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Dangerous Distinctions
Vanessa Ochs 
 
My beloved aunt and I differ in appearance, 
reflecting the attitudes toward women’s dress 
of our different Jewish communities. She 
steps out in a neat wig and modest dress; I’m 
bareheaded, unless I’m wearing a kippah, and 
I usually wear pants. Never in my life has she 
criticized the way I dress or, more important-
ly, the way I practice Judaism. I recently told 
her that I had learned to perform hagbah, the 
ritual practice of holding up an opened Torah 
scroll after it has  been read. She chuckled, 
indicating she thought that was a job for an 
enormous man. But, then, she offered praise, 
saying that all learning is beautiful.

When I was constructing a system of Jewish 
sensibilities about fifteen years ago (originally 
for an issue of Sh’ma in 2003), I was certain 
I’d include one I called “havdalah” — dif-
ferentiating, making distinctions. I included 
it primarily because of its centrality in the 
ritual marking the transition between Shabbat 
and weekly time, which includes an affective 
ceremony of chant, candlelight, spices, and 
wine that is overlaid with longing for a time of 
peace and perfection. The liturgy blesses God 
for creating distinctions between the holy 
(kodesh) and the everyday (chol), light from 
darkness, Israel from the other peoples, the 
seventh day of rest from the six days of work. 

I also included “havdalah” because I had 
observed that many American Jews make a 
point of showing up for lifecycle ceremonies 
that commemorate differences in status. Such 
ceremonies include bar and bat mitzvah, 
weddings, bringing newborn babies into the 
covenant — and marking the transition from 
life to death. Many people turn to familiar 
Jewish traditions and paths to address dra-
matic changes in social roles, as they provide 
needed direction and comfort.

Distinction-making is also necessary for the 
proper fulfillment of many ritual practices. 
How, for instance, does one know when to say 
the morning Sh’ma prayer? According to the 
tractate on blessings of the Babylonian Talmud 
(Brachot 9a), one must wait until it is light 
enough to distinguish the blue threads from 

the white threads of the tallit — or, according 
to a different teaching, until it is light enough 
to recognize the face of one’s friend. 

Furthermore, the ability to make distinctions 
is the engine that pushes healthy debates 
along in the study of Jewish texts, and it 
establishes the notion that multiple points 
of view can exist simultaneously. In fact, the 
sages claim there are conflicts that are so 
constructive and edifying that they ought 
to endure, unresolved, for eternity. And yet, 
while we may want to challenge how binary 
thinking can diminish complexity, we also 
recognize that not all points of view can coex-
ist harmoniously: Americans cannot continue 
to proclaim, “We are a nation of immigrants” 
and then list nationalities or religions that 
are no longer welcome. And while we want to 
preserve a social fabric that supports multiple 
viewpoints, we also want to make distinctions 
between good and evil, truth and falsehood. 

The sensibility of difference-making is criti-
cally and essentially Jewish. And yet it has 
a powerfully destructive potential. When 
distinction is employed to distinguish some 
Jews from others — for example, the 30-year 
assault on women wanting to pray as a 
quorum at the Kotel in Jerusalem — it can 
turn from a lively debate of opinions to hate 
speech. It can turn from a stance that there 
are several differing forms of Judaism to a 
fundamental challenge of the notion that we 
are all part of the same Jewish people even 
though we express ourselves in distinctive 
ways. For American Jews who love Israel, this 
type of negation — along with Israeli rabbis 
who question Reform, Conservative, and 
even some Orthodox conversions, marriage 
ceremonies, and divorces — has the potential 
to create and exacerbate a deeply threatening 
gulf between Israeli and American Jewry.

I am not prepared to strike “havdalah” as an 
instructive Jewish sensibility. But, seeing 
how it can be manipulated to drive a wedge 
between people and how it can foster hate 
speech, I suggest that we look advisedly at the 
underbelly of distinctions, and that we note 
differences judiciously.
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Chronic Illness:  
Separate — Not Equal
Elliot Kukla

In the fall of 2013, I got sick. Like most people 
who fall ill, I assumed I would get better. 
Weeks, then months, then years passed. And 
though there were plenty of ups and downs, I 
did not recover.

Most of us are raised to believe that illness is 
temporary. We are sick only as a detour on the 
way to a return to health, or as a part of dying. 
But, for increasing numbers of us, illness is not 
a stopover but a home. Many well-meaning 
people (including some of our loved ones, care-
givers, and medical practitioners) may urge us 
to fight for an elusive cure and get back to “real 
life.” And yet the “chronic” in “chronic illness” 
means that we are probably not going to get 
better; our life is “real” already. While fighting 
for an unreachable recovery, we may miss years 
of our life in the present tense.

As life expectancy grows, the number of 
Americans who manage an incurable chronic 
illness also grows; according to the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, treating 
people with chronic disease accounts for 86 
percent of our nation’s health care costs.*  
Diabetes, most autoimmune diseases, and 
mental illnesses may wax and wane, but they 
will never fully go away; HIV/AIDS, many can-
cers, and countless other once-fatal diseases 
can now often be managed for years. And yet, 
the persistent view that illness is temporary 
continues. Those of us with a chronic illness 
occupy an in-between space in society — 
neither returning to health and “productive” 
activities nor dying. We live in the cracks and 
crevices, rarely seen on television.

I have a lot of experience with inhabiting 
in-between spaces. I am one of a handful of 
transgender rabbis. But nothing prepared me 
for the outsider status of being chronically 
ill. Think about this irony for a moment: 
Approximately 6 percent of American adults 
identify as transgender, just under 2 percent 
of the world population is Jewish, and 100 
percent of us will get sick. But it is being sick 
that makes me feel like an outsider. 

Much daily life becomes inaccessible to 
chronically ill people. And although I still 
work part time as a rabbi, chaplain, writer, and 
activist, and I am also an artist, husband, and 
friend, I am frequently asked whether I am 
anxious to get back to my “life” — as if being 
ill precludes living. Even in the months when 
I have been too sick to do anything, my life of 
being has still been meaningful. As a rabbi-
chaplain, I meet countless sick people who are 
not productive, but who are nevertheless still 
precious. Even sick and disabled people who 
are not “inspiring” have a right to exist. To 
me, a life of illness  is another complex and 
beautiful way of being human.

Considering how much of our time is spent 
being sick, why is it placed in such an 
isolated category — separate from the rest 
of life? Since illness is a far more universal 
human experience than love, marriage, work, 
sex, education, or childbearing, why are we 
not taught the skills of how to be sick? Why 
are we not taught how to navigate hospitals, 
how to manage medications, how to control 
pain, and how to live mindfully with pain 
that cannot be controlled? In failing to ac-
knowledge and accept the transient sick parts 
in each of our lives, we disown the chronical-
ly ill among us who make a permanent home 
in the socially liminal space of illness. 

Judaism feels differently about liminal spaces. 
Most of the Torah takes place in the wilder-
ness between Egypt and the Promised Land, 
and the desert generation never makes it to 
the latter. At first, those in the desert mostly 
miss the comforts of civilization: the fish and 
onions and leeks of Egypt. (Numbers 11:5-6)  
Over time, the freed slaves notice what re-
mains: companionship, the open desert skies, 
and the sheltering presence of the divine. 
Likewise, a chronic illness journey often 
begins in the wilderness of grief and loss: 
uncomfortable, unreliable, yet as real a home 
as any. Only when we accept this wilderness 
as more than a stopover can we begin to em-
brace what remains. 

There are many ways to build a full life in the 
desert, and to build a rich life with chronic 
illness. Some Israelites raged during the entire 
course of the journey; others built the taber-
nacle with deft artistic skills; some parented 
children; and some spent long days appreciat-
ing the desert’s beauty. Likewise, some sick 
people rail against the pain and ugliness, some 
use it to make art, and others integrate illness 
as one part of their identities. None of these 
approaches is better or worse. There is no 
wrong way to be sick. 

The Israelites had no idea where they were  
going, or what they might find; likewise, a life 
of chronic illness is one of ceaseless uncertainty. 
Tomorrow might be a good day filled with ease 

of movement, or fatigue might make getting 
out of bed impossible. Being chronically ill 
means living in between recognized lands, 
among vast regions of possibility.

*http://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease

Redeeming Particularity  
Michelle Dardashti

We are inheritors of a tradition rooted in two 
interconnected questions, posed by God, in 
the Bible. The first, “Ayyeka?” (Where are you?), 
is presented to Adam and Eve after they eat 
the forbidden fruit, notice they’re naked, and 
hide. The second, “Ay ahikha?” (Where is your 
brother?), appears in the story of Cain and Able 
after envy and competition for God’s love leads 
to the Torah’s first murder.

I read these, respectively, as the questions of 
particularism and universalism. Our capac-
ity to answer the first with a sense of self-
confidence and rootedness in our identity is 
a prerequisite for responding to the second: I 
cannot be my brother’s keeper in any authen-
tic or sustainable way without knowing who 
and where I am and what it is that I especially 
keep — the particularly Jewish observances I 
practice. Particularism is the best guarantor we 
have for a healthy universalism; yet, for Jews 
today, it’s dangerously thin.

While I was delighted that a 2013 Pew Research 
Center survey found 94 percent of Jews report-
ing pride in being Jewish, unpacking that pride 
proved surprisingly complicated. It was great to 
see that “leading an ethical life” and “working 
for justice” ranked as the second and third most 
essential Jewish values, but these are universalist 
values; Jews don’t have a monopoly on ethics 
and justice. I was troubled to find that the only 
highly ranked particularist value — the highest 
ranked value of all, in fact, at 73 percent — was 
“remembering the Holocaust.” The numbers 
imply that for Jews today, more important 
than how we live (particularly) as Jews is how 
we were killed (particularly) for being Jews. 

American Jewish identity is currently domi-
nated by two values: tikkun olam, repair of the 
world, reflecting commitments to ethics and 
justice, and Zionism — which, viewed as the 
ultimate response to and safeguard against 
antisemitism, embodies remembering the 
Holocaust. But here’s the rub: Today’s Jews are 
finding these two values — the only two of 
substance, so many of them have been taught 
— in conflict with one another.
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living and learning 
that permeate Jewish culture. The ideas, values, emotions, 
and behaviors they express — emanating from Jewish history, 
stories, and sources — provide inspiration and guidance that 
help us to respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s challenges 
and opportunities. Sensibilities are culturally informed senses 
or memes. This month, Sh’ma Now explores the sensibility of 
“havdil,” the act of making distinctions. Next month, we reflect 
on “ahava,” the various ways we love in Judaism — loving God, 
loving others, loving the stranger, loving the Jewish people 
(ahavat ha’am), and loving Israel (ahavat Yisrael).

Elliot Kukla serves the Bay Area Jewish Healing 
Center in San Francisco (jewishhealingcenter.org), 
where he provides spiritual care to those who  
are ill, dying, or bereaved, and where he also  
co-directs the Kol Haneshama: Jewish End of  
Life Care volunteer hospice program. 

Please visit jd.fo/shma1 
to find “Consider and 

Converse: Havdil,”  
a guide that walks you 

through this issue, 
inspires reflections, 

prompts questions, and 
provides ways to connect 

this reading with other 
meaningful experiences.
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The most contentious way the universalism 
vs. particularism debate plays out on campus 
today is related to coalition building and the 
understanding that all struggles against oppres-
sion and movements for liberation are bound 
up together. Jewish students are presented with 
false binaries and forced to choose between 
particular concerns and allegiances (say, sup-
port for Zionism — defined as a belief in the 
importance of a Jewish and democratic state — 
“vs.” ending the occupation), or values (such as 
Jewish survival or Palestinian liberation). These 
reductive, zero-sum choices end up dictating 
if/how students show up and/or are permitted 
to show up in solidarity around other issues. 
Students are, in some cases, determining and, 
in other cases, being told that their particularities 
related to Israel or Zionism prevent them from 
working toward justice or in service to other 
universalist values they hold. 

Millennial Jews are at a loss regarding how 
to respond because they haven’t been given 
space to live between these binaries. They’ve 
been pushed to perform their Judaism without 
adequate opportunity to explore and experi-
ence it in all its wonder, messiness, and glori-
ous particularity. The depiction of Judaism as 
animated by either suffering or social justice 
results in a specious choice between reaching 
in and reaching out that is damaging to both 
Jews and Judaism. 

A history of persecution is producing a carica-
ture of ourselves in which our survivalist and 
nationalist muscles are pumping and flexing 
while the rest of our body atrophies. This distor-
tion is unfortunate, because the full corpus of 
Jewish wisdom and practice is exceptionally 
compelling.

Being different isn’t actually a tough sell to 
students today. Distinctiveness is viewed 
positively on campuses with strong cultures 
— even dogmatisms — of liberalism and indi-
vidualism. It is the manifestation of particular-
ism as something privileged, chauvinist, or 
oppressive that results in a bad rap for religion. 
Owing to factors such as overwhelming Ameri-
can Jewish socioeconomic success, a decline 
in seemingly all particularist values other than 
Zionism, combined with an increasingly hawk-
ish Israeli government, and also — confusingly 
— the very real persistence of antisemitism 
itself, Judaism as a whole is becoming alternat-
ingly incomprehensible and/or unpalatable 
within many activist circles. To many young 
Jews in America today, claiming mantels of 
discrimination or difference feels disingenuous, 
and Holocaust education and talk of antisemi-
tism often feel manipulatively designed to 
stifle criticism of Israel and to bolster Zionist 
(though not holistically Jewish) identity. 

If our particularism is reliant upon either 
“remembering the Holocaust” or contemporary 

Zionism, we’re sunk. But while a narrative that 
starts with Auschwitz and ends with Israel will 
not produce a healthy or sustainable Judaism 
or Zionism, the story of Egypt to Sinai — op-
pression to revelation — can. The latter disrupts 
the binary by emphasizing particularity while 
forever ingraining in us the universalist value 
of loving and caring for the stranger. Redemp-
tion isn’t about remembering Egypt or even 
about arriving in the land. We are commanded 
to remember leaving Egypt and to perennially 
recommit ourselves to Sinai — to a covenant 
characterized by particularist, universalist, 
ritual, and ethical commands.

“Let my people go so that they may serve Me,” 
says God. We are liberated for a purpose: that 
we might experience revelation and thereby 
live lives capable of redeeming ourselves and 
others. Liberation demands that we fearlessly 
and fully answer the question of “Ayyeka?” by 
nourishing a positive, robust, varied particular-
ism that inspires the next generation to choose 
not merely to survive, but also to thrive — with 
both humility and pride — as Jews.

The Problem Is Hierarchy
Marcia Falk

Havdil: the making of distinctions. I’ve been 
thinking about this subject for as long as 
I’ve been a feminist, which is to say, for 
half a century. The fundamental insight of 
feminism is that, in the patriarchal world we 
inhabit, there is an ever-present, underlying 
dualistic hierarchy that privileges male above 
female, and this primary distinction generates 
much of the world’s oppression and injustice.

When, 35 years ago, I began creating new  
Hebrew prayer from a feminist perspec-
tive, the very first blessings I wrote were for 
Havdalah, the closing ritual of the Sabbath, 
which distinguishes the Sabbath from the rest 
of the week. It struck me then that of all the 
liturgical subjects in need of re-conceptual-
izing — and, hence, re-imaging — none was 
more important than how we make distinc-
tions. Havdalah is not just a performative 
ritual separating two realms of time; it is a 
symbol of all Jewish theological distinctions. 
And, as we know, theological distinctions 
such as this one have fundamental moral 
meaning and material influence when analo-
gized to the world of human relations. 
The blessing for distinctions in the traditional 
Havdalah offers this list of parallel pairs:  

holiness/secularity (the mundane); light/
darkness; Israel/the (other) nations; 
the seventh day (Sabbath)/the six days 
of creation. Demarcated by ritual, the 
separation between Sabbath and weekday 
thus relies on a hierarchy implicit in the 
pairs holiness/secularity and light/dark-
ness. By dint of its inclusion in this list 
of binaries, the distinction between Israel 
and the other nations is also hierar-
chized — and here is where the problem 
becomes acute and its implications 
become crucial. Clearly, we must distin-
guish between self and other in order to 
live in the world and engage in ordinary 
life. But when the distinction between 
self and other, whether individual or 
communal, is viewed as hierarchical, we 
cease striving for a world of authentic, 
Buberian I-Thou relationships and valo-
rize instead a polarized world of Us/Them 
— a stance all too familiar in the public 
domain today.

My re-creation of the blessing for distinc-
tions challenges the fundamental Jewish 
hierarchies of Havdalah, initially by 
suggesting that holiness may be sought 
everywhere, in everyday life. The deeper 
intention of the blessing is to enjoin us  
to seek relationships of reciprocity and 
integrity and to see holiness in the face  
of the other.

Distinctions*

Let us distinguish parts within the whole 
and bless their differences.

Like the Sabbath and the six days of creation, 
may our lives be made whole through relation.

As rest makes the Sabbath precious, 
may our work give meaning to the week.

Let us separate the Sabbath 
from other days of the week,

seeking holiness in each.

My thoughts about distinction have not 
changed in the decades that have passed since 
I wrote this blessing. In the disastrous politi-
cal climate we inhabit today, we need more 
than ever to think about the distinctions we 
make between self and other — and to seek 
every opportunity to build our capacity for 
just, peaceful, and harmonious relationships.
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Ariel Burger: “The Havdalah candle must have at least two wicks.” (Shulchan Aruch 298:2)

Rabbi Becky Silverstein writes beautifully of the tension between distinction and blurriness that characterizes 
our lives. Jewish thinkers throughout the generations were fascinated by this tension. They celebrated the act 
of clarifying muddled circumstances and organizing them into rigorously distinct, ethically sound realities. 

But the Zohar (Mishpatim 95a) states that, just as two people can truly relate only when they are each individuated, the Jewish 
obsession with distinction exists for the sake of connection. 

What happens when we apply this tension to interpersonal and intergroup relations? 
When Avraham was told by God to circumcise himself and his household, he imme-
diately asked his three closest non-Jewish friends for advice. “Should I listen to God’s 
command, marking my family as different from others, different from you?” (Midrash 
Tanchuma Vayera 3)

Why did Avraham do this? Because he wanted to send a message to his friends that, 
although he would indeed bear the sign of the covenant — a distinctive path, a separate 
destiny — he was not doing so in order to renounce his links to others. Rather, he was 
saying to his friends, “I must become different, but my difference will exist in order for 
me to bring blessing to you. By walking my unique path, I am not leaving you behind; I 
am becoming myself. Once I am truly myself, I can be in deeper relationship with you.” 
Perhaps this is why a Havdalah candle must have at least two wicks — to remind us of 
the concept of relationship, even in this moment of separation. 

In a time of struggle and confusion about particular identities and universal concerns, 
this teaching can guide us toward unity without uniformity in human relations. 

NiSh’ma
On this page, we offer three takes on one of the first verses in the Torah: “God saw that the light was good, and God separated the light from 
the darkness.” (Genesis 1:4) Our commentators reflect on the tension between God’s desire to categorize and make distinctions (light and 
dark, Shabbat and the days of the week) and the blurriness of our contemporary lives. Our online version is new and interactive, and we 
welcome your comments.   —S.B.
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Becky Silverstein:  In the initial days of creation, God employs 
separation as a means of creating the foundation of the natural world, 
separating light from darkness and the upper world from the lower. 
These two distinctions are fundamental in creating the physical 
world in which we live and the concept of time (night and day) that 

governs our existence in it.  

Soon thereafter, God creates humanity in 
God’s own image to be stewards of the land 
and all that lives on it, and to partner with 
God in completing the work of Creation. 
Humanity arrives into a world made orderly 
through the distinction of light from dark, 
and made chaotic by the sprouting and 
calling forth of life.  

Though part of the legacy of being created 
in God’s image is imitating God’s drive 
to neatly assign things to one category or 
another, the world we inhabit is one of blur-
riness. Light and darkness fold into each 
other, each encroaching on the domain of 

Getzel Davis:  Rabbi Becky Silverstein is right that our holy 
texts show us that Judaism loves to separate the world into binaries 
and then to break them. In Genesis 1, God speaks light into being, 
proclaims it good, and separates it from the darkness. In Isaiah 45, 
God is praised for “forming light and creating darkness, making 

peace and creating evil.” Which is it? Is God 
the creator of only that which is good and 
light?  Or, is God the creator of everything, 
even that which we may fear (darkness) or 
despise (evil)?  

Each morning, we praise God with a cen-
sored version of Isaiah: We give thanks to 
God for “forming light and creating dark-
ness, making peace and creating every-
thing.”  In mentioning that God creates 
everything, we affirm God’s radical role in 
creating good and evil.

What led to this liturgical choice? Perhaps, 
God finds light even where we can see only 
darkness. God finds good even when we 

Rabbi Getzel Davis is the director of gradu-
ate programs at Harvard Hillel.  He is also 
the founder of Unorthodox Celebrations, a 
network of 350 rabbis and cantors across 
North America who perform weddings 
and other lifecycle events for unaffiliated 
families.

Rabbi Becky Silverstein is the education director at Pasadena Jewish Temple and Center and serves on the boards of directors of 
Keshet, the Jewish Studio Project, and Svara: A Traditionally Radical Yeshiva.  

see only evil. “Darkness is not dark for 
You; night is as light as day; darkness and 
light are the same.” (Psalms 139:12) While 
from our limited human perspective, we 
see only when there is light and appreciate 
only what we see as good, this is not so for 
God, the miraculous, multifaceted “every-
thing.” For God, light, darkness, good, and 
evil are all aspects of Creation.     
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“God saw that the light was good, 
and God separated the light 

from the darkness.”
Genesis 1:4  

 ַוַירא ֶאלִֺהים ֶאת-ָהאֹור ִּכי‐טֹוב ַוַיְבֵּדל

Ariel Burger is a rabbi, artist, writer, and educator who is creating illustrated storybooks and  
programming for adults with support from the Covenant Foundation. His book Witness:  
Lessons from Elie Wiesel’s Classroom will be published by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt in 2018.

ֶאֹלִהים ֵּבין ָהאֹור ּוֵבין ַהְחֶׁש�

the other. As Rabbi Reuben Zellman writes in Siddur Sha’ar Zahav, we are twilight people, sitting at the junctions of time and 
place, a mixture of light and dark, neither one nor the other, but both. As we continue the holy work of partnering with God in 
Creation, I hope that the blurriness serves as a source of inspiration and blessing, to be embraced rather than disentangled.
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