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Parashat Shemini 5775 

 

Ritual Havdala. 

 For many people, I think that the weekly Havdala ceremony marking the conclusion of a holy 

day is more evocative and meaningful to them than the Kiddush that precedes it the night before and on 

Shabbat and Yom Tov morning. Havdala is the culmination of the Shabbat and Yom Tov experience; on 

Motzoai Shabbat  it involves in addition to a cup of wine—spices, a candle of several wicks, the 

recitation of a number of significant verses and some even add melodic songs to Shabbat’s magical final 

moments often focusing upon Eliyahu and his announcing of the coming of the Moshiach.  

 In fact, ritual Havdala is really the bookend to ritual Kiddush. At the beginning of Shabbat, we 

distinguish between the workweek and the day of rest by a sanctification of the latter, Kiddush, a 

simultaneous sanctification and separation, first during the Amida, when we recite the blessing that 

concludes “Baruch Ata HaShem, Mekadesh HaShabbat”, and then as the introduction to the Seudot 

Mitzva—the celebratory meals in the evening and the next day. Havdala then is merely the manner in 

which we mark the holy day’s and for that matter, the entire previous week’s end point,1 again first in 

the Amida of the weekday Ma’ariv and then at our tables. 

Havdala as a platform for carrying out Mitzvot under difficult conditions.  

 In light of Yom HaSho’a that was commemorated this past week, and will be remembered 

Sunday evening with the annual program jointly sponsored by KMS and Young Israel Shomrei Emunah , I 

think that it would be appropriate to reference a responsa about Havdala written during those terrible, 

dark days. R. Ephraim Oshry, ZaTzaL, Rav of Kovno, wrote the following in his collection of She’eilot and 

Teshuvot, MiMa’akim, regarding the question of using something other than wine for Havdala as well as 

for the four cups on the Seder night, due to the obvious difficulty entailed in obtaining wine of any kind 

while Jews were being so singularly persecuted: 

 

I ruled that since sweetened tea might be used for Havdala even when it is possible to 

obtain other beverages, because it is drunk by many as “Chamar Medina” (the wine of 

the country), how much more so in our case, where it is impossible to obtain any kind of 

beverage.2 

Imagining how some people in unbelievably harsh conditions risked everything to do Mitzvot, including 

ones like Havdala, should inspire us to be that much more careful and punctilious when performing 

Commandments which we can do with relative ease, if only we have the desire to do so.3   

  

                                                           
1 According to the Jewish calendar, each day begins with the previous nightfall. Therefore, when Havdala is made, 
the next day and week are thought of as beginning.  
2 Quoted in Irving J. Rosenbaum, The Holocaust and Halacha, Ktav, 1976, p. 104. 
3 Reading R. Rosenbaum’s book at this time of year has become an annual ritual for me in order to call to mind and 
reflect at this time of year upon how observance of Judaism was undertaken by many under despite the most 
extreme danger.   
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Havdala as an idea, a principle. 

 But Kiddush and Havdala also serve as an overarching idea, a concept, in addition to the 

familiar, sentimental rituals with which we are so familiar. Separation, distinction, drawing lines that 

differentiate between the holy and the profane, the permitted and the prohibited, light and darkness  

lie at the very heart of Judaism.  

 In his contribution to a symposium in the journal Tradition on the state of Orthodoxy, my college 

philosophy professor, R. Dr. Sol Roth, stated the following, thereby starkly contemporizing the idea of 

Havdala by applying it to a sociological challenge that we all face:  

 

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.4  

 

Tora sources for Havdala.  

 The Tora directly articulates the need for human beings to engage in Kiddush and Havdala in this 

week’s Parasha, Shemini, in two distinct contexts. First, the reason that the Tora gives why Kohanim 

must avoid having their judgment compromised by outside stimulants is in order that while engaged in 

the Divine Service, they be able:  

VaYikra 10:10 

And “LeHavdil” (that ye may put difference) between the holy and the common, and 

between the unclean and the clean. 

Second, all Jews are expected to practice Havdala while observing the laws of Kashrut: 

 Ibid. 11:47 

“LeHavdil” (to make a difference) between the unclean and the clean, and between the 

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

 

 Rather than viewing these two areas, i.e., service in the Temple and Kashrut, as limited and 

unique, they can be instead seen as paradigms for all Jewish practice. Each of us, particularly in the 

absence of a formal Temple setting, engage in Avodat HaShem (Divine Service), practicing numerous 

rituals Bein Adam LaMakom (between man and God). Obviously prayer and reciting Blessings 

immediately come to mind. But there is also the extremely ritualized Pesach Seder that we just 

celebrated, rites of passage involving every phase of human existence and behavior from birth to death, 

and fundamental practices like Taharat HaMishpacha and Tora study.  And as for areas comparable to 

Kashrut, we could include every aspect of our lives where passions and desires per force are subjected 

to self-discipline and mindfulness, all requiring different degrees of  Havdala—drawing distinctions and 

deciding what is permissible and what is not.  

Havdala as a form of imitateo Dei.  

                                                           
4 “The State of Orthodoxy”, Tradition 20:1, Spring 1982, p. 67.  
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 One could even think of channeling HaShem when engaged in one’s own acts of Havdala. While 

our liturgy for the weekly post-Shabbat ritual includes only four instances of Divine Havdala5—1) 

between the holy and the non-holy;6 7 2) between light and dark;8 3) between Israel and the other 

nations;9 and 4) between the seventh day and the six days of Creation,10 a Baraita in the Talmud 

suggests eight (!) such Havdalot: 

 

Pesachim 104a 

What is the order of the distinctions (recited in the Havdala)? He recites, “Who 
Makest a distinction 1) between holy and profane, 2) between light and darkness, 3) 
between Israel and the nations, 4) between the seventh day and the six working days, 5) 
between unclean and clean,11 6) between the sea and dry land,12 7) between the upper 
waters and the nether waters,13 8) between Priests, Levites and Israelites…”14 
 

Consequently, if HaShem Furthers His Goals of Creation by means of Havdala, when we do the same, we 
are acting in accordance with a key Divine Attribute. 

 
A downside of Havdala. 

However, even as Havdala is recognized as an essential element for Jewish living, it must be 
noted that designating someone or something as not holy, as necessary and true as it may be, is fraught 
with danger for the Mavdil’s character and ethical position. What is to stop someone from deeming that 
which or whomever does not comply to his standards, as inferior, worthless, non-essential? Sometimes 
those who have been “separated” are also demonized and subjected to terrible treatment. This is 
probably what John Lennon had in mind when in his song “Imagine”, he stated,  

                                                           
5 The blessing of Havdala describes HaShem Who engages in Havdala in the ways that we proceed to enumerate. 
6 Rav Kook was fond of referring to Chol as “not-yet holy.” 
7 The commentary Eitz Yosef (in Otzar HaTefillot, vol. 2, p. 872) cites VaYikra 10:10 (see the body of the text above) 
as the source. Although this is directed at the Kohanim vis-à-vis their Avoda, the commentator assumes that 
making such distinctions is modeled by God Himself Who is considered the source of all holiness and therefore is 
the primary arbitrator of such differences.  
8 Beraishit 1:5 

And God Saw the light, that it was good; and God Divided the light from the darkness. 
9 VaYikra 20:26 

And ye shall be holy unto Me; for I the LORD Am Holy, and have Set you apart from the peoples, that ye 
should be Mine. 

10 Eitz Yosef (see fn. 7 above) cites Shemot 31:13 “Speak thou also unto the children of Israel, saying: ‘Verily ye shall 
keep My Sabbaths, for it is a sign between Me and you throughout your generations, that ye may know that I am 
the LORD Who Sanctify you.’” The tautology would then involve: a) Shabbat is a sign between God and the Jews; b) 
Whomever observes Shabbat confirms his relationship with God; c) By the Jews observing Shabbat, they have 
separated themselves from those who do not observe it and thereby are considered more sanctified.  
11 Following the model in fn. 7, VaYikra 11:47, cited in the body of the text above, would be such a source.  
12 Beraishit 1:9 

And God Said: “Let the waters under the heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry 
land appear.” And it was so. 

13 Ibid. 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. 

14 BaMidbar 8:14 
Thus shalt thou separate the Levites from among the children of Israel; and the Levites shall be Mine. 
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…Imagine there's no countries 
It isn't hard to do 
Nothing to kill or die for 
And no religion too 
Imagine all the people 
Living life in peace…15 
 

A student of history as well as current events cannot help but be struck by the number of violent 
disputes, that at least to some extent, are based upon differences in religious belief and practice. 
Several years ago, Cee Lo Green, in a New Year’s television broadcast, made a minor adjustment to 
Lennon’s lyrics: 
 

 Green changed the lyrics from “Nothing to kill or die for, And no religion too” to “Nothing to kill 
or die for, And all religion’s true”…16 
 

While abolishing religions is certainly a radical step, for true believers to acknowledge that religions 

other than their own are also “true”, is perhaps as radical, if not more so.  It is ironic that Mr. Green may 

have been advocating in his own way, a position similar to that articulated by R. Jonathan Sacks in The 

Dignity of Difference,17 a point of view that subjected him to so much criticism that he felt forced to 

change the text in subsequent editions.18 A daunting challenge to individuals of faith is how to exercise 

Havdala without devaluing those things that we believe to fall outside the pale of Kedusha.  

 

Each of us has to learn to be a “Mavdil”. 

 Although, some would delegate Havdala decision-making to a Rabbi, parent or other authority 

figure, in the interests of not erring and considering all relevant factors before making a practical 

decision, ultimately it is each of us who are responsible for applying Havdala to our lives, particularly 

when we either have no access to someone we can ask, or the decision requires the sort of split-second 

determination that precludes getting the input of others. Living Jewish lives consciously and reflectively 

ought to assist us to develop over time the ability to recognize and act upon distinctions between the 

holy and the profane, the permissible and the forbidden, that which will spiritually enlighten and that 

which will keep us in the dark.  

The story of Nadav and Avihu as a negative example of the lack of Havdala. 

 The anecdote in the same Parasha describing Nadav and Avihu’s indiscretion and the deeply 

tragic consequences that resulted,19 is used by the Tora as a cautionary tale as to what happens when 

                                                           
15 http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/johnlennon/imagine.html  
16 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/01/01/cee-lo-green-changes-imagine-
lyrics_n_1178313.html?ref=entertainment#s583204title=geekysteven  
17 http://www.amazon.com/The-Dignity-Difference-Avoid-Civilizations/dp/0826468500  
18 See Dr. Alan Jotkowitz, “Universalism and Particularism in the Jewish Tradiion: The Radical Theology of Rabbi 
Jonathan Sacks” at http://traditionarchive.org/news/_pdfs/trad44305.pdf  
19 VaYikra 10:1-3 

1 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. 2 And 
there came forth fire from before the Lord, and devoured them, and they died before the Lord. 3 Then 

http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/johnlennon/imagine.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/01/01/cee-lo-green-changes-imagine-lyrics_n_1178313.html?ref=entertainment#s583204title=geekysteven
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/01/01/cee-lo-green-changes-imagine-lyrics_n_1178313.html?ref=entertainment#s583204title=geekysteven
http://www.amazon.com/The-Dignity-Difference-Avoid-Civilizations/dp/0826468500
http://traditionarchive.org/news/_pdfs/trad44305.pdf
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the requisite mindfulness of Kiddush and Havdala are not observed by individuals who God Judged 

should have known better.  When the Rabbis mention among the reasons Nadav and Avihu suffered the 

fate they did:20   

  

 They took it upon themselves to decide how to offer a sacrifice without consulting with Moshe;  

 They did not even consult with one another as to what to do and how to do it;  

 They were intoxicated and therefore were not able to think clearly;  

 They had not dressed in the requisite clothing for Kohanim engaged in Divine Service;  

 They erred in terms of the sacrifice and fire source that they brought; 

 

the common denominator is that they didn’t or perhaps even couldn’t, think, and their inability to draw 

the distinctions that holiness requires sealed their respective fates.21  

Havdala as a function of the degree to which God Interacts with the world He Created.  

 Even our attitude towards God could indicate a proper sensibility of the Divine and the Holy,   

appropriately informed by Kiddush and Havdala, or something else entirely. And it is fully to be expected 

that different people, who possess a variety of backgrounds, educations, personalities, sensibilities 

might sharply disagree regarding what is holy and what is not, to the point that sometimes we think to 

ourselves, and at other times openly articulate and communicate how we do not feel that another has 

properly understood what God and the Tora expect of him in terms of belief, behavior and religion.  

 

 R. Binny Lau, in his remarkable collection of essays on Parashat HaShavua, entitled Etnachta: 

Kriyot BeParashat HaShavua,22 draws attention to a particular Talmudic debate in Chagiga 14a,23  

which reflects one such an extreme disagreement among outstanding Rabbinic personalities from the 

Tannaitic period regarding how to view God and His Role on earth:The debate concerns the 

reconciliation of two portions of a verse in the book of Daniel, a difficult biblical book full of visions and 

dreams, written in Aramaic: 

                                                           
Moshe said unto Aharon: “This is it that the Lord Spoke, saying: ‘Through them that are nigh unto Me I will 
Be Sanctified, and before all the people I will Be Glorified.’’’ And Aharon held his peace. 

20 See my essay “Offering Comfort Truthfully” at https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-
5775-offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf for source material regarding the sins attributed to Nadav and Avihu. 
21 Stories in TaNaCh as well as Rabbinic literature can sometimes serve as positive examples of behavior that 
should be emulated, while there are also numerous instances describing actions to be avoided. An interesting 
example is the Talmudic sequence of statements regarding drinking on Purim:  

Megilla 7b 
Raba said: It is the duty of a man to mellow himself [with wine] on Purim until he cannot tell the 
difference between “cursed be Haman” and “blessed be Mordechai”. 
Rabba and R. Zeira joined together in a Purim feast. They became mellow, and Rabba arose and 
cut R. Zeira's throat. On the next day he prayed on his behalf and revived him. Next year he said, 
Will your honor come and we will have the Purim feast together. He replied: A miracle does not 
take place on every occasion.  

It would seem that the anecdote was placed immediately following the directive to get drunk as a warning that 
one must know what the effects of stimulants are upon him and therefore avoid getting into compromising 
situations even as one intends to fulfill a Mitzva. 
22 Maskil (Yediot Acharonot), 2009. 
23 The well-known incident of the four that entered the Pardes, the “garden” of mystical knowledge, is found on 
the other side of this page in Chagiga, i.e., 14b.  

https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-5775-offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf
https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/shemini-5775-offering-comfort-truthfully.pdf
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(Daniel 7:9 

I beheld till thrones were placed, and One that Was ancient of days did Sit:  

His Raiment was as white snow, and the hair of His Head like pure wool;  
His Throne was fiery flames, and the wheels thereof burning fire.) 
 

Chagiga 14a 
One phrase says: "His throne (singular) was fiery flames; "and another Passage says: 
"Till thrones (plural) were placed, and One that was ancient of days did sit!" 

 — There is no contradiction: one (throne) for Him, and one for David; this is the view of       
R. Akiva.  

Said R. Yose the Galilean to him: “Akiva, how long wilt thou treat the Divine Presence as 
profane?! Rather, (it must mean), one for justice and one for grace.”24 
 Did he (R. Akiva) accept this explanation from him, or did he not accept it?  
 — Come and hear: One for justice and one for grace; this is the view of R. Akiva.  
Said R. Eleazar b. Azaria to him: “Akiva, what hast thou to do with Aggada? Cease thy 
talk, and turn to (the laws concerning defilement through) leprosy-signs and tent-
covering! Rather, (it must mean) one for a throne and one for a stool; the throne to sit  
upon, the stool for a footrest, for it is said: (Yeshayahu 66:1) ‘The heaven is My Throne, 
and the earth is My Foot-rest.’” 

  

R. Lau understands that what is at issue in this debate is more than the interpretation of an 
obscure verse in a biblical book. R. Akiva was advocating via his interpretation that a this-worldly king 
was ideally to partner with God in the administration of a country.25 R. Yosi HaGalili, on the other hand, 

                                                           
24 See VaYikra Rabba 29:3. 
25 The Tora records a Mitzva for the Jewish people to appoint a king when certain conditions are fulfilled:   

Devarim 17:14-20 
14 When thou art come unto the land which the Lord thy God Giveth thee, and shalt possess it, and shalt 
dwell therein; and shalt say: “I will set a king over me, like all the nations that are round about me”; 15 
thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the Lord thy God shall Choose; one from among thy 
brethren shalt thou set king over thee; thou mayest not put a foreigner over thee, who is not thy brother. 
16 Only he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor cause the people to return to Egypt, to the end that he 
should multiply horses; forasmuch as the Lord hath Said unto you: “Ye shall henceforth return no more 
that way.” 17 Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not away; neither shall he 
greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. 18 And it shall be, when he sitteth upon the throne of his 
kingdom, that he shall write him a copy of this law in a book, out of that which is before the priests the 
Levites. 19 And it shall be with him, and he shall read therein all the days of his life; that he may learn to 
fear the Lord his God, to keep all the words of this law and these statutes, to do them; 20 that his heart be 
not lifted up above his brethren, and that he turn not aside from the commandment, to the right hand, or 
to the left; to the end that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he and his children, in the midst of 
Israel.   

Nevertheless, when the people make the request to have a king, Shmuel takes their wish as a personal criticism. 
Although God Ratifies the popular sentiment, He tells Shmuel that He too Is critical of their motivation: 

I Shmuel 8 

1 And it came to pass, when Shmuel was old, that he made his sons judges over Israel. 2 Now the name of 
his first-born was Yoel; and the name of his second, Aviya; they were judges in Be’er-Sheva. 3 And his sons 
walked not in his ways, but turned aside after lucre, and took bribes, and perverted justice. {P} 4 Then all 
the elders of Israel gathered themselves together, and came to Shmuel unto Rama. 5 And they said unto 
him: “Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways; now make us a king to judge us like all the 
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essentially accepted R. Yochanan ben Zakai’s view, that the governing of the country should be left to 
the Romans, and Jews should concentrate on their relationship with and worship of God. Nevertheless, 
he seems to acknowledge the problem of theodicy in the sense that he posits that opposite Divine 
Attributes, i.e., justice vs. mercy, are applied at different times to different individuals. R.Eleazar ben 
Azarya would then be expressing a view that removes the possibility of applying human analysis to the 
actions of God altogether, and he believes that the interpretation of the passages in Daniel reflect a 

                                                           
nations.” 6 But the thing displeased Shmuel, when they said: “Give us a king to judge us.” And Shmuel 
prayed unto the Lord. {P} 7 And the Lord Said unto Shmuel: “Hearken unto the voice of the people in all 
that they say unto thee; for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected Me, that I should not be 
king over them. 8 According to all the works which they have done since the day that I brought them up 
out of Egypt even unto this day, in that they have forsaken Me, and served other gods, so do they also 
unto thee. 9 Now therefore hearken unto their voice; howbeit thou shalt earnestly forewarn them, and 
shalt declare unto them the manner of the king that shall reign over them.” 10 And Shmuel told all the 
Words of the Lord unto the people that asked of him a king. {S} 11 And he said: “This will be the manner 
of the king that shall reign over you: he will take your sons, and appoint them unto him, for his chariots, 
and to be his horsemen; and they shall run before his chariots. 12 And he will appoint them unto him for 
captains of thousands, and captains of fifties; and to plow his ground, and to reap his harvest, and to 
make his instruments of war, and the instruments of his chariots. 13 And he will take your daughters to be 
perfumers, and to be cooks, and to be bakers. 14 And he will take your fields, and your vineyards, and 
your oliveyards, even the best of them, and give them to his servants. 15 And he will take the tenth of 
your seed, and of your vineyards, and give to his officers, and to his servants. 16 And he will take your 
men-servants, and your maid-servants, and your goodliest young men, and your asses, and put them to 
his work. 17 He will take the tenth of your flocks; and ye shall be his servants. 18 And ye shall cry out in 
that day because of your king whom ye shall have chosen you; and the Lord will not Answer you in that 
day.' 19 But the people refused to hearken unto the voice of Shmuel; and they said: “Nay; but there shall 
be a king over us; 20 that we also may be like all the nations; and that our king may judge us, and go out 
before us, and fight our battles.” 21 And Shmuel heard all the words of the people, and he spoke them in 
the ears of the Lord. {P} 22 And the Lord Said to Shmuel: “Hearken unto their voice, and make them a 
king.” And Shmuel said unto the men of Israel: “Go ye every man unto his city.” {P} 

Reading the books of Shmuel and Melachim, it can be said that Jewish Kings by and large have not been shining 
examples of piety and morality. Perhaps, by R. Akiva simply saying “David,” he had in mind the Moshiach, the 
ultimate human king who is projected to  not engage in the types of abuses anticipated by Shmuel and borne out 
in the biblical record: 

Yeshayahu 11: 1-10 
1 And there shall come forth a shoot out of the stock of Yishai, and a twig shall grow forth out of his roots. 
2 And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of 
counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord. 3 And his delight shall be in the 
fear of the Lord; and he shall not judge after the sight of his eyes, neither decide after the hearing of his 
ears; 4 But with righteousness shall he judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the land; 
and he shall smite the land with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips shall he slay the 
wicked. 5 And righteousness shall be the girdle of his loins, and faithfulness the girdle of his reins. 6 And 
the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young 
lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them. 7 And the cow and the bear shall feed; their 
young ones shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 8 And the sucking child shall 
play on the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the basilisk's den. 9 They shall not 
hurt nor destroy in all My holy Mountain; for the earth shall be full of the Knowledge of the Lord, as the 
waters cover the sea. {S} 10 And it shall come to pass in that day, that the root of Yishai, that standeth for 
an ensign of the peoples, unto him shall the nations seek; and his resting-place shall be glorious. {P} 

R. Akiva’s disappointment in Bar Kochba’s failure to achieve Messianic status was probably as great as that of 
Yeshayahu when Chizkiyahu HaMelech did not live up to the prophet’s grand expectations. 
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consistent Divine Approach to all that happens, even if human beings do not understand what that 
Approach may be. At issue, then, is the extent to which we should see ourselves as actively involved in 
sanctifying the world even politically as God’s Partner, or must we separate ourselves from such pursuits 
live that much more insular lives.   

 
Conclusion.  
 Havdala is part and parcel of the religious lifestyle in general, and of Judaism is particular. It is 
our responsibility to apply Havdala judiciously and appropriately in order to help fulfill ourselves as well 
as God’s Plan for His Creation. 

 

 


