The Blessing of Distinction

In this source sheet, we will explore traditional blessings that express gratitude for the
ability to make distinctions, to separate and discern. Interestingly, one of these blessings
is in the context of the desire and pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. An additional layer
and blessing is added on Saturday night, during the liminal transitional period between
Shabbat and the rest of the week, as a significant element of the Havdalah ritual. The
Hebrew word Havdalah means "separation” or “distinction” and the ritual helps us move
from one time to another while paying attention to the space in between.

We invite you to explore these blessings along with additional sources and find out how
they can serve as a recipe for gratitude.
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“For learning wisdom and discipline; For understanding words of discernment.”

-Proverbs 1.2
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The beginning of wisdom is—acquire wisdom; With all your acquisitions, acquire 1T wn-
discernment. '
-Proverbs 4.7

In both of the verses above, from the book of Proverbs, the word bina is translated as discernment.

e What is the relationship between knowledge, wisdom and discernment?

e Why do you think the author of Proverbs feels the need to add the element of discernment as a significant part of the
process of knowledge acquisition?

e Can you think of people who are wise and knowledgeable but do not have the quality of discernment? How does this
affect your ability to learn from them?
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The Amida prayer, which according to tradition is recited three times a day, includes thirteen blessings of requests- each
dedicated to a different human desire or need. The first of the series, is the blessing for wisdom. On Saturday night, when
transitioning from Shabbat to the rest of the week, there's an addition in this blessing which is recited.

Read both the blessing and the addition below:

You favor humans with perceptionand teach humankind
understanding (bina)* Grant us knowledge, understanding (bina) and
intellect from You [or: Grant us from Your wisdom, understanding
(bina) and knowledge] Blessed are You, Hashem, Grantor of
perception.

fAdditional insertion for Saturday night prayer:

You have favored us [with the ability] to know Your Torah and taught
us to fulfill the statutes of Your will. You made a distinction, Hashem,
our G-d, between sacred and unhallowed, between light and darkness,
between Israel and the peoples, between the seventh day and the six
work days. Our Father, our King, commmence for us the days that
approach us, in peace, devoid of all sin, and cleansed of all iniquity, and
devoted to the fear of You.

-From the daily Amidah prayer
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e What is the focus of the additional insertion for Saturday night?

e What is the relationship between distinctions and knowledge?
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We must have proper concentration, for this is the primary
request that a person must ask of G-d to grant them intellect
and proper knowledge to despise evil and to choose good...
And that which we recite Havdalah during this blessing is
because it is a wisdom that a person can distinguish between
one thing and another, therefore it was instituted in the
blessing about wisdom, and a hint to this is that the word bina
is an acronym for besamim (spices), yayin (wine), ner (candle),

and havdalah.

-Mishna Brura, 115:1
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e The Mishna Brura helps make the connection between the daily prayer and the

Havdalah prayer. How does it do so?
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Havdalah is the Jewish ritual for ending Shabbat. The Hebrew word Havdalah means "separation” or “distinction”. The ritual takes
place on Saturday night, when it is dark and three stars can be seen in the sky. It is a liminal rite that helps us move from one time
to another while paying attention to the space in between. While the ritual consists of a few blessings, including blessings over
wine, spices and fire, the final, culminating blessing, is the one that is unique to this ritual, and focuses on discernment and
distinction.

The Havdalah Distinction Blessing 777TANN N3

Blessed are You, Lord our G-d, King of the universe, who yah il ,D'71]JTI 7|77:| 1777-R 11 AR 112
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the seventh day and the six working days. Blessed are You, O 9Ny W7 719 ,
Lord, who distinguishes between the holy and the profane. ST T 7P 7TTARD 0 AR

One of the key verbs in Genesis, Chapter One, is b-d-|, "to separate, distinguish,
divide," the root of the word Havdalah. It appears five times in the chapter. By
inviting human beings to engage in Havdalah at the end of Shabbat, G-d invites
us to create worlds. Creation involved the ability to make distinctions, to rescue

e What are your unigue, distinct qualities,
for which you are grateful?

order from chaos, to respect the integrity of creation. Havdalah is thus not only a « What boundaries or distinctions do you
human blessing over the end of the day of rest, but as it were a divine blessing need in order to be able to recognize
over the days of work. The Creator invites us to be creative - but always and only others?

in a way that respects differences and distinctions, the laws of nature and the

moral law. The message of Havdalah is: if we respect the integrity of boundaries, e How can you create and delineate time

and space in your life to make room for

we can turn chaos into order, darkness into light. A==
appreciation?

-Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Koren Siddur
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