Havdalah – Dichotomies
One of the more prominent features of Jewish law is its dichotomies. You are either
pure or impure, your food is either kosher or non-kosher, any action of yours is either
permissible or forbidden, you’re either a Jew or a Goy, you are either a believer or a
heretic. This is most apparent in the traditional havdalah (end of sabbath) ceremony,
which ends by blessing “He who distinguishes between holy and unholy, between light
and darkness, between Israel and the nations, between the six days of the week and
the Sabbath…”

As many thinking people, I am disturbed by black and white dichotomies. As comforting
as it is to know where one stands in any particular instance, most situations fall under
the Rabbinic legal category of ( ספקuncertainty). What should one do when one
encounters a situation in which the law code we choose to follow is unclear or deficient?
A famous rabbinic maxim, which has sadly fallen into disuse in Israel’s polarized
society, is “ – דרך ארץ קדמה לתורהMoral conduct supersedes Torah” (or more generally
law). Each of us should become a moral philosopher, judging our everyday conduct by
our internal compass, and charting our own courses. My own havdalah liturgy relates to
the problems of dichotomous thinking, and I present a snippet of it, first in the English
translation, then in the original Hebrew.
A paean to pain
For without it there is no joy
Better that we hold one another
until the seizure passes
I fear
being splayed betwixt imperatives
revolving manically, thoughtlessly
tied to poles
But the middle, the abyss in between
I avoid it, it is uncertain unclean
I think
And thus I continue to hop in agony
Hoping you are with me

ַהבְדָּ לָּה בֵּין ַהבְתָּ ִרים
ש ַּבחְתִׁ י אֲ נִׁי אֶת ַּהכְאֵב
ְו ִׁ
ֲאשֶר ִׁב ְלעָדָ יו אֵ ין שִׁ מְ חָה
טֹוב ֲאשֶר נִׁאֱ ח ֹז זֶה ְבזֶה
ּו ְבזֶה תַּ נִׁיחִׁי אֶת ידך ָעלַּי
י ֵָראתִׁ י מִׁן הַּקְ ָטבִׁים
נִׁק ְַּרעְתִׁ י בֵין ְגזֵירֹות בתריהם
הַָאחִׁים הֵם,
ש ָה ֶאחָד מֵת ו ְֵרעֹו מְ יַּבֵם!?
ֶ
אְַּך ָה ֶא ְמצַּע ,האין ,בֵין ַּהבְתָ ִׁרים,
הּוא ָאבִׁי אֲ בֹות ַּהטֻּמְָאה
הִׁיא אֵ ם כ ֹל ַּה ֲה ָבלִׁים
ְו ָלכֵן עֹודֶ נִׁי ּפֹו ֵס ַּח עַּל שְ נֵי ַּה ְסעִׁיפִׁים
ִׁסּורים
ֲאנִׁי מקוה שֶתִׁ ְהי ִׁי אִׁתִׁ י לַּמְ רֹות ַּהי ִׁ

