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 HAVDALAH 

The Jewish Wisdom of Separation 

By Rabbi Harold M. Schulweis 

A Contributing Editor, Harold M. Schulweis serves as rabbi of Congregation Valley Beth 

Shalom in Encino, Calif. His latest book is entitled Evil and the Morality of God (Hebrew 

Union College Press). 

The ceremony of Havdalah, which separates Shabbat from the weekday, takes place 

"between the suns" (bein ha-sherhashot)—between the setting of the sun and the 

appearance of the stars, at a time when faces and forms are indistinct. It takes place at 

twilight. "Twilight," Rabbi Jose declares, "is as the twinkling of an eye, one entering and one 

departing, and it is impossible to determine it." Precisely at the time of indeterminacy, 

distinctions are to be made. "Blessed are You . . . who distinguishes between holy and 

profane, between light and darkness, between Israel and the nations, between the seventh 
day and the six days of working." 

Between is a preposition that connects and separates relationships. In Hebrew the word for 

between is bein, whose root forms the Hebrew word binah, the wisdom of discernment. It is 

that wisdom, that discriminating intelligence, which Havdalah celebrates. We see the value 

of differentiation articulated both in the liturgy at the conclusion of the Sabbath and in the first 

petitionary prayer of the weekday. It is associated with the praise of God, who bestows 

knowledge upon human beings, and concludes by asking God for knowledge, 

understanding--and discernment. As the Talmud puts it, "If there is no discerning knowledge, 

how can there be a prayer?" If one cannot distinguish good from bad, right from wrong, how 

does one know what to pray? "Great is knowledge since it was placed at the beginning of 

the weekday blessing." 

Discernment as dramatized by the Havdalah service draws upon the creative intelligence of 

divinity, which divides the elements of the "blooming, buzzing confusion" of chaos to form a 

cosmos. Out of the unformed void, God created an orderly, harmonious universe through the 

act of havdalah, separation. God created by disentangling the mixture of multiple powers. In 

the beginning was separation. God divided the waters under the firmament from the waters 

over the firmament. God also created seeds, tree-bearing fruit, the winged fowl, cattle, 

creeping things, and beasts of the earth, each after its kind. Each kind had its assigned 

domain, its proper limitations, beyond which it could not pass without ratification. Prior to 

Creation there were no limits, no borders, no discrimination. Through the wisdom of 

separation a universe was formed out of anarchy. Havdalah gives expression anew to God's 

Creation through wisdom, which we renew symbolically. Through Havdalah, laying out the 

lines of differentiation, the world becomes intelligible. 

Both Sides Now 

The universe is One. Its unity is revealed not by blurring distinctions, but by understanding 

the interdependence of its elements. Removing the spectacles 

 

Through Havdalah; laying out the lines of differentiation, the world becomes intelligible. 
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from our eyes, everything may appear as one. But the uniformity of blurred vision is not the 
unity born of discriminating wisdom. 

The benedictions of Havdalah focus attention on the ambiguities, the dualities inherent in the 

world we inhabit. The world that has been created is diverse. Both sides of these dualities 

are real, neither to be ignored. We are tempted to treat contrasts as if they were warring 

opposites, bent on extinguishing each other. The lure of dualism urges us to split the world 

into disjunctives, either/or choices. We tend to see darkness or light, the holy or the profane, 

the Sabbath or the weekday, Israel or the nations. Therein, the wisdom of Havdalah is 

misunderstood. Complementary aspects of reality, when turned into contradictory energies 

that cannot coexist, sever the connections of "betweenness," the interdependence of the 

dual realms of Havdalah. 

Between the Seventh Day and the Six Days of Creation 

The Sabbath is not the enemy of the weekday. The two coexist, enhancing each other. The 

weekday transforms the given world, the Sabbath contemplates that work. It is the balance 

between labor and appreciation that is the intention of the entire week. The goal is neither a 

Sabbath-less world nor a world without weekdays. The term Shabbat does not even appear 

in the Havdalah blessings—only the "seventh day," as if to stress that the whole week 
naturally includes the day of rest. In God's created 

Israel and the nations are not the same; the attempt to reduce them to 

one sameness is a disservice to each. 

world, the ideal is harmony between both modes of time. 

Between Light and Darkness 

Darkness is not the opponent of light. The sun and moon are separated. Two regal spirits 

may not share the same crown, but they are both vital, both to be blessed. The rabbis 

composed the liturgy so that in the evening we remember the light of day, and in the morning 

we recall the darkness. The Zohar,* in the name of Rabbi Judah, explains the reason for the 

phrase, "and there was evening and there was morning," for each day: it is to show us that 

there is no day without night.3 

Between the Holy and the Profane 

The profane is not the antagonist of the holy. The profane is (secular)—potential energy that 

can be consecrated or desecrated. It comprises the ordinary, neutral potentialities that 

inhere in the created world, which are to be sanctified. The Latin profanum refers to the 
neutral area in front of the sanctuary (pro-fanurn), not a contaminated area. 

Between Israel and the Nations 

Distinctions between Israel and the other nations of the world do not make them deadly 
enemies. 

 

* Zohar (The Book of Enlightenment) is the central text of kabbalah (Jewish mysticism), 
written 700 years ago in Spain. 
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Israel and the nations are not the same; the attempt to reduce them to one sameness is a 

disservice to each. Israel and the nations have chosen to enter different, at times 

overlapping, covenants, each with wisdoms and truths, each blessed by God. Even the 

rabbis recognized this, uttering a blessing on seeing non-Jewish sages, with whom God 
shares wisdom. 

Eradication of either pole is a diminution of God's goodness, wisdom, and power. Fixation on 

one side of the dualities is idolatrous. When we worship a part as if it were the whole, we 

commit idolatry, we impoverish divinity. Havdalah-wisdom separates in order to unite. 
Without separation there can be no true integration. 

A midrash tells of the androgynous Adam, half-male and half-female in one body.4 

Hermaphroditic Adam, for all his/her self-sufficiency, remains lonely until God divides Adam 

into two parts. Separated, each yearns for the other half to find fulfillment. They can turn to 
see each other face to face. 

For the cosmos, just as for the human being, differentiation is necessary for unification. The 

undifferentiated oneness before the divisions of Creation contained all that was; but, for all 

that fullness, it was no universe. Distance is essential for union. The differentiations 

articulated in Havdalah are essential for the sake of integration. To achieve the wholeness 

that imitates the oneness of God, the diverse energies in the universe must be sorted out, 

identified, and finally held wisely together. The left side and the right side must be balanced 

to achieve the ambidexterity necessary to take hold of the world in its complexity. Neither is 
expendable. 

The Zohar states that when God created the world and revealed what was hidden in its 

depth, light and darkness were entwined with each other; the holy and the profane, the good 

and the evil impulses cleaved to each other. The task of God's human partner is not to 

eliminate one side from the other. Rather, our job is to recognize the uses of each and to 

order them as complementary pairs: justice with compasssion, law with spirit, power with 
mercy. 

In the Image of God 

Havdalah-wisdom is not a cosmic abstraction. It offers counsel for the human microcosm 

reflected in God's mirror. In us too is a mixture of talents and temperaments. In us, darkness 

and light, holy and profane, altruism and selfishness cohere. We cannot live on one s ide of 

the Havdalah spectrum, forever cheerful, generous, or studious. In each of us is a pluralism 

of moods and insights. The dual inclinations within us need each other. Without the yetzer 

ha-ra (the evil inclination), there would be no family, no commerce, no civilization. As the 
rabbis observed, without the libido, no egg would be found throughout the earth. 

With wisdom we find the spark buried in the husks of the unattractive: the grain of 

responsibility for self and family within the shell of parsimony, the passion for fairness within 

rage, the need for approval within our ostentation. Ambivalence, ambiguities, contradictions 

pull at us. They require patient wisdom to acknowledge the conflicting claims, to respect the 

virtues of each, and to embrace them together. Separated out and properly 

counterbalanced, traits that had appeared mean-spirited will be revealed as virtues. 

Good and evil are mixed together in the world, and, accordingly, we must continually be 

engaged in the work of cognitive and moral disentanglement. Those who do not make 

distinctions, those for whom it is all one, risk a reductivism that ends up in perversion. "Woe 

unto them who call evil good and good evil, who change darkness into light and light into 
darkness, who change bitter into sweet and sweet into bitter" (Isaiah 5:20). 



 

 Page 4 
 

The categories of Havdalah, e.g., the holy and the secular, provide us with the conceptual 

tools with which to seize hold of the world. Reality is hol, neutral, amoral. Reality is tough—

but malleable. Reality has limits, but we spend a lifetime discovering how far those limits 

may be stretched. That which is concrete is found to have an elasticity when we are 
motivated to search for it. 

The Jewish categories of existence entail an expanded view of reality that includes "ideality." 

"Ought" is as real as "is," "should" is as real as "must," "will" is as real as "necessity." The 

limits of each must be acknowledged and respected. Therein lies a basic element in the 
insights of Havdalah. 

To enter at night into the weekday world, after a Sabbath of no petitions and no labor, 
requires courage and hope. 

Legends in the Talmud and Mid-rash speak of Adam at the termination of the Sabbath, when 

the sun sank. Adam, terrified, thought, "For sure the darkness will strike me!" God inspired 

Adam with knowledge, so that he might find two stone flints. One was marked afelah 

(darkness). Upon the other was inscribed mavet (death). With inspired knowledge Adam 

struck the flints against each other. The friction produced a spark, with which he lit a torch. 

Comforted throughout the night; in the morning Adam saw the rising of the sun. Adam then 
observed, "This is the way of the world!" 

Out of darkness and death, a spark is created. There is darkness and there is light, the fear 

of death and the hope of survival. Therefore we recite a blessing over the fire at the end of 

the Sabbath because it was created then for the first time. And we begin the Havdalah-

separation prayer with a benedictory prologue: "Behold, God is my salvation. I will trust and 
will not be afraid, for God is my strength and song. God is become my salvation." 

NOTES 

1. B.T. Shabbat 34b. 

2. B.T. Berakhot 33a. 

3. Isaiah 46a. 

4. B.T. Eruvin 18a; Bereishit Rabbah 8:1. 

5. See, for example, Bereishit Rabbah 11:2. 

 

 


