bewail the burning which the Lord hath Kindled. And ye 

shall not go out from the door of the tent of meeting, lest ye die; for the anointing oil of the Lord is upon you.' And they 

did according to the word of Moshe. And the Lord Spoke unto Aharon, Saying: 'Drink no wine nor strong 

drink, you, nor your sons with you, when you go into the tent of meeting, that you die not; it 

shall be a statute forever throughout your generations. And that you may make distinctions 

between the holy and the non-holy, and between the ritually impure and the ritually pure; and 

that you may teach the children of Israel all the statutes which the Lord hath Spoken unto them 

by the hand of Moshe.'   

RaMBaN on VaYikra 10:9 

…and it is possible regarding what they (the Rabbis) interpret in VaYikra Rabba 12:1, 

that Nadav and Avihu were drunk, i.e., because of their wine they erred in bringing a 

strange fire, not to say that they were punished because of the wine, because the 

Commandment had as yet not been given (for the Kohanim) to refrain from it, but their 

punishment was for their error regarding the strange fire… 
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“Separation” as an activity for all Jews. 

However, lest someone think that engaging in Havdala is another of the many strictures 

and special responsibilities of specifically priests due to the highly spiritual nature of their 

responsibilities,2 the Tora mentions Havdala again at the conclusion of the Kashrut laws, rules 

that apply to the entire Jewish people:  

 

Ibid. 11:46-7 

This is the law of the beast, and of the fowl, and of every living creature that 

moves in the waters, and of every creature that swarms upon the earth; to 

make a difference between the ritually impure and the ritually pure, and 

between the living thing that may be eaten and the living thing that may not be 

eaten.   

 

Instances of “Separation” beyond Parashat Shmini. 

In fact, these two instances in Parashat Shmini, i.e., priests being expected to be able to 

make distinctions between various ritual matters, and all Jews being required to consciously 

choose between various foods, are not the only instances where acts of Havdala are mentioned 

in the Tora.3  

 

a)  The Creation of light in general, followed by the Bringing into being celestial 

sources of light.4 

                                                           
2
 E.g., not becoming ritually impure, restrictions upon whom they can marry, more severe punishments if 

a female child is promiscuous, etc.  
3
 When the Talmud discusses the text of the Havdala ritual at the end of Shabbat, one view maintains that 

every “Havdala” mentioned in the Tora should be invoked as part of the ceremony:  

Pesachim 104a 

R. Yehoshua b. Levi said: He who recites Havdala must recite [formulas] in the nature of the 
distinctions mentioned in the Tora.  An objection is raised: What is the order of the distinctions 
[recited in the Havdala?  He recites, ‘Who makest a distinction between holy and profane, 
between light and darkness, between Israel and the nations, between the seventh day and the 
six working days, between ritually impure and ritually pure, between the sea and dry land, 
between the upper waters and the nether waters, between Priests, Levites and Israelites’; and he 
concludes with the order of Creation.  Others say, with ‘He Who Formed the Creation.’ R. Yose b. 
R. Yehuda said: He concludes, ‘Who Sanctifies Israel.’ Now if this is correct, surely no distinction 
is mentioned [in the Tora] between the sea and the dry land?  — Delete ‘between the sea and 
the dry land’ from this. If so, [you must] also [delete] ‘between the seventh day and the six 
working days’?  — That corresponds to the conclusion. Then there is one less’ so there are not 
seven?  -I will tell you: [Who made a Distinction between] Priests, Levites and Israelites is two 
formulas:  between Levites and Israelites [is one], as it is written, “At that time the Lord Made 
distinct the tribe of Levi ”;  between Priests and Levites [is another], as it is written, “The sons of 
Amram: Aharon and Moshe”; and Aharon was made distinct that he should be sanctified as most 
holy.  

4
 The Rabbis do not consider these the same. It is posited that there was a pristine light that was originally 

Created on the first day, but later sequestered for only the righteous’ benefit, leading to the need to 

Create more ordinary sources of light on the fourth day. 
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Beraishit 1:4, 14 

And God Saw the light, that it was good; and God Divided the light from the 

darkness…  

And God Said: 'Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven to divide the 

day from the night; and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and 

years.   

 

a’) Separation of waters during Creation.5 

 Ibid. 1:7 

 And God Made the firmament, and Divided the waters which were under the 

firmament from the waters which were above the firmament; and it was so.  

 “Separation” is one of the fundamental means by which the physical Universe 

is Brought into existence by the Divine. By extension, creatures that are in 

the “Image of God” should similarly engage in acts of Separation, 

particularly when being creative. 

 

b)  A link between requiring the recognition that all foods are not permitted, and 

distinguishing the Jewish people from other nations.  

 Ibid. 20:24-6  

 But I have Said unto you: 'You shall inherit their land, and I will Give it unto you to 

possess it, a land flowing with milk and honey.' I am the Lord your God, Who has Set you 

                                                           
5 R. Shimshon Refael Hirsch, probably basing himself upon the utilization of Havdala not only by human 

beings, but by God Himself (examples a), b), and c)), interprets that the acts of separation associated with 

the verb “LeHavdil” are inherently positive.  

R. S.R. Hirsch on Beraishit 1:4 

 simply dividing, a negative separating one from another, but it כרת ,שבר ,פרד is not like בדל

implies at the same time a positive allocation, a separate existence, a separate purpose… 

While R. Hirsch makes a strong argument for his definition of Havdala, it does not seem as though he has 

taken into account two other examples in the Tora: 

BaMidbar 16:21 

'Separate yourselves from among this congregation, that I may Consume them in a moment.'  

Devarim 29:20 

And the LORD shall Separate him unto evil out of all the tribes of Israel, according to all the 

curses of the covenant that is written in this book of the law.  

In the latter two cases, God either Instructs for others to remove themselves in order for sinners to 

receive their due punishment, or that a sinner will be separated from the collective so that his 

transgressions will be requited. Perhaps in the latter case, one can say that metaphysically, by being 

punished the sinner also achieves atonement; alternatively, perhaps the rest of the community benefits 

by transgressors being separated and removed. In my view, the question is better than the possible 

explanations that could be offered. 
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apart from the peoples.6 You shall therefore separate between the ritually pure beast 

and the ritually impure, and between the ritually impure fowl and the ritually pure; and 

you shall not make your souls detestable by beast, or by fowl, or by anything wherewith 

the ground teems, which I have Set apart for you to hold ritually impure. And you shall 

be holy unto Me; for I the Lord Am Holy, and have Set you apart from the peoples, that 

you should be Mine.  

 As opposed to physical separation of Creation, what is discussed in these 

verses is spiritual separation. Physically, it would appear that the Jewish 

people are like any other people; Kosher animals are like any other animals. 

The separation constitutes an act of distinguishing spiritual characteristics 

that lie beyond physical ones. Furthermore,  the act of “Separation” on the 

part of the Jewish people is a fulfillment of the principle of (Devarim 29:9) 

“VeHalachta Be’Derachav” (and you will go in His Ways), i.e.,  If God Engages 

in “Separation” of the Jewish people, then in turn the Jewish people have to 

engage in “Separation” as well. 

  

                                                           
6 

R. S.R. Hirsch cites a Midrash that suggests that the manner in which this verse is expressed, understands 

that the separation of the Jews from other peoples does not only serve as a “benefit” to the Jewish 

people (see fn. 9 below), but also to non-Jews: 

Yalkut Shimoni, end of Parashat Kedoshim 

Were the text to say, “I have separated out the nations from you”, there would be no hope for a 

future for the nations; but as it says “I have separated you out of the nations”, it is as one who 

first picks out the best from the lesser good, and then goes on and one picking out the good 

ones. But one who picks the bad out of the good, throws the bad away and has nothing more to 

do with them.  

R. Hirsch continues: 

Thus in no wise does Jewish thought look on the choice of Israel as a rejection of the rest of 

humanity. It regards the choice of Israel as only a beginning, only as the starting of the spiritual 

and moral rebuilding of mankind, only the first step in that future where, (Zecharia 2:15)  

“…many nations will attach themselves to God on that day and they will be for Me a Nation, and I 

will Dwell in your midst…” and Israel’s sanctuary will not only be the central heart of Israel, but 

the center of mankind who will have found their way to God. 

R. Hirsch’s approach gives additional texture to God’s Proposal to the Jews in Shemot 19:6 : 

And ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation... 

which is interpreted by Sephorno: 

…You will be a kingdom of priests to cause the entire human race to understand,  to teach and 

call to all of them in the Name of HaShem, and to serve Him in unity, as the Jews are depicted in 

the far-off future, as it is said (Yeshayahu 61:6) “But ye shall be named the priests of the LORD, 

men shall call you the ministers of our God…” and as it is said, (Ibid. 2:3) “And many peoples shall 

go and say: 'Come ye, and let us go up to the Mountain of the LORD, to the House of the God of 

Yaakov; and He will Teach us of His Ways, and we will walk in His Paths.' For out of Zion shall go 

forth the law, and the Word of the LORD from Jerusalem.”    
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c) Distinguishing the Levi’im from the rest of the Jewish people.  

 BaMidbar 8:14; 16:9; Devarim 10:8 

 Thus shall you separate the Levites from among the children of Israel; and the Levites 

shall be Mine…  

 Is it but a small thing unto you, that the God of Israel has Separated you from the 

congregation of Israel, to Bring you near to Himself, to do the service of the tabernacle 

of the Lord, and to stand before the congregation to minister unto them…  

 At that time the Lord Separated the tribe of Levi, to bear the ark of the covenant of the 

Lord, to stand before the Lord to minister unto Him, and to bless in His Name, unto this 

day.   

 This separation is still more refined than the previous ones. Not only are the 

Jewish people separate, but within the Jewish people, one group is separated 

from the rest. In this instance, although HaShem Wishes the Levi’im to be 

separate, He Imposes the task of actually separating them upon Moshe and 

the Jewish people. Just as they engage in Kashrut separation, they must 

similarly engage in “people” separation.  

 

d)  Setting aside cities of refuge. 

 Devarim 4:41; 19:2 

 Then Moshe separated three cities beyond the Jordan toward the sunrising… 

 You shall separate three cities for you in the midst of your land, which the Lord 

thy God Gives you to possess it.  

 An example of “Imitateo Moshe”, so to speak, i.e., Moshe models the 

act of separation on one side of the Jordan, so it can be replicated by 

the Jews on the other side, when they come to the land, something 

that was denied Moshe. Just as the Jewish leader engages in 

separation and distinguishing, so too those who come after him.  

 

Thinking about personal acts of Havdala on a liturgical level. 

From an epistemological point of view, engaging in Havdala is the ultimate intellectual 

act of critical thinking and analysis. It is not only necessary for Kohanim who will be repeatedly 

called upon to distinguish between the holy and the non-holy, but also for all people, engaged in 

all sorts of enterprises. For this reason, when Havdala is inserted in the Amida on Saturday 

evening, it is specifically incorporated in the supplication to HaShem for additional knowledge, 

the first of the thirteen middle blessings that are recited during the week:7  

                                                           
7
 The Mishna in Berachot records two other possibilities regarding where Havdala should be inserted in 

the Saturday evening Amida: 

Berachot 5:2 

…   [whoחונןהדעת , [the distinction between the Sabbath and week day] in the benedictionהבדלה

graciously bestows knowledge].  

R. Akiva says the הבדלה is to be said in a fourth benediction by itself.  
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You Grace humanity with knowledge and teach mortals understanding. 

 

Insertion on Saturday night: 

You have Graced us with the knowledge of Your Tora, and Taught us to 

perform the Statutes of Your Will. You have Distinguished, Lord our 

God, between sacred and profane, light and darkness, Israel and the 

nations, and between the seventh day and the six days of work. Our 

Father, our King, may the days approaching us bring peace; may we be 

free from all sin, cleansed from all inquiry, holding fast to our reverence 

of You. And 

 

Grace us with the knowledge, understanding and discernment that come from 

You. Blessed are You, Lord, Who graciously Grants knowledge.8  

 

Perhaps this was one of God’s Intents when He Declared that His Plan is to Turn the 

Jewish people into (Shemot 19:6) “…a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation.” Just as the priests 

had to regularly engage in acts of Havdala, so too even non-priests with regard to their every-

day activities.    

 

Havdala as a means of preserving Jewish identity. 

In the Fall 1974 (Vol. 14, No. 4) issue of Tradition, as part of a symposium on the state of 

Orthodoxy, R. Sol Roth9 wrote,  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
R. Eleazar says, in the thanksgiving [  .[מודים

As opposed to the Tanna Kamma (the first position expressed in the Mishna), whose view has been 

incorporated in the Halacha, it would appear that R. Akiva believes that the ability to make distinctions 

stands alone from cognitive functions, perhaps due to its fundamental nature. Making distinctions 

according to R. Akiva should not be treated like the act of remembering, mathematical reasoning, or 

logical deduction. It is a process that must be appreciated for itself and therefore deserving of its own 

blessing at the moment when we are most obviously engaged in making such a distinction—the dividing 

line between Shabbat and the workweek. R. Eleazar is perhaps motivated by the thought that being able 

to distinguish between things is not exclusively a function of individual intelligence. A Jew who is 

socialized comes to be accustomed to distinctions that he himself does not necessarily actively makes, but 

rather has become intrinsic to our culture and world view. And to the extent that an individual 

appreciates the unique lifestyle that Judaism engenders, he feels thankful that making distinctions 

enables us to have special times, special places, a special destiny and special identity.   
8
 Koren Siddur, p. 260. 

9
 R. Roth develops the theme of Havdala in his article “Sanctity and Separation” in the Spring 1982 (Vol. 20 

No. 1) issue of Tradition, as well Chapter 2 “The Doctrine of Separation” in The Jewish idea of Community, 

Yeshiva U. Press, 1977.  
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…The essential problem to which Orthodoxy must address itself is that of 

formulating parameters of Havdala that will assure the transmission of 

commitment from generation to generation. I do not believe that Jewish 

identity can be preserved successfully in the general Jewish community and that 

rampant assimilation can be reduced significantly in the face of a policy that 

recognizes no limits to the extent of Jewish immersion in the life of American 

society… 

 

…the more traditional forms of Orthodoxy tend to adopt an interpretation of 

the principle of Havdala which requires as radical as possible a separation from 

society, while the adherents of modern Orthodoxy, sensitive as they are to 

various currents in the Jewish community and larger society, are prepared to 

become involved with them subject to the possibility of adhering to the Halacha 

without fear of erosion… 

 

Hence the modern Orthodox are seeking parameters for relations and 

involvement in life outside the Orthodox community. Those with a more 

traditional Orthodox bias are not concerned with parameters; they want 

Havdala. Here lies the problem of modern Orthodoxy. Such parameters have 

not yet been successfully formulated… 

 

R. Roth focuses upon the sociological implications of Havdala, which are an outgrowth 

of the particular distinction “Bein Yisrael LeAmim” (between Israel and the nations) in our 

Motzoai Shabbat ritual liturgy. While living according to Tora and Mitzvot sets up divisions 

between practicing Jews and others, the distinctiveness that R. Roth addresses is much more 

existential and value-oriented. It is specifically those who try to live in both the Jewish and 

secular worlds to various degrees that are most hard-pressed to delineate and adhere to a 

consistent conception of Havdala, a mindset about which R. Roth is skeptical regarding its 

ultimate success. Worrying about Havdala can explain that rightward drift of Modern Orthodoxy 

over the last several years. The challenge is for those who are resisting such a trend, to both 

maintain their religiosity and openness to general culture and civilization. 

 


