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Ent,itled 

''The Havdalah Ceremony: A Study of its Meaning, 
its Customs and its Objects Throughout the Ages~ 

The study of customs and ceremonies is still in its infancy, 
having ·been .largely ignored or dismissed by most rabbinic scholars . To date, the majority of articles on the subject appearing in 
l?tandard works are generally superficial, and offer little guidance 
to the serious student. It is tJeus that Mr. Bogage's attempt to offer 
a .critical historical analysis of the Havdalah ceremony is most -wel­
come. 

In his thesis Mr. Bogage clearly presents evidence to show 
how the unique invob(,ement of the Jews with other culhlres brought 
the Havdalah ceremony into being and demanded its constant change. 
He demonstratesthe c:iynamic process through which the secular 
practices adapted by Jews for the Havdalah ceremony were gradually 
given religious sanetion and meaning. He further indicates how the 
interaction of the Jews with so many diverse cultures produced m~jor 
differences among Jewish comnunities in the practice and interpreta­
tion of the Havdalah ceremony. 

Mr. Bogage's thesis critica.liy examines the major studies of 
Lauterbach, Landsberger, Narkiss, and Goodenough on the subject of 
Havdalah. He shows that the ceremony originated in the Greco­
Roman period, where it was firmly rooted in the rites performed 
during the Greco-Roman meal. As the author rightly contends , al­
though wine, incense, and light are mentioned in the Bible, these 
are a.ii intimately linked to the sacrificial cult of the Temple, 
and have no relation to the c.eremony known as Havdalah. 

The emergence of the Havdalah ceremony is difficult to trace, 
due to a lack of sources on the subject. How~er, according to the 
author, it was, in its original form, a blessing over the cup of 
wine at the close of the Sabbath day meal. Only later, under new 
cultural conditions, were the light ancl the spice (myrtle, which 
was, substitute for the mugmar -- the spreading of spices and 
arqmatic herbs on a brazier of hot coals) made mandatory elements 
of the ceremony, and invested with religious meaning. Major 
changes in the Havdalah ceremony took place under the influence of 
t he European Christian environment, where, as the author points out, 
such novel additions as the practices of pouring out the wine (to 
appease demons) and looking at one's fingernails (for divination) 
were related to similar Christian practices. Even the container to 
hold the various spices (introduced as late as the fifteenth century) 
is m~delled after the reliquary and monstrance containers of the 
Christians .. 

Mr. Bogage has diligently read, digested, and organized the 
material on the subject previously presented by various scholars, 

.. 
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and has made a conscientious contribution to a much neglected field. 
His study has great relevance for our Reform movement, which is 
anxious to revive ceremonies, such as Havdalah. 

It is therefore my pleasure to recomnend the acceptance of 
this ' thesis in partial fulfillment of the requiremeQts for gra~tion. 

Joseph Gutmann 
Referee 

., 

. . 
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DIGEST 

The earliest reference to Havdalah appears in the Mishnah. 

In this context, the word Havd.alah ( 
' 

n'n:i:, ) is mentioned merely as 

a blessing which is invoked at tre conclusion of the Sabbath. In time, 

the symbols of light, wine, and spices became associated with the blessing 

and the name Havdalah was attributed to the entire ceremony. The mention 

of Havdalah. in the Rabbinic sourcl:!s indicates the existence of a fully 

developed ceremony and provides us with little understanding of its 

' pr ocess of growth. 

Several scholars have discussed the origin of tre Havdalah 

ceremony. Lauterbach claims that the Havdalah ceremony originated 

during the Greco- Roman period, as a direct outgrowth of the prevailing 

secular table customs . It was a general custom to conclude the meal 

wi th a brazier of hot coals on top of which were spread aromatic herbs 

and spices . This implement gave off a pleasant f r agrance and indicated 

that the meal had ended. Narkiss states that all religious ceremonies 

and symbols originate as secular, functiona1 custbms. Religious 

qualities and values are projected .ont o them as 'they become i ncorporated 

into the religious liturgy. Narkiss also claims that the Havdalah 

ceremony came into being under the direct influence of the Kiddush 

ceremony, observed at the commencement of the Sabbath. Landsberger 

also feels that the Havdalah ceremony is an outgrowth of various 

Rellenistic- Rornan meal rites. However, he states that most of the 

implements and objects connected with t he Havdalah ceremony, originated 

and appeared dur ing the middle ages. 
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In the middle ages, when all religions began to delve into 

the realm of mystery, d~monology, and divination, the Jews were influenced 

greatly by these environmental customs . The Havdalah ceremony under-

went change and became a wealt h of superstition and Jcystic belief. 

Finesinger explains _t re unique use of fingernails and light as an 

examole of the divi.na..tion r i tes which had become a part of the Ha.vdalah 

ceremony. The Shulchan I Aruk and variou( M.inhagiln books serve to testify 

--" of the many innovations and differentiattons with respect to the obser­

vance of the Havdalah ceremony . 

The Havdalah ceremony represepts a progressive evolution . 

Each stage of its development evolved as an answer to the needs of the 

people. The Havdalah cerewony has provided spiritual meaning and value 

t o man's earthly pain and struggle. It has brought comfort and security 

t o man's uncertain r.y a nd anxiety as he turned from the world of God 

and prepared himself to face t he world of man . 

The wri ter endeavors to examine the sources in order to 

present a clear and accurate understar.di ng as t o the origin, develop­

ment and meani ng of the Havdalah ceremony. 
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I extend a sincere word of thanlc~--..t.o rrr:r adviser, Professor 

Joseph Gutmann, under whose guidance I have grown and matured 

spiritually and intellectually. From him I have learned that 

it is possible for a man to be a Rabbi, a scholar, a teacher 

and a gentlemen. 
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Introd.u,c:tion 

A. General Pro};>l91118: A stuey .of SJ)abols and Cere,ionies 

The Sabbath and certain festival day's of the Jewish calendar . 
are _concluded after sunset with a ceremony called HAVDALAH, meaning 

separation or distinction, and referring to the distinction of that 

particular day from the ordinary weekdaJ"s. HA VDA.LAH ( i1 ',.,::iii ) is 

the rabbinical term for the benedictions and pra.y-ers by means of which 

a division is established between tillles of varying degrees of holin~ss; 
. . ' 

for example: between the Sabbath a,na ~he workday, between the festival 

and the workday-, between the Sabbath and the festival , and between the 
1 

festival and the Sabbath. Rabbinical law requires that a formal 

separation be made between holy and profane times and prohibits the 

resumption of ordinary work after a holy day until such division be 

made. The required act of separating is accomplished by pronouncing 
2 

the Havdalah benediction. 

For tpe purposes of this study, Havdalah is to be considered 
\ . 

the name ascribed to the Jewish religious ceremony which marks the 

termination of the Sabbath and the beginning of the new week. The word 

HAVDALAH ( :,',i::iri ) is a Hebrew noun which means, literally, di.f-
3 I 

ferentiation or separation. Havdalah is compr ised of a complex of 

ceremonies arut customs which take place on Saturday, at nightfall, and 

form the transition for the descent of the Jew from the lofty heights 

of the Sabbath to the profane depths of the secular week • .• 
Essentially, t he Havdalah ceremony, performed in the home, 

consists of three basic liturgical parts: 

1. an introd~ctory prayer consisting of selected Biblical 
passages; 

-J 
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2. t he benedictions over 1fine, ~ spices and over light; 
"'f 

J. the benediction in which thanks are gi"fllilt""°tb God as ~ ...... $ 
author of the distinction between the !:ply and the profane. 

The observance o.f Bavda.lah involves the use of three basic ceremonial 

_ objects : the twisted candle, the cup o.f wine, and the spice box. These 

objects are or\anically tied together into a cerem~ey by the invoking 

o! the four b1essings: the blessing over the lights o.f fire, the bless­

ing over the fruit of the vine, the blessing over the spices, and the 

' mvo1dng of the special Ba.vdalah bussing of praise to God. 

E.x.actl,y when Havda.lah was first instituted and in what foI'l.ll 
., 

is not altogether clear. There is not a point in time when the Hav.,dalah 

ceremony appeared intact, as a ceremon,y or in the form that we know it 

today. Its emergence was a gradual development according t o the influences 

and needs of the Jewish people throughout history. The various symbols 

and art-ob~ects associated with the Havda.lah were origi nally secular 

and became invested witli religious meaning separately in. order t o satisfy 
6 

certain basic hwna~ needs. 

The study of the origin, development and significance of a 
,,. 

religious ceremony can be substanti ally compared to the study of the 
~ 

.d~veloJXllent and growth of a living organism. In order to have meaning 

and !o .relate~~ the hunan situation, the ceremony must be alive and 

vital, reacting with the aspirations of that human situation and directing 

t hese a pirati~ns beyond _the limitations of human existence. The ceremorv -
must live becaus·e it JaUst 'be a part of man, created and produced by his 

mind, gr owing and developing from :man's basic frame of reference. 

"'\ 
Whereas, the Uving organism can be understood -by man physically, in the 

. . 
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sense that 1t ti~e, breathes, and tunctions as a created entit.T, the 
- •. 

cereJll~ depends upon num for its lite and it nbsiats trcn one t1JII .... ' . . 

span to another u -.n continue• to pro~ect llte into it. '!'he organia .. 

bas a p~sical llte; the cer811\on,y baa a- spiritual life • 
...._ . .. 

'Ihe essence- of the ceremol\Y is -.de up of syabols of varying 

kinda. In these B)'lll)ola are eabodied those eleaents which allow JUll to 

undergo a spiritual· assent. These s~bols may- represent a type · of 

PS7cbologic&f release-mecbaniSlll for 111U1, as,well. In this vq, sywabols 

tend to enable un to relax the te:'j.&~£ da.Y to d ay existence. Bov­

evet-, the ~re anxioua and tense a man bec~s in his daily situation, 

the more hope and aspiration are projected onto the symbols, and the 

JION ~c and vital the entire cerem.ol\Y becoll9s. The symbols which 

constitute~ ceremol\Y are expressions of man's unique self' consciousness. 

Symbols renect aan1s capacity to transcend the 1.naediate situation 

and enable aan to glimpse his life in terms of "the possible"-- that 
7 

-which can be in llte--and not that which is. Such syllbols which . are 
. ,,. . 

organized in some form of thematic relationship are considered to be a 

ceremoIJY'. When ceruaonies exhibit or reflect religious teaching or 

liturgy- and are given special religious meaning and significance, they' 

are considered religious ceremonies. 

S011te S.YJllbols and ceremonies are alive merel,y because a 

benediction, vith the Divine name incl;uded, ·bas been invoked over thin. 

other symbols and oereaonies are alive· because they- are part of an on­

going historical process and, because they- have satisfied certain of 

, man's needs, they- have been preserved and kept alive. To trace the 
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life of the religious ceremony to its point of origin and to detect 

the complex of reasons for its being are almost impossible tasks. 

l'he field of scholarship with reference to this subject is quite lilllited 

and m many cases descends t o the level of pious guessing or lofty conjecture. 

The purpose and intent of this thesis is to examine the pattern 

of the emergence and develoµnent of the ·Ha.vdalah ceremoey and the symbols 
t... 

and objects which are the component part~ of the ceremony. The organic 

relationship of those 5Y]llbols which comprise the Havdalah ceremoey, as 

' it is known in its present form, is ~~xample of the process of evolution 

t hrough which a series of symbols come together to form a ceremony. 

Each of these symbols arises out of a different geographical locale 

or region in which are found the people for whom !;he symbol has meaning. 

A study of the historical life of the Jewish _people, for whom this 

ceremony of Havdalah has had religious meaning and significance . ' 

throughout many generations, will 7ield the basic course of development 

which the ceremony has taken. This study is an attempt to deal with 
~ 

the problem of the o~igin and development of the Havdalah ceremony, 
I 

which represents an evolutionary patter n of over 2500 years of develop-

ment. It is the intent of the writer to subject this ceremony to a 

scientific and rational analysis · as to its origin and historical develop­

ment. The central point of the study is the Havdalah ceremony as it has 

been influenced, added to and changed by the course of history and 

civilization. Th.ere are a few considerations which must be stated at 

the outset.of such a study: 

1. Involvement and interaction with other cultures meant 
that Jewish religious e~pression was forced to change . 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



.. 

The adaptation of certain secular and pagan practices 
.,by the great majority of Jews demanded Jewish religious 
endorsement of' these practices and endowed them with 
new values. 

2. The life and growth of symbols and c~remonies, such as 
those associated with Havdalah, are not pure, direct­
line aevelo}llll8nts . · These symbols and ceremonies under­
went change in ~aning and form as each new phase of 
cultural involvement demanded. Because of this d,ynamic 
involveme~t, Jewish religious ceremonies underwent 
extreme change. 

3. The major differences in the expression of a cereaony 
were directly dependent on the culture, civilization, 
country or geographical region i.J which the Jew lived. 
The manner in which a cere)llecy was observed in one place 
»as totally strange and .floreign to other groups , in 
other regions, expressing what tQey thouglt.to be the 

_,,, ~ ceremocy. 

B. Other Studies: Some theories on the Origin of Havdalah 

1. Jacob Z. Lauterbach: 
8 

In his study_, Dr. Jacob Z. Lauterbach claims that the 

Havdalah ceremony emerged during the Greco- Roman period as a direct 

off-shoot of the prevailing secular table customs which were in practice .,.,. . 
at the time. Lauterbach contends that the original practice of reciting 

Ha.vdalah was done over a cup of wine at the co4tl.usion of the Sabbath 

or festival meal. Since the recitation of Ha.vdalah is older than the 
.,,,· 

whole institution of evening prayers ( n":i,, n',"ll'n ), the custom of 

saying the Havdalah blessing during the courae of the evening prayer 

service was a JIIUCh later development. Lauterbach 1s theory centers 

around the fact that the secular custom of -placing spices on the table 

at the conclusion of a large and festive meal was made religious by the 

Jews and was charged with a special blessing. He claims that the 
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Havdalah ceremony came into being as a. result of the daily ceremony of 

reciting grace after the meal over a cup of wine and the placing of 

various spices on the table at the end of the meal. Lauterbach feels 

that since the opening ceremonies of the Sabbath concerned themselves 

with wine and light, the new element of spices was combined with the 

other two elements in order to formulate a ceremoey to designate the 

'termination of the Sabbath which would be comparable to that ceremony 
9 

which served to usher in the Sabbath da,y. 

Thus, according to La.uterba.ch's theory, the earliest form 

of the Havdalah ceremony reflect the absorption and the sanctification 

of an object which beloi'lged basically to another culturaf setting. 

Lauterbach_ presents an explicit and pieti stic understanding of the 

Havdalah ceremony as it developed internally and legally. As his work 

unfolds, it is evident that he is trying to subject the material to a 

somewhat scientific analysis,, but he is at the same time apologetic 

as he describes the various elements of change which the Havdalah 

ceremoey is forced to undergo. Lauterbach concerns h:iJttself incidentally 

with the actual origin of Havdalah. Ii3 bas set out to preserve and to 

justi.fy a t radition and to try to understand its component parts. His 
-' . 

interest lies not with the origin of the ceremony, but with the later 

developrnents and r8.l'llifications of the ceremoey which take place especially 

during the middle ages . 

2. Mordecai Narkiss: .. 
In an interesting article on the origin of the spice container, 

10 
Mordecai Narkiss presents the view that the connection between the 

-
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Havdalah ceremony and the use of spices is a very lat, development. 

Like Lauterbach, he says that the Havdalah ceremony was merely the-

15lessing over wine with a' few additional prayers. It is Narkiss 1 

contention that the beginning stages of those art-objects, which are 

now considered religious objects, have their orig.µi as secular, 

.functional vessels of a non-symbolic and llDa!'religious nature . The 

llO"Sterious and religious qu~lities werit projected onto them at a much 

later period. -Narkiss echoes Lauterbach in saying that apparently the 

Havdalah is an early custom; as early, at least, as the Kiddush. 

Narkiss claims that the Havdalah, as an early t r adition, grew as a 

result of the influence of the Kiddush ceremony which was established 

in order to usher in the Sabbath. The Kiddush ceremony was likewise 

concerned with light, wine, and a separation between the profane and 

11 
the holy. 

It is the apparent concern of Narkiss. to present a study of 

the new emergent art-forms and art-objects of the Ha.vdalah ceremony. 

Once the c~remon,y became intact as a complex of religious content with 

a religious purpose, man began to express himself aesthetically with 

respect to the ceremoey. Additional symbols were created which- became 

integrat; parts of the ceremony. Narkiss' interest is with the ~n­

made implements and symbols, especiall,y the origin and development of 
~ 

the use of s pice~ ahd the spice-container~. He presents many theories 

of the origin of the spice container .and concludes that it i s a very 

late development reaching_ its height in the middle ages. Although his 

concern with the problem of the origin of Ha.vdalah is not of central 

interest in his study, he does deal with the subject of origin both 
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scientifically- and objectively. His task is to present the clearest 

poss ible understanding of the art-objects connected wi th the Havdalah 

ceremony, but he does devote some space t o a discussion of the origin 

of the cer emony. However, he mere].y discusses the origin in an incidental 

manner and, like Laute~bach, concludes that the Havdalah ceremony emerged 

during the Greco- Roman period as a result of the prevalent meal customs 

in practice at the ti.me. He fails to t ake his scientific approach to 

the problem of the origin of Ha.vdalah to its logical conclusion in 

' order to present us with a definiwe analysis . 

J . Dr. Franz Lang.sberger: 
r 

Dr. Franz Landsberger, former curator of the Museum of the 

&brew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, posits the existence 

of an organic entity called: Jewish Art. He claims that an analysis 

of the or igin of the ritual implements of any Jewish religious ceremony 

should be approached through a study of Jewish art, which, he feels, is 
12 

the youngest offspring of the Science of Judaism. He agree.s in t heory 

with Lauterbach and Narkiss that the Havdalah ceremony is an outgrowth 

of various Hellenis tic-Roman meal rites , but he feels that Lauterbach 1s 

study- is incomplet e because Lauterbach negl ~cts to raise questions con­

cern4,g the implements or concerning the changes which these implements 

developed ir1 the course of the centuries . Landsberger poses a series 

of pertinent questions regarding the origin of the Havdalah ceremony 

and claims that he will answer them through a presentation of the study 

of Jewish art . His questions are as follows : 
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What form did these HaTdalah :iJll.ple111ents take? 

---wiien did they originate? 

What basic. changes did they undergo in the passing 
of time? 

Landsberger answers the questions by saying that most of the i mplements 

connected with the Jewish religious ceremonies originated and appeared 

during the middle ages. He st.ates that the study' of a ceremony 1s the 

study of the particular implements of that ceremony and the changes 

which these implements underwent as they developed~ time. Bas ically, 

the art-objects and the r itual implements ar~ -those f actors which come 

together to make up the ceremony. Since, according ·to Landsberger, 

most of the art -objects and ritual implements appeared during and after 

the middle ages, this is their logi_cal point of origin. Landsberger 1s 

discussion covers the origin and development of t he ritual implements 
,, 

and customs t horoughly from the time of the middle ages up to t he present. 

Landsberger poses t'he questions , but does not proceed along 

the lines he himself established in order to provide the, answers. His .., 

study does not present an understanding of the origin of t~ ceremony, 

but only explains in detail the medi eval emer gence and development of 

the art- objects associated with it. 

4, Dr. Erwin~Goodenough: 

In an all encompassing study of t he Jewish symbols i n the 

Gr eco-Roman t imes , Dr. Erwin Goodenough devotes ve-ry lit tle s pace to a 
13 

discussion of Havdal ah. Goodenough contents that, at first, the 

Havdalah was simply a prayer t o be said in the group of prayers called 
14 

the Tefillah. It was only after the Jewis h pecple becaJ11.e prosperous 
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th.at the Havdalah blessing was recited over a cup of wine. In t his 

way, Ha-.-dalah, as a group of ancient prqers, became associated with 

the I cup of benediction. 1 Goodenough never explains how this llllkage 

between the ol d prqers and the wine was accomplished. He s ays th.at 

nothing more about the Havdalah rites can be concluded. Goodenough 1s 

study assumes t hat the Havcialah ceremony reflects the process of the 

taking over and incorporating of certain symbols from different cultural 

groups. His major premise is that borrowed symbols may be given new 

' interpretations , but they will keep and preserve their old values. 

Consequently, i.t is bis contention that Judaism has undergone constant 

-
change throughout its history for i t has consU}ntly borrowed symbols 

and ceremonies from surrounding cultures. As a result of this process, 

there can be no one normative Judaism; however, the particular Judaism 

of the Greco-Roman period took the initiative to borrow the symbols of 

fire, win'e, and spices since it was keenly interested in immortality. 

Judaism was seeking to express i tseli in a Roman iey-sticism which blended 1, 
the light and wine and spice symbol s . According · to Goodenough, this 

ma;y- have been the force which caused the Havdalah ceremony to come into 

5. ~bl'ew Sources : Early and Late 

On the question of the pr oblem of Havaalah, the 'early Rabbinic 

sources are singularly silent. 'Ibe Mishnah ancl, the Talmud (both Jerusalem 

and Babylonian) remain quiet regarding the issue of the linkage of Havdalah 

and the spices, but there are cited many prevailing differences which 

arose among both the Tannai.m and the Amorai.m concerning the observance 
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of Havdalah. These apparent differences of opinion indic~te either the 

lack of any fixed custom or the want of an_authority which would have 

. 
been able to establish the custom pennanently. According to the Talmudic 

sources, Havdalah seems to have been originally instituted as a synagogal 

16 
benediction. 

The medieval sources, which appear in the form of the Schulchan 

'Aruk and various regional pode and custom books are comple te in t heir 

brir.ging to view the many diverse customs and ceremonies which grew to 

be associated with the observance of Ha,;rdalah. 

C. Methodological Consideration: An Approach to the Problem 

'Ihe ensuing study will tie together the available sources on 

the subject of Havdalah and will subject these sources to a rational 

and scientific anazysis in an attempt to clarify the problem with respect 

to its origin, development and meaning. "This is not an Halakic study 

of the observance of tre Havdalah ceremony, nor is it a study- of the 

I/ 

liturgical elements which make up the Havdalah ceremony in both the home 

and the synagogue . It is the intent of the writer to present a socio­

historical analysis of the emergence, develoµne~t and meaning of the 

Havdalah ceremony- and the art- objects and various symbols which became 

associated with it over the years. 

It is the belief of the writer that this ceremony is representa­

tive of the abundant wealth of ceremonialism which is the unique treasure 

of JudaiS111. It is hoped that ~his roodest attempt t o ex.am.ine but orie drop 

-
of the vast stream of Jewish-life will stimulate further study of the 

symbols, art- objects and ceremonies of Judaism. 
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Havdala,h 

The problem of understanding the origin of the Ha.vdalah 

is apparent because of the sparse number ·or Peferences whic~appear 

in the earl,Y Rabbinic sources. The first mention of Havdalah appears 
- 17 

in the Mishnah. The word is used in three specific contexts. In two 

of tl~se contexts (Berakot 5: 2 and Hullin 1:7), the word Havdalab is 

used to descr;ibe a special type of praye.r in which God is blessed .for 

having made a distinct separation between the holy fl.Jld the profane • 

' 
The .first reference makes Havdalah an integral ~rt of a synagogue 

service ; the second dest:ribes Ravdalah as a prayer recitation which 

serves as a substitute for and fulfills the obligation of blowing Jthe 
18 

shofar at the end of the Sabba th or festi val. The t hird reference 

(Berakot 8:5) sheds s ome light on t hat which t he Havdalah ceremony was 

to become in the fu tu.re. All t he elements of the Havdalah ceremony, as 

we know it, are mentioned: the light, t ~ spices , the food, and the 

Ha.vdalah benediction. However, i t seems t hat the reference to Havdalah 
, 

in this context is merely to a benedic tion which was invoked at the end 

of a meal . It i s cl ear that a change has occurred, for the benedi ction 

~r prayer is no longer recit ed in the synagogue, but i s observed in 

the home. All of the elements of the Havdalah ceremony appear, J1lentioned 

together in this third context . However, t here is mention of a con­

troversy as to what order or arrangement this concluding meal ceremorzy' 

should follow. 

All three references to Havdalah presuppose the knowledge of 

. what tbe Ha.vdalah actually was and do not describe in any detail what 
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it may have been. The evidence presented in the Mishnah is insufficient 

to conclude any- more than a few basic facts: the Havdalah may have had 
t.~ 

a role in the early synagogue liturgy; the Havdalah may have appeared in 

association with certain meal customs and ceremonies; there may hav~ 

been a connection between the meal itself and the spices, the light and 

the Ha.vdalah benediction: The Havdalah was essentially a prayer-benediction 

praising God as the author of the distinction between the holy and the 

profane which was invoked at tJ-e conclusion of holy seasons or holy days • 

' I t is possible to conclude from these li.Jnited references that in 

Pharisaic ti.mes, t here was a ceremony· known to the people as Havdalah. 

The task at hand is to investigate the possibilities of what it may 

have been and how it may have originated. 

A. The Use of Incense, Wine and Light in Biblical Times 

The question arises: if knowledge of the Havdalah was asswned 

by the Rabbis to the extent that they felt no detailed analysis of the 

ceremony was necessary, did the Havdalah exist as a ceremoey in Biblical 

tim!ICl There are some scholars who f eel that this ceremony was a Biblical 

institution and was carried over into Rabbinic Judaism, as such. They 

cite references frOJII the Biblical text in which God is viewed as the 
.. 19 

one who did establish cert~in divisions and di stinct ions in nature. 

They claiJlt that incense, wine, and light played a central role in 

Biblical religion and the use of these elements, a s described in the 

Biblical sources, may well. be the point of origin of the Havdalah ceremony. 

L INCENSE 

The use of .incense in Bi blical t i mes is directly associated 
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-
with the sacrificial system, an element of Biblical worship, which is 

explained in t he Torah. The Hebrew- cult and sacrificial system were 
20 

based on the idea: that which pleases man also pleases God. The act 

of sacri!ice was the act of making an of fer ing to the deity for the 
21 

purpose of paying homage, winni.Bg favor or securing pardon. In the 

passing of time, the idea of sacrifice became more sophisticated and 

personalized. Private sacrifices were offered up •in homes and men began 
22 

to offer individual sacrilices . In the Solomonic 'remple, Solomon him-

seU offered (although he was not a priest) burnt offerings and thank-
23 

offerings-and incense, at least three times a year. The presence and 

growing popularity of tre act of burning incense as a part of the 

sacrificial system of worship had a very pr actical value, namely: that 

of helping to eradicate the repuslive odors of the burning sacrifices. 

In ti.me, t he burning of incense acquired a religious meaning and signi­

ficance of its own and the incense- offering became an i ntegral aspect 
21' 

of the cultic· worship observances . 

The burning of incense was widely practiced among the followers 

of the ancient or~ntal religions . The practice may have developed from 

Egypt ian wor ~hip customs. This is evident because in many artistic re­

presentations of ancient Egyptia.Tt kings , the king is always depicted 
25 

with a censer in his hand. This censer is an implement used in the 

act of burning the incense offering. Apparently, in the Hebrew cult, 

the incense was also of fered in a pan or ' shovel' which the priest 
26 

carried in his hand. Thus, like the Egyptian king, every priest must 

have had his own censer. Over the years , a special incense altar was 
... 

introduced into the Jewish sacrificial ritual and the individual incense 
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1shovel' was used only on the Day of Atonement. On that day, it was 
27 

carried by the High Priest when he entered into the Holy of Holies. 
~ 

When the special altar was devised .for tte offering of incense, 

a far greater religious significance was ascr i bed to the offering. How­

ever, this vas a much later development expressed in the late-dated 
28 

sources of the Biblical books of Exodus and Levit icus . It may have 

beeri that the ancient Hebrews assigned to the ri tu.al burning of incense 
29 

some special efficacy in the banning of certain demons . It is evident 

' that this ..rite acquir ed mor e meaning and significance for men as they 

attempted to relate to their deity. 
JO 

As men were honored with incense, 

so their deity was rendered tribute in the same manner. Additional 

explanat ions became associated with the incense rites: it was natural 

that the rising smoke of the incense offering should be regarde~ as the 
31 

symbol or vehicle of prayer, lifting it upward. Thus, it is under-

standable that the offering of incense, spices and perfumes along with 

the animal sacrifices seemed a matter of course in the cult:i.c observances. 
/ 

2. WINE 

In the Biblical sources, the jui ce of the fruit of the vine 
32 

is the subject of special praise . Once again the use of wine, like 

the use of incense, in Biblical times, is directly associated with the 

sacrificial system of worship. Since wine was most pleasing t o man and 

symbolized joy, goodwill, and prosperity to him, so also would i t repre-
33 

sent those qualities to God. The people were commissioned to offer up 

certain prescribed measures of wine along side their a.ru'.ma.1 sacrifices 

a~ libation offerings. T.hese libation offerings of wine were carried 
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out by the people as they endeavored to ful.fill the demands of their 

cult religion. 

There are sOJDe scholars who claim that the use of wine in the 

Bible shows the infl uence of the anci ent Babylonian oil divination 
34-

rites. In nian,y casest the Biblical writers often S}'lllbolize t he wine 
35 

or the cup to represent the_ anger of God. Wine is understood to be 

the ,liquid of God and from the shi.ey' surface of t he liquid, the future 
36 

ay be foretold. It is possible to conclude that the use of wine 

' as descri bed in t he Biblical sources serves the same cultic ends as 

t he rite of ~g incense. 

3. LIGHI' (fire) 

The Bible describes light a s the symbol of power. In the 

Bi blical usage , light symbolize s the power of God. The Biblical writers 

descr ibe God as the creator of the lights of fire and as the master of 
37 

it. I n other passages, light is often used as the symbol of life and 
38 

joy. It is· also likened to t he words: knowledge, instruction or 
39 

guidance. The lights of fire were considered to be directly associated 

with the sacrificial cult. There was a ~sterious force in .fire and man 

realized his need for fire in order to live. Consequently-, man thought 

that the f ire on the altar of worship, needed for the burnt offering, 
ho 

was always to be kept rurning . The fire of the S!,lcrificial altar 

was considered holy .fire and was believed to have had divine origin. 
hl 

Its c ontinuous existence renected t he pQwer of God. 

According to s ome scholars, light and f ire were also considered 
42 

media through which div inati on could be accomplis hed. Thus , it may 
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be concluded that light and fire, like incense and wine, ~ also be 

considered as essentially serving pagan and cultic purposes. 

Although incense, wine and light (fire) do occur in association 

with various ceremonies which were col!'DTlon to Biblical religion, the 

usage of these elements_ was purely as an aspect -of the. cul tic worship 

ceremonies. As they appear in the Biblical usage, they have virtually 

no direct relation to our subject. No such ceremoIIY' as Ra.vdalah is 

mentioned or is r eferred to in the Biblicar text. Nowhere do the 

' elements of incense, wine and light come together except a_s they serve 

cultic ends. The~fore, it is possible to conclude that no Havdala.h 

ceremony existed in Biblical times. 

B. The Hellenistic-Roman Cultural Setting 

Sinae we find that the Bible presents no direct evidence on 

the question of the origin of the Ha.vdalah ceremony, we must turn our 

attenti on to t hat period in which the earliest mention of &vdalah is 

made. We lmow that Havdalah is first mentioned by name during the 
43 

Hellenis tic-Roman period. However, nothing explicit is said about 

it. The evidence available from these few sources allows us to infer 

that Havdalah was some type of prayer-cerell'lony which was perfoned at 

the conclusion of ,holy fes~ivals and Sabbaths in order to indicate the 

distinction ~tween the holy tillle and the profane time, and that i ts 

time of occUITence was directly connected to a festive rreal of some 

kind. .. 

We can assume that the Havdalah ceremony did not just appear 

and become incorpor~ted into ta! s phere of Jewish religious observances 

in one day, but the Havdalah must have undergone a process of inception 

and growth and, finally, it became a ceremony endowed with Jewish reli-

gio\18 value wortey of being mentioned in the Mishnah. 44 The background 
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of the Havdalah cere1110n,y was the Greco-Roman cultural setting froa which 

the Pharisees were constantly borrowing certain IV]llbols and cwstOJlls. 

In order to be able to understand tl:J! origin of the ceremony, we nm.st 

first understand tl:J! cultural setting out of which i t grew. Since the 

most complete and explicit Mishnaic source available to us connects 

Havdalah with a festive meal, our first task is t o examine certain meal 

custoJDS preva.lent in Helleni stic-Rolll&ll tillles. 

1. The Meal: Hellenistic-Roman Times 

' The meal during Hellenisti c-Roman t imes consisted of those 

features which are lat&r reflected in the develop1Qent of the Havdal.ah . 

ceremony: the wine and the spices. According t o Theodore Gaster, it 

was the practice, at the time, t o begin the neal with a wine-libation 
45 

which was poured out in tribute t o the varioua gods . The meal 

commenced with a religious ceremony which centered around the cup of 

wine. Goodenough I s studies trace the develop11ent of the use of wine 

out of the pagan religious backgrounds which were deeply entrenched in 
46 

phallic and fertility-cult worship. He concludes tl\a.t the Greco-

Roman neal usuaJ.ly co1111tenced or terminated with a wine-libation poured 

out to the gods beC8USe this was the manner of invoking a blessing which 

was part of a fertility ceremony. As a result of this act, the gods 

would be appeased and those people surrounding the abundant and festive 

table would be assured that abundance would continue. The cup of wine, 

as it appeared during the course of tbe Greco-Roman meal, served as the 

prime 9Ylllbol of satisfac.tion and salvation and connoted fertility and 

the ~planting of seeds to those followers of the pagan cults. 
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The •al vas considered an art-f'ona and was Nned in a 

s1.111ptuous manner, one course following upon the other. Dif'terent beliit 
. . 

re•diea were devised ~ order to help the participants to aTOid indi-
. 47 

gestion and to allow thaa the utaost of colltort. It was prescribed 
"\ . . 

that vine be drunk at :i,,nterval.s and that Tarioua spices be heated and 
48 

their .tragrance SJ11elled in order to aid the digesti Te ~ocess. 

Dr. Gordon Bahr, in a stud,y ot the ae&l in Tannai.tic t~a, 

states that it was the custOJI that an ince~e burning ceremony- accoJlll)&l'l1' 
49,; 

the large and festive meals ot the Greeks. nus incens&- was burned 
(" 

on a bed of hot c,.0111& and, in ma.ey caaea, wa" brought in at the t:iJlle of 
) 

or in conjunction with the libation ofterings. A type of religious 

service, with Jl'0.8ic and the recitation- of' liturgical poea, accOllp8Jlied 
50 

these cere110nies at the Greek table. 

The Jewish people were living in this cultural setting and 

were being influenced b7 tmse non-Jewish cuatou. The Pbari8ns, in 

~ a ttempt to thwart , total cultural assimilation, endowed certain of' 

these customs with Jewish religious value. The llyllbols and ceremonies . r 
ot ~ non-Jewish table obserYances became the aancta and ceremonies 

'-. 51 
of t he Jewish table, as well. 

This will become more ~dent as we investigate t he custOJllS . 
and ceremonies of the Jewish meal. 

~. The Jewish Meal: Hellenistic~Rolll&D. Ti.Ma 
--, 

'lbe earliest &Tai.lable source f'roJll which we wq trr to re-

conatruct the ~ewish meal in Greco-Roman tillles is the Kisbna.h: Berakot 6:6. 
- . 

This•~ infol"JIS ua that the Jews bad incorporated the Hellenistic ... 

I 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



21. 

customs of bri.nging incenae, .or spices spread on hot coals, and vine t,o 
52 

the table during the course of the meal. The Jews had introduced these 

secular custoJIIS at their own meals and, ~ventua.lly, these customs beCUle 

an integral part of the Jewish way of life. In time these secular rites 

became endowed with special religious significance. During the Greco­

Roman period, the popular Jewish custom was to burn spices and t o bless 
_ 53 

both the spic_es and the wi ne after every festive meal. 

The use of spices and burnt incense had its beginning in the 
~ 

near and far East . This custom was revitalized among lhe Jews under 
54 

the influence of Greco-Roman meal customs. At the end of a l arge meal, 

especi ally after a holiday maal which had proven to b~ festive and en­

joyable to a large number of people, it was the custom to bring to the 

table various types of spices. The secular reaso:tis for doing so may 

have been prompted by very practical considerations. The people lived 

in confining quarters, t he ventilation and h,ygenic factors were quite 

primative, the climate was hot and dry, and water was a precious commodity 
55 

which was used sparingly. It was thought that the spic~s used in this 

.fashion served to purify and freshen the air, to sweeten the smell of 
56 

the hands after eating, and to aid digestion. 

The spices and hot coals were brought t o the table in a con­

tainer called the Gimur. The spices, hot coals, and the Gi.mu.r together 
~ 7 

were mlled the Mugmar. The Mugma.r, brought to the table at the end 

of the meal, served as a sign that the meal had terminated and that no 
58 

additional food was to follow. The ~ ceremony is nowhere pre-

scribed as a religious ceremony and there are few sources available 

... 

...... 
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which describe it. Actua.l..l.y, Mishnah Bera.kot 6:6 serves as our onl,T 
59 

working source. It is to be understood that tbe use _gf the Mupar 

and spices was merely a custo~ and aot a. law. The use of spices was 
60 

not mandatory in aey respect. HoweTer, a blessing was compulsory 

if spices-were used because man was obligated to invoke a blessing when 
61 

exerci sing or enjoying aro: one of the human senses. 

Dr. Bahr clai1'1s t hat Mishnah Berakot 6:6 suggests that one 

is made aware of a rather definite break bef:ween t ie meal itself and 

the dessert which follows . The Misbnah speaks, of wine being served 

after t he meal, and not es specifically, that the person who bas r ecited 

the Grace should now say the benediction over~the wine which, according 

to Bahr, was served with the dessert. After the benediction over the 
62 

wine was completed, the Mugmar was brought to the table. The same 

individual who recited a benediction over the cup of wine also recited 

a benediction over the MugJnar. All this was done after the meal proper. 

Although the Tannaitic sources provide us wi t h little infor­

mation a.tout the r ole of ti:s incense and s pices, Ba.hr concludes t hat 

people in Tannaitic t imes attached great importance t o tre use of spices 

and incense after the mea1. He bases this conclusion on the citat ion 
64 

of an interesting source from B. Tal.Jllud Betza: 22b. In the reference, 

it is mentioned that RabbaJi Gamliel, who is dat ed near t he end of the 

firs t century A.D., had some perforated balls of iron, in which he used 

63 

to put burned incense or spices at the -t:tme of the going out of a festival. 

Be would stop up the holes with plugs of some kind and, at the proper 

moment, after heat ing the balls and their contents, he would unpl ug all 
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the holes. These spice containers would spread about a pleasant aroma. 

Scholars hold that this spice-container was a more advanced version of 
66 

·the aforementioned Mugma.r. ·· Spices, which were strewn upon the red-

hot coals of the~, became acceptable practice in Judaism and a 

"\ speci al blessing was established and associated with the ceremony. 

Jhus, we see that the use o.t: spices ( C"DW:l ) and the special con-

65 

tai.ner . ( , , D" ,. ) with hot coals beca.Jlle part of t he Jewish meal customs, 

only when it was combined with a special blessing which endowed the 
67 

cus tom with sufficient Jewish religious value. ' This blessing was 

known as 1the blessing over the Mu.g]ny"• 1 , ( 

68 
) 

The Mishnah also informs us that wi.ne ,'Vas part of t he Jewish 

meal customs as well. Mishnab Berakot 6:5 indicates that at SO!lle time 

during the meal, a blessing was invoked over the cup of wine. This 

was obvi ously a carry over from t he Greco-Roman wine libation rites 
69 

which took place at special al!d festive meals. I t was the custom in 

early times to drink a cup of wine mixed with water at almost every 

:meal and t o recite the blessing of the food over this cup. If there 

was enough of th~mixture for only one cup , it was reserved until after 

the meal, when the full recitation of Grace 7, l z:iil n:,,:i ) would 

be obseryed. It was then pas s ed t o all men at the table so the joy, 

symbolized by the cup of wine, could be shared by all . This was known 

as the •cup of blessing' ( il:::>,:i ',u, c ,::, ii ) whi.ch the early sources 
70 

show was practiced at as maey meals as possible. ~vnen there ware 

three or more men present at t he meal, the one reciting grace aloud 

would take up the cup in his right hand during the recital and he would 
71 

hold sweet-saelling spices in his left hand. 
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,-
It is possible for us to conclude, therefore, that certain 

meal customs which were preTalent among the people who surrounded the 

Jews were taken over and ada,pted to serve Jewish needs . These customs 

grew to take on special significance on the Festival and Sabbath days 

of the Jewish year. It -was on these days that the Jew tried to express 

himself with a certain uniquene6s and the routine matters of life were 

embellis~d. The Jewish legalists had taken great precautions in order 

to make sure that these days would be considered holy dS3"s and they 

irultituted Jl&IlY' prohibitions. These prohibitions h!lped to insure 

that the festival or Sabbath d83"s would be different from the routine 

weekdays. The Rabbis desired that these~days have ,a special character 

of their own. The -daily practices of the Jew were f orced to undergo 

change in order that all practices would be in consonance with the 

Sabbath or festiTal demands and that none would be in violation. 

We must take a closer look at the character of the Sabbath 

daY and the changes which it demanded in terms of the observance of 

certain daily and festive Jewish ceremonies. 

3. Problems Posed by the Sabbath Day 

Some scholars thought that, in the early day's of Jewish History, 

the Sabbath.. as a holy da,y, extended from the dawn of Saturd.a,y until the 
72 

dun of Sanday. Consequently; only two aeals were taken on the Sabbath, 
73 

aa vas the euataa on a,v- other d,q. According to this ancient system, 

the ·evening and night belonged to the preceding and not to the following 

day. Thus, Friday evening and night belonged to the weekday, and were 

not considered a part of the Sabbath. The Friday evening meal was, 

therefore, not a Sabbath meal, but it was considered merely t he se cond 
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meal of the weeJcday. Fire was something that was indeed permi.saable 

and the daily ~ could be used at the Friday evening meal. 

It is believed that during the . early Hellenistic per iod, t he 

aethod of reckoning the Sabbath d~ was changed. Instead of existing 

in duratioir from Saturday 110rning -to Sunday morning, the innovation 

deJM.Dded that the Sabbath be reckoned from sunset Friday to sunset 
74 / 

Sat~. A major change had taken place which effected the enti re 

Sabbath. The f irst meal of Sabbath became the Friday evening meal. 

The second meal was the Saturday morning meal. ' The Saturday evening 

meal was considered the third meal. ~ t hird meal was a unique meal 

for in some ways it was a Sabbath meal and in other ways it was a 
75 

weekday meal. As a result of ·these changes, t he respecti ve m.eals of 

Friday evening and Saturday evening were forced to undergo some modifi­

cations and innovations. Both of these meals were Jllade the occasions 
76 

,of emphasizing the new mode of reckoning the Sabbath day. New 
77 

ceremonies had to be introduced and adjusted to old habits. Friday 

evening became part of the Sabbath d"'1' rather easily, as the conditions 
18 

were clearly stated in the Yorn Kippur legislation. This legislative 

ruling was extended to apply t o all Sabbaths. 

On Friday eve and on Saturday, in general, when the "Sabbath 

Jiaals 11 were celebrated, the wine took on particular illlportance. Every 

Sabbath and important festival d.a,y began to be ushered in and out with 
79 

a blessing pronounced over a cup of wine. However, there was more 

to the ceremony which served to greet the Sabbath than the mere wine 

blessings. When the Sabbath was revamped to include Friday evening, 
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maey- practical considerations had to be resolved. First of all, there 

was the basic need for light in order t o be able to observe the Friday 

evening Sabbath ceremonies and to consume the first Sabbath 111Bal. The 

need for light was recognized and a ceremony honoring f ire and light 

was devised and instituted as part of the Sabbath welcoming ceremonies 

which took place on Friday ev:ening. The woman of the house was com­

missioned to kindle the Sabbath lamps. The kindling of the Sabbath 

lamps commemorated the entrance of the Sabbath.· No fire or light was 
80 

to be kindled during the Sabbath d~, because of the Sabbath's holy nature. 

Considering the utilitaria,n need for light, this la.mp lighting ceremony 

allowed for the need and, yet, circumented the basic Sabbat h prohibit ion 
81 

against the kind.ling of f ire. 

In order to facilit ate the adjustment to the religious reform, 

a premiUlll was established for the people as an incentive and compensation 

for the change in customs. This premium vas the Kiddush ( U7i'T"P ) 

ceremony. This ceremony consisted of a prayer of sanctification which 
82 

was invoked over the cup of wine on Friday evening. The Kiddush 

ceremony symbolized the aepara tion between the profane weekdays a.nd 

the holy Sabbath. It signified the beginning and the consecrating of 

the holy qay. 'lbus, wij;h the addition of the ritual elements of the 

Kiddush over the wine and the kindling of the Sabbath lights, the 

Frida3 evening meal became much more festive as t he first meal of the 

Sabbath. 

On the other hand, t he Saturda_y evening meal no longer existed 

as a part of t he Sabbath. By virtue of the new legislation, it became 
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83 
part of the f'ollowing week~. lhe daily custams and ceremonies 

.. 
which had ceased with the arrival of the Sabb~th could be ~sumed again 

on Saturday evening, as soon as three stars shown in the heaven. The 

Sabbath ~ represented a dream world to the Jew. The Sabbath was 

the embodiJllent of the salvation of the future world and it was not 

easy for the Jew to make the transition from the holy world of the 

Sabbath to t~ profane world of t he weekday. A ceremony was needed 

, in order to facilitate t his transition. The daily meal ceremonies 

' ~ere resumed on 5:'-tu.rda,y evening, and in the resum_ption of these meal 

ceremonies, the Jews found the answer to thl ir problem. In rn_ost cases, 
. 

the meal on Satur~ evening extended through twilight until nightfall. 

At ~he c onclusion of the meal, the· blessing of the food was invoked 

over a cup of wine. The MugJll&I' was brought in according to t he da.i.l,y 

meal customs and the lights were kindled because the Sabbath prohibi­

tions were no longer in effect. Around the daily meal sy,nbols of wine, 

light, and spices, a ceremony b egan to emerge and take shape. The 

ceremony was called Havdalah. 

It is to b e understood that the Friday evening meal, as the 

first •al of the Sabbath, was left without the Mugrnar because of the 

Sabbath prohibition against the kindling of fire. How-ever, the people 

were not content to do without this custom. on the Sabbath for they wanted 

to make the Fri~ evening Sabbath meal as enjoyable as the other meals 

served during tne week. Consequently, on the Sabbath, a Mug111B.r-substi­

tute was introduced which did not involve any violation of the Sabbath. 

At the begµming of the meal, or during the course of the meal, fragrant 

plants, flowers, aromatic herbs, and/or spices ( o ~ !JW ::i ., l ., D ) were 
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placed on the table. This bouquet of herbs and spices gave out a 

p:Leasant fragrance without the necessity of fire. There is no expll.cit 

reference in the Talmud to such a ceremocy or custoa, but there are cer-
84 

tain indications -which point t o it. In time , a separate blessing was 
85 

recited over the Mugmar-substitute, just as a blessing was recited over 

the ~g,nar -on weekdays. It vas required that; a separate benediction 

be recited over any kind of extra enjoyment which was brought to the 
86 

table but did not form an integral part of the meal. 
t 

However, the 

mere recitation of a blessing over such an _ex:tra enjoyment did not 

11lB..ke the simple table custom of the M~-substitute a religious 

ceremoey. The practice of placing aromatic herbs and spices upon the 

Sabbath table without the fire was merely a Sabbath table custom, like 
87 

the daily Mugma.r for which it was substituted. 

ilthough, at first, the~, itself', was kindled and 

brought to the Saturday evening meal, i t seems most likely either 

that the proscription against incense burning became effective and 

the practice ceased, or that it was considered a violation of the 

Sabbath laws and was abolished. Although there were many new features 

attached to the Saturday evening meal, it still retained the character 

of a Sabbath meal. This meant no~ was allowed, but the JPices 

and fragrant herbs were substituted. Si.nee these spices and herbs 

were endowed wi. th religious sanctity and had a blessing of their own 

which was used at the end of the Friday evening meal, this blessing 

was used over the spices and herbs on Satu.rdq evening, as well. 

We see that the Saturday evening meal retained the character 
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of the Sabbath, yet, we lmow that certain ceremonies took place. The 

Grace after the meal was recited over the cup of wine; the substitute­

Mugma.r was brought in and a blessing was recited over it. We also 

know that it was Saturday evening and t he lamps had to be kindled for 

practi cal reasons. 'lhe lamps had to be lit because the Sabbath was 

actually over. This accounts for the presence of light or fire in the 

ceremony. 

Everyone recognized that the Mugmar was t he sign which 

' indicated that t he neal was over. I t follows logically that the sub-

stitute-Mugmar also indicated the termination of the meal. Not on.J.,y­

vas the cup of wine customary with all meals, but it balanced that 

cup of wine which was instituted to be of s~ecial significance at 

the ushering in of the Sabbath. Moreover, the act of kindling a 
89 

light immediately signified that the Sabbath was over. Since the 

substitute-Mugmar, consisting of aromatic herbs and spices, symbolized 

the end of the meal, it i s not far removed to think of it as serving 

as a sign of tre end of the Sabbath day. The presence of t he cup of 

wine lent to t he balance and symmetry of t he cer emony, as well as 

being symbolic of numerous things for the people. The light of f ire 

was that -symbol which actually served to make the distinction between 

the holy Sabbath day and the secul.ar weekdq. 

The natural elements of a daily meal custom begin to s hape 

themselves into a relig:i,ous ceremony. As the people aclmowledged their 

need for that moment of transition which would' allow them to enter f rom 

the holy t o t he secular, a ceremoqy was beginning to come alive. We are 
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now able to say that the evidence clearly indicates that the Havdal.ab 

ceremony- originated and developed as a di.rect outgrowth of both the 

Jewish meal ceremonies and the change instituU!t{ in the reckoning of 

the Sabbath day~ 

4. Endowing Secular Customs with Religious Meaning: The Havdalah Ceremoey 

It is difficult to clearly understa.n~ just how a secular cus­

tom becOJl\es endowed, in the passing of time, with religious significance. 

It seems that there are tvo considerations vhic.h should help us to under-

' s tand this process of change from secular cus~.DlD to religious ceremony-. 

First, the practices becom.e so f amiliar to the participants that, if 

they are not observed, there is a psychological feeling of emptiness 

or void on the part of those who fail to perfol'l1l t hem. Secondly, the 

customs must have certain features which are so11Bwbat adaptable to t he 

process of religious expression. All parts of the ceremony must refer 

t o some real and elemental needs in t he lives of the participants. 

It seems clear that the Havdalah ceremony-, which served to 

denote the separation between t l:e holy Sabbath day and ' the secular week­

day, is an early t radition which was influenced in its growth by the 

Kiddush ceremony-, which served to denote the separation betveen the 

secular weekday and the ,holy Sabbath day. Both ceremonies were composed 
90 

of rites which concerned them.selves with t q! use of wine and light. 

Since these ceremonies were in some way associated with ancient secular 

meal custo11S, it would seem logical to conclude that these ceremonies 
91 

originated as custo~ which were performed in the home. It is clear 

that both the beginning and the end of the Sabbath :were marked by the 
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perto~ce of s~cial ceremonies. Once it_. designa~d by, Jwi'sh 

•law 'that tba Sabbath commence ~:ahiday., at . ~et-, and ·tenninate on 

Saturday'., at nigp~all., thft observance of these special custau was 

detemined by' this change in the recko~ or" the holy da1'. 'lbe fact - . . - . 
that tb9 Jewish holy da,y co~nced and terminated at a tille. w~ oil 

l.anlps had to be lit indicates.. to us tba bas~c need o~ tb9 people for the 

- light of fire.- At both the beginning and the end of the Sabbath., this 
. ' 

purely' utilitarian act naturally came to acquire a yecial signi.f~cance 
92 

and, thus, attained. the status' of an accepte~ious rite. 

,.,.- · The available evidence leads to the concl~sion that origina~ 

Hav~-was a very si.Jlple ceremony which was recited at the close of 
93 

ltbe evening meal of the Sabbath da,y over a cup of wine. Rabbi 

Jocbanaii said that the very origin of Havda.la.h was over a cup of wine: 
94 

( 01:l::l :,-,p,,w ). Man,y schol~s ho~d that Bavdal.all originated 

and develope4tmerel.,y as a blessing over the wine at the close of the 

late Sabbath afternoon meal. It was only la~r that additiona1 prqera 
9$ 

accomparµ,-«' this pra~tice. However., · Goodenough presents the view 

that., at (tirst, the Ha'flial.ah ceremony was simply' a ·prqer which was ·add 
-~ ~ . 96 

in I the group of prayers called the Tefillah: { :,',, 11 n ) • 1 The 

Havdalah prayer became as~ociated with the cup of wine oiµy after the 
97 ' 

people became prosperous. 

On the other hand., liauterbach contends that the Havdalah _,. 
. . . . 

ceremony over the wine-cup was the original_ practice. This observance 

c,.f the .ceremOI\Y lf&s; much earlier t~ the custoa of mentioning. it in . 
. "' · .., / - . . . . ' ' . . 

the 0Tefillah., for Havdal.ah :was an earlier cust• than t~ institution 

• 
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of evening prayers ( 
98 

) . The blessing of Havdalah 

was recited as the last element of t _he Saturday evening meal. It 

followed the recit2.tton of the 'Grace after the meal I and .. as considered 
_, 99 

the last feature...of the Sabbath day. . The Havd.alah ceremony, since it 

was an integr al part of the meal blessing ceremony, became directly 

associated with the symbols of -wine and the cup, for these symbols 
100 

played an important role in the meal ceremonies, iq general. Moreover, 

the symbol of light came into the pattern of development because i t was 

Saturday evening and the lamps and fires had t<> be rekindled. Sunset 

time on Friday was decreed the beginning of the Sabbath day: nightfall 

on Saturday evening was decreed the end of the Sabbath day. There is 

a:. distinction between stlllset and nightfall; sunset being the time of 

• 
the actual setting of the sun, and nightfall being that time, defined 

101 
by the Rabbis, when three stars appeared in the sky. The l ighting 

of the lamps and fires -was the concrete sign that the Sabbath had 

teminated and that all secular acts were allowable. 

As new cultur(Bl influences altered t he religious practices of 

the Jews, the connection between t he Havdalah rites and the last meal 

o.f the Sabbath day became severed. Thus , t he ceremony of Havd.alah 

possessed a life of its own and toqk, as the foundation of its life, 

those symbols which were i dentified with the conclusion of the meal. 

The symbol of light was added because of the utilitarian need for light 

and the whole isolated ceremony- became an entity of its own which com-
102 

memorated the going out of the Sabbath day. 

In Mislmaic t i.Jnes , the use of spices was an optional matter. 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



' 

33. -

Although it was col!llllon secular practice to term:iJ'late large and festive 

meals with the serving of various spices on hot coals, , no Jew was 

obligated to use spices at the outgoing of the Sabbath. However, if 

certain special spices were available, Jews were encouraged to use 
103 · 

them. Narkiss claims that_ the use of spices was not obligatory in 

the early- stages of the devtµopment of the Havdalah cerernoey, but it 
lOL 

was a pul'el,y voluntary act on the part of the early Jews to use them. 
' . 

It seems rather obvious that a distinct pattern of ;naking holy the 

secular took place vi th respect to the use o.£- spices . Because it was 

a secular practice which had enjoyed popular usage_ among the Greco­

Roman Jews to conclude their meals with a Mugmar or spice symbol, it 

!ffUSt have been their desire to preserve it as a symbol, but to project 

upon it new meaning with respect to the termination of the Sabbath day. 

Since we have seen that certain changes were 111.ade conce~g the actual 

time span of the Sabbath day, no fire could be kindled on Satl.l.I'da,y 

evening until the three stars appeared in the heavens and it was con-
( 

sidered nightfall. Therefore, it was impossible to serve the Mugmar, 

which consisted of spices spread on burning hot coals. Since the 

people vanted something which would serve to satisfy their basic needs, 

they devised· an optional . substit~te for the Ma.gJnar. This substitute 

consisted merely of fragrant plants and spices which were brought to 

the table and endoved with a special blessing. Later ill. time, this 

Mugmar-substitute became an integral part of that separate ceremoey 

which served to allow the separation between the Sabbath day and the 

~eekday, the Havdalah. It seems that the purpose of using s pices or 

incense during Mishnaic ti.Jiles was to restore the soul. Since the soul 
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suffered great pain at the outgoing of the Sabba.th, the aromatic spices 

of Havd.alab, vhich were not to be bu.med, took the place of the MugJnar 
105 

or incense cereaonies as something •good for the soul." 'Ibe odor 

of the spices 11111.y well have carried on the idea that the fiery smoke 

of the Mugmar was a sa.teguard aga.inst demons and protected people as 

they prepared to go out into the secular vorld after enjoying the 
106 . 

Sabbath. · Although the use of spices was not considered obligatory, 

a blessing was ·compulsory if the spices were used. M;,n was obligated 

to say a blessing when exercising or enjoying o..ne -Qf the pqysical 
107 

senses. 

As soon as it became c·ommon practice to substitute spices 

for the Mugmar, at the going out of the Sabbath, t here arose certain 

difficulties as to which spice should be used. Those who were legally 

orientated desired to fix a specific aromatic plant or spice as that 

one which would fulfill the demands of the situation. A plant which 

was preval~nt in -both the east and the west vas known a s the Had.as 

( O"Ti1) in Hebrew and as Myrtle in English. The norrtle was a unique 

plant which remained green all year round, had a pleasant fragrance and 

an interesting shape. Narkiss claims that in the Hellenistic - Roman 
period, there is evidence of a wide use af BG'Ttle in the obsetvance of 

•108 
both religious and pagan ceremonies. For man;r people, only the use 

of Rad.as, or iey-rtle, was t he necessary condition for the recitation 

of the blessing over the spices ~ .0"'1:>117~ --," l"' z:, ) at..___ the termination 
\ H ) 

of the Sabbath. However, the Tannai■ and t'he____~~rj llli did not support 

the reason for the use of spices and it was not considered a Mitzvah 
109 

(co11111.andment) by these groups. Narkiss says that because the wise-
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men of t he Talmud were so quiet conce_ming the issue of th! use of 

8pices, the legalists and Tosafot knew at once that it was a most 

difficult problem. The spice aspect of the ceremony was not considered 
- 110 

a mitzvah but was an optional rite of the Havdalah ceremony. In 

the course of time, certain significance was projected onto the spice 

and it became endowed with great religious meaning. An example of 

the later process of giving meaning and significance to t.lE spice is 
111 

reflected in the Tosafist conment to Bab. TalJl!u.d Betza 22b. 

' 
The actual origin of the Havdal~ blessing, in which God 

is cited as the· author of varying degrees of holiness , is also a 

matter for consideration. In the act of creation and in the working 
112 

out of history, God had made several distinctions and separations. 

God had actually ma.de the people of Israel a distinct and separate 

nation. The Sabbath day was a distinct and holy da,y' in contrast to 

' the other days of the week. 

Moreover, there are traces of connection between the Havdalah 

ceremony and the Day of Atonement with respect to both the prayer of 

separation and the use of spices. The use of both of these elements 
113 

on both such occasions allows for this observation. Re presentations 

of the im::ense shovel (snuff-shovel) in Jewish remains attest to a 

wide use of incense in connection with the High Holidays, especially 

in the eastern countries. This implement chiefly appears in certain 
lll 

depictations along with some other symbols reflective of the se.ason. 

The point of origin of the Havdalah blessing itself is i?l'lpossible to 

discern. Ibwever, the Havdalah hymn which is associated ~ith the 
' 

Havdalah blessing was written in the 11th century by Isaac ben Judah 
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ibn Gna,yet vho wove his nute into an acrostic as •Isaac ha-Katon.' 

Some say that this late source . was writ ten primarily for the Ne ' ilah 

Service of the YOJII Kippur, but found its way into the conclucting ser-
ll5 

vice of th!_ Sabbath, as well. 

References to toe origin of the Havdalah as a religious 

ceremony are few and remote in the available early sources. One of 

the more vague references is the Talmudic sta~nent from Bab. Tal. 

Berakot 33a which claims that both t he Kiddush afld the Ha.vdalah 

cere!IX)nies vere instituted by the Men of tlie Great Assembly ( ., l7 Ht 
116 

:,',1,.1:, noJ:> ) . This indeed implies t hat , the reci tation of 

Havdalah was something separate from and independent of the prayer 

service and was not conceived through it. Other s say that this source 

is important because both Kiddush and Ravdalah are mentioned as being 

instituted together. 'lhose ceremonies instituted at the hands of the 

men of .:the Great Assembly were ho11te ceremonies . Thus, Havdalah was 

never a ceremony vhich originated 1n the synagogue, but was always a 
117 

home ceremony, 

Other scholars disagree with this view and claim that the 

Talmud illplies that the Ha.vdalah was originally a synagogue pra,yer 
1~ , 

which was later introduced into the home. Dem.bitz, in his study 

of Jewish home and synagogue ceremonies, states that the Jews during 

the Maccabean days fflB3' have instituted the Havdalah in their zeal to 

observe the Sabbath as completely as possible . They ~ have instituted 

it first just as an insertion in the prayer and, when the war was 

success.f'ul]y ended, they r,a.y have included the cup of wine and the spices • 
ll9 
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Whatever the case fM.Y have been, exactly vben the Havdalab 

was first instituted and lll what fonn is not altogether clear. We 

are able to say that the teac~rs of the Mishnah (about 2nd century A.D.) 

took the Ha.T~h entirely f0cr grantedr,a an established cust0111axy 

practice. 

In sunanary , we may say that the Sabbath was :uiaugurated with 

the first Sabbath meal on Friday even:uig and leave was taken of the 

Sabbath with the third Sabbath meal on Saturday- ev;ening.. In the early 

days, the third real was started while it n!' s.till day. Darkness 

fell toward the close of the meal and a blast was blown on the.. shofar 
120 

as a signal that the Sabbath was over. A light was kindled and 

brought to the table . A special benediction was r ecited over the light. 

After the meal a container of odorous spices wa.s carried to the table. 

In the early days, t hese spices would be spread on hot ~g coals: 

later oq~ the spices were not burned but aromatic plants were chosen 

and were brought to the table. The most popular aromatic, according 

t o the traditional sources, was the Had.as or myrtle. The spices sent 

forth their fragrance throughout the room and a special benediction 

was recited over the s pices . At the end of t he meal, the cup of wine 

-
was rai sed and the benediction after the meal was recited. Thus, the 

speci al ceremonies performed subsequent to the completion of the ~al 

became the basis of the Havdalah ceremony and were closely associated 

with the special Havdalah benediction which bl essed God for making the 

separation between the holy and the profane. It iRlS t hrough this last 
121 

benediction that leave was taken of the Sabbath. 
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The past discussion bas indicated the direction or- event. >ttbich 
• 

gave rise to the institution of a religious ceremony at the conclusion 

of the Sabbath. There were certain basic needs on the part of the Jew 

of this time which influenced the beginning of a ceremony which went 

to the pagan secular past for its symbols, but which referred to 
·122 

Jewish religious values in its, expressjon. The ceremoey began to 

be called the Ha.vdalah and indicated the separation between the Sabbath 

and the weekday; between the holy and the profane . The ceremony con­

sisted of the use of three1.symbols: wine, light, and spices. This 

moment of transition between the holy and the profane became an exalted 
123 

and suspended moment for man. 

Man was now concerned with the question: How does one go 
( 

about observing this new ceremony called Ha.vdalah? What is the arrange-

ment or order which should be followed when perfonning the ceremony? 

The sources regarding the origin of th! ceremony were· not very explicit 
124 

and man was puzzled as to how to observe it. The Mislmah took it 

for granted that everyone should be familiar with the ceremony. The 

sudden mention of the custom in the Mishnah also indicated that the 

people had taken ove-1 the secular custom and had internalized and 

identified with it to such a degree, that the Mishnah was forced to 

make mention of it. For in making mention of the Havdalah, the Mishnah 

was actually- sanctioning it religiously. The Talmud reveal? that there 

were many differences prevailing among the Tannaim. and the Amoraim 
125 

concerning Havdalah and its obs~rvance . These are the complications 

which arise when secular customs are invested with religious meaning 
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and significance. Let us. look at s011e of the di.fferences of opinion 

and controversies which arose as a result of 1koshering 1 a secular 

ceremony and endowing. 1 t with religious meaning. Mainly, it was a 

question of ar_!"anging the symbols in ~he proper order so as to achieve 

the utmost of sanctity. 

5. The Ar ents and Difficulties which Arose as a Result of Endow 
f Secular Custom with Religious aning • 

The problem which arose subsequent to tbe emergence of the 

' Havdal.ah ceremony was one of arranging the elements of t m ceremony 

in proper order. The essence of the problem was how the new features 

i.e. lighting the light and reciting the Havdalah blessing could be 

combined with the older and more established custOJ!lS ~ saying grace 

after the meal and servi ng the substitute for the Mugmar. It seems 

that all groups agreed that the meal, served at the outgoing of the 

Sabbath, had to be completed and the Grace recited after it before t he 

new elements marking the termination of the Sabbath could be included. 

It seems also that all agreed that the reci tation of the Havdalah bless­

ing whicll actually declared the Sabbath to be over should be the last 

element in the ceremony. However, certain differences arose with respect 

to the arrangement of the other elements of the ceremony. The sources 

lead us to believe that there were three prevailing views which allowed 

for different arrangements of t he Havdalah ceremony. 'lbe first was the 

popular view which was observed by the people in general. The other 
r--.... 

two views were the academic views presented by the schools of Hillel 
126 

and Sbammai respectively. It can be safely assumed that all"' three 
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... , .. , .... ~ . 
ca'.1i'of •~• But the r~.al probi,a,,aiose •mgard~g ~e other elmente 

~ • ,J ~ ~·' .. 

of ~be IJaT.dal.ah Cere!llOIJ1" • 

' " ' 
~ authorities ~gued that the older o~r should not~be 

'·· 
It was theb' .bell.et that the~Sat'lirdq evening •eal 

" 
disturbed at all. 

be completed and the Grace after it recited over a cup of wine ( · 1 , T D ) , . . .. . 
, ' then tollOlll)iiby the Mugmar-substitute which conai1ted of ar011atic 

\ . , 
herbs and plants according to the established order at Sabbath meals. 

-; 
' 

Arter these ~le~nts were finished, the n~ ents ~ould be intro-

duced, i.e., lighting the lights which in a con~ te m;anner marks the 

- end of the Sabbath and the recitation of the HaTdalah bless-ing. 

This vas the order followed by t he people· and caused very lit tle 

disturbance. It •re]J'" introduced, at the end of the older practices, 

two new features which were considered important enough to emphasize 

the change in the status of the night following the Sabbath dq. The 
. 

new i"~atures of the cerelllOny indicated shat it was no longer ~t of 
. 127 

_the Sa( ath. This popular decisio~ is still the practice to this 

. da.T, except that. the Havdal.ah is now complete]J'" separated from t he 
-~ - . 

mal and on13:_ the cup of vine remains as a vestigial remnant of the 

recitation of the Grace after the meal • 
.. 

The other two views are explained in the !U.shnah Berakot 5 t2 

and represent . the rlevs of the other people as presented in the opinions 

of the School of Hillel and the School of Sbanuaai. Both the Hillelites 

and t he-~ba.-a1tea considered it of great importance that the first 

feature of ushering out the Sabbath should be the lighting of the 
' 

. 

light. nlis act of lighting the light bad a special benediction _!BDd:11arked 
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the end of the Sabbath, since no f ire or light could be kindled on the 
' 128 

Ss:bbath day. Although botr schools agreed that the light should be 

first in the order of the ceremony, they disagreed with respect to the 

01-der of the practices which should .follow. The Sha.lllnaites claimed that --
after the light ( ,l ) had been kindled, the meal should be finished 

and Grace recited over a cup of wine ( J 1ft) ) , , f'ollowed by the blessing 

over the aromatic herbs and plants, the Mupar-substitute ( 

and, finally, the Havdalah recitation ( 
130 

;,','T::,,il ). 

' 

129 
D'l)W::l ) 1 

The Hillelites advocated a major_ ~ge in the order of the 

ceremony. It was their opinion that tte blessing of the aromatic herbs 

should not have to follow the Grace after the meal, but that it should 

follow immediately af'ter the blessing over the light. The order of the 

Hil.lelites was: the blessing over the light, followed by the herbs 

( o ~ l:)V7:l ) 1 followed by the Grace after the meal ( l, T 0 ) ., and, 
131 

finally_, the recitation of the Havdalah blessing ( ;,',"T:1.i ) . 

Lauterbach maintains that this change in the order of the ceremony . 
centers around the spices . He says that t his indicated that the spices 

were of greater significance than we ha.ve formerly believed the• t o be. 

The s pices §ppear to serve a purpose of their own •nd not just a Mu.gmar­

s u.bstitute- function. In both of ti:~ se views, the kindling of fire termi­

nates the Sabbath and there would be no need for a substitute Mugma.r, 

for t he coals could be burned any time after the light had been kindled. 

It can be as8UJl18d that there was a s pecial reason for using the plants 
132 

and herbs on Saturday eve. 

The order which the Hillelites offered indicated certain 

changes in the conceptualizations of the people . First of all, there 
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were some strange superstitions and beliefs.....,or pagan notions connected 

with some of the plants used as substitutes .fur the "1glaar. The people 

ascribed to these plants and herbs certain JI\YStic powers. The most 

popular ~-substitute was the nwrtle or Had&s o'T:, ) which was 

believed to possess certain special mystical powers. 1'he secorxla.ry sig­

nii'icance of tm myrtle, i.e., its my-stic qualities and powers began to 
. ' 

overshadow its primary s ignilicance_, i;~., Mugmar-substitute. The Hi.llelites' 

order indicates that the use of spices vas being considered for its own 

133 
ends and no longer a mere substitute. Nowhere in the Rabbinic sources 

-fa it indicated clearly what the purpose or the function of this innova­

tion in the ceremony actually means. Perhaps the Rabbinic sources re­

main so silent because they did not want to acknowledge the mystic 
134 

notions on which this special function was based. The mystical and 

magical meanings which become projected on the Val'ious elements of the 

ceremony began to develop in the early ages, but really assumed .full 

growth during the middle ages under the influence of the Christian 

environment. 

Not only did the controversy between the School of Hillel and 

the School of Shammai restri~t i~self to the proper order or arrangement 

of the various symbols which made up the Havd&lah ceremon,y, bu~ the al'-

• 
gnment was concerned with the proper blessing which should be recited 

over the fire. The Sbammai tes said: the benediction over the lamp is 

•• •• 1who created the light of fire ( 

Hillelites said: the benediction over the lamp is ...• 'who creates the 
1:35 

lights of fire ( 1H:, • -, , IC t1 IC-, , ::i ) • As 1s the usual case when a 
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controversy arises in the M:i.shnah between the Schools of Hillel and 

Shamrnai, the law is with Hillel. -That is why we now read: "Blessed 

art Thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who creates the lights 
. 1J6 

of fire . 11 ( wac:, ,,,ic1:> ici,:i . ) It is rather difficult to try 

to explain this refer ence except that it may mean the torch ( 

which was supposed to have been kindled at tt.:! going out or the Sabbath. 

This torch did not -burn steadily but sputtered and burned unevenly. It 

is for this reason that Hillel might have referred to tthe I lights of 
f 

fire. 1 Commentators have explained the blessing in many ~ays; most of 

the ' exglanations are later sources and explain aw;zy the problem in a bomi-
137 

letical manner. Some scholars have translated the phrase: who created 
138 

the (various) colors of fire ( wacn ,,,icl:) ) . 

We have been made aware of the problems and difficulties 

which arise when a secular custom is internalized and endowed wi~h 
\ 

religious meaning. The primary intent of the symbol or custom is 

never i"1l.ly understood and, once endowed with religious value , the 

prillla.ry referent of the symbol is lost . The Havdalah ceremony originated 

as a custom or habit , the original purpose of which was merely to affcrd 

' spme additional enjoyment and to enhance the pleasures of the table. 
)_ 

However, the Ha.vdalah '!las imperceptibly changed and t r ansformed into an 

independent ·religious ceremony. We have tried but we cannot ascertain 

with accuracy how this change was a ffected. A new religious ceremony 

emerged because man was beginning to incorporate additional elements 

into the religious ceremonial expression of that time . The use of 

spices and fragrant plants are examples of the process of incorporating 
' '• 
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certain sec_ular customs and habits into a religious ceremony. Sooner 

or later, people become closely associated with the symbols of the 
139 

incorporated custom and use them as creative and expressive outlets. 

In the course of ti.Ille, these new sYl'llhols and custolTIS become a part 

of the people but the origins of these symbols and practices often 

become obliterated in the past. 

' 
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II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE HAVDALAH CEREMONY 

IN THE MIDDLE AGES 
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Our study thus far has centered around the emergence of a 

specific ceremony- which consist s of four basic elements: fire, wine, 

spices, and a special conelu~$ benediction. As life became more 

difficult for the Jewish people and the suffering and persecution - . . 
-

increased, they became much more conscious of the Sabbath day and the 

special ceremonialism connected with it. Even the Jew who fell prey 

to the most intense suffering and persecution during the six secular 

weekdays, was king of his det11ain and family on the &abbath day. Man 

' 
lengthened and embellished the welcoming ce~onies of the Sabbath, 

elevated the simple ceremonies of candle-lighting and Kiddush chanting 

and recited many songs and lzylnns appropriate to greeting the great day. 
J 

Man also created an elaborate pattern of ceremonialism which he felt 

would be a fitting climax to the Sabbath and would ease his readjustment 

to secular life. 
., 

It will be our task to examine the changes which took place 

in these four basic symbols . During the Middle Ages, the Ha.vdalah 

ceremony- became one of great importance in the spiritual life of the 

Jew and he projected in and around these four symbols everything in 

-
his life from the great hopes of messianism to physical healing. Most 

of this JI\Y'Sterious cere~onialism and these JI\Y'Sti~ rites grew- out of the 

Jew•~ fear and apprehension of returning to the daily toil of the ~ 

secular week. Judaism was and is _yet a religion of hope and the 

Havdalah ceremony, performed at the outgoing of t he Sabbath, provided 

the Jew with an opportunity to hope that someday his daily world would 
140 

.be like t he Sabbath day. 
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The emergence of Christianity brought new and different 

influences upon the development of Jewish ceremonialism in the early 

Middle Ages. As an outgr owth of Judaism, Christiani t7 was also shaped 

by Near F.asurn JI\V'Sti_cism which cau~ed it to take a variant course of 

growth. Christianity fonmi.lated different patterns of symbols and 

doctrines in order to insure its existence as a specific religious entity. 

The influence of the new Christian symbols and doctrines caused the 

Jews to change their observances, and certain Christological ideas 
' 

crept into Judaism. These ideas and changes seemed to configurate 

around the problem of good and evil. 

Man has always had to contend with physical and moral evil, 

with wickedness and with pain. But the existence of evil, however 

unpleasant, presented no theoretical problem to the primitive mind. 

Everyone knew that there were good, friendly gods, and wicked, cruel 

dei ties and demons. It was . the latter who ca used man I s worry and concern • . 

The purpose of religion was to conciliate and strengthen the powers of 

good and to placate or defeat the spirits of evil. Even the kindest 

gods and spirits bad to be dealt with carefully, for they too could be 

dangerous if duly offended. People began to utilize the powers of evil 

for their own purposes by practicing witchcraft and divination. The 

division of the supernatural spirits into kind and cruel powers was 

familiar to all peoples. This type of dualism found its origin and 
141 

expression in the early Persian religions. 
I 

It is around the problem of good and evil that the four , 
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symbols of the Havdalah ceremony grew and changed. In his frame of 

reference, the Jew of the Middle Ages saw the Sabbat h as a representation 

of all that was good in life. His view-' of the weekdays was quite different. 

They r epresented evil and terror. Between these two extremes, there was 

a period of time when all cbaos broke loose. It was not Sabbath ti.Jlle 

and it was not yet weekday. All the spiri ts of evil ran rampant for a 

few moments a:zid met face to face with the spirits of the good. Out of 

this moment of chaos, emerged a ceremony which brought order to man•s 

transition from the holy to the profane, from t he good 'to the evil. 

An atmosphere of fear surrounded Saturday evening and many 

curious customs were attached to it through the HavdaJ:ah ceremony. The 

Jews established certain practices which they thought would be safe-

guards against the various evil spirits, witches and demons which ~ 

circulated about folloWlllg holy days, according to tradition. We 

will look closely at some of tlEse strange practices and try to under­

stand the spiritual needs of the people for whom these customs were 

meaningful. 

Medieval Jewry was operating under a world-view of determin­

ism which governed the masses : 'nothing ever happens to a roan except 

at God's COJIIJ1laJJ.d. 1 This was a thoroughly grounded fatalism. The 

corollary of this conceptio'n is obvious: What is already decr eed in 

heaven ought in some way be ascertainable by man. On this corollary, 

the science of divination grew. Man saw it as his task to discover ....__.... 

various means of recognizing and reading the signs which nature spread 

before him. At a time as precarious -as the going out of the Sabbath, 

/ 
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man learned to utilize all of his available powers in order to see 

in the symbols and cust0111S of tte ceremony a Slllall sign which would 

indicate what the future week may hold in store for him. Consequently, 

Jews began to divine and foretell the f'uture by reading symbols and 
- . 142 

performing rites which were associated with the Havdalah ceremony. 
143 

In fact, Havdalah has been called • divination cere111on,r. 

Magic too found its wa:y into the ceremony. These magical rites 

~lso emerged and developed ft-om ancient Near Eastern customs . Various 

' 
cults and religions considered magicians and sorce~~ as religious 

1lili 
people who were close to the gods. The element of ti.me was very 

, 

important to the success of magical enterprises. The magic fornmlae 

usually specify just when they are to be carried out. Astrological 

considerations were central i.n determining the time factors and the 

new and full 11100n appear frequen~ly as the most appropriate occasions . 

Otten, hgwever, the expiration of the Sabbath and th~ beginning of the .... 
new week were ·regarded as most propitious . In many cases, it was sug-

gested that magi.cal charms were best recited during or in conjunction 
145 

with the Havdalah cerem.oD,Y. 

Thus, we see that strange elements found their w~ into the 

ceremony and influenced the deyelopment of the sYl!lhols. Let us now 

turn to a stud,y of the symbols of the Havdalah ceremony and their 

significance in the Middle Ages. 

A. WINE 

There are a number of scholars· who claim that the ritual 

references to wine ceremonies are almost all in the Priestly ( P) 

- . 
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" sources · of t.ba Penttteuch. . . -They. oonolude tbat the use of wine emf .. ~ ,. ... ~ .. . .,. 
\ > ' .. l • • ""-

in" during t~ uJl• under rm;.~ .. and Babyionian iaQ,leneea. Wbm ~~ · 
.,. - .. . 

• • • • • I 

strange landa, with the ~11ple •~., the'. . .i.ws could otter no blood · • 
. .. • '.\ . 1.47 

aoritio~s and so subs't_i~t,ci ~ ~f'terillge d.n place of blood. -How-
...._ .. .. • f • ~ ; L ~ • • 

evv, the ref'~es to wine tr• ·thls other seel.ana -ot. the Bible and 
! 

ac~rding to oth~f ao,~o~a ~~c•~ a c!itfe~n~ ·•~• In the book 
• • I I 

, ot,-Psal.lm; tbtre are 111&1\T references , w vine. Iarul ~ poeticall.i 
. I 

represented as the vine. 'lhe cu.p of vine is c•lhd the •cup of '81,-
. ; ·· , 1.48 

· vatioli': .the Paa.l.m1at (traditionally- David) ruts up this cup. 

- Conaeqoent:17, the i cup of Sa1T8tion. bee.;.. ~li•bed MSSWliC 

symbol. One of' the IIIU\Y roles of' the C'1lp of vine ayabol in the HaTdalah 
' 149 

C81"8DIOJJT is its messianic role. It beea.M closely linked to Elijah 
I . 

·vho iraa seen traditionally as the heral.ct ot the Messiah. The Jews knew 

that .the Messiah would not .come on the· Sabbath~ itself, but thq 

thought that he would arrive on tbe _going out of the Sabbath heralded 
. 150 · 

indeed by Elijah, the prophet • 

./ Durillg the Ha.vdalah ceremou;r, the cup is filled vi th wine, 
151 

al.vqs o overflowing. The Jew does this as a sign. of gratitude and 

blessing td1 God and also in hope that continued abundance will be enjo;yed 
I • 152 · 

at the hand·ot God. _ With the cup elnated in the right band, certain . 
verses of Soripture are recited which mention God as the source of 

salvation. ~her scholars claim that the cup of' wine is purpQsel.y' over­

nowed as an ·appeasemant o~fering or libation to variou,s evil spirits 
. '153 

so that they be scared avq at this vulnerable tiM. Thia over.flair . , 

"'t f •• 

. of v1n, is oaugh1i in a .trq or basin and later in the ceremoD,Y the light 
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ia extinguished in it. This whole ceremoey is considered by some to 

be the token appeasement libation to the evil demons and spirits set 
154 

free during the last minutes of the Sabbath. Spilling wine was a 

check against ;;,il spirits and man was more secure when he knew that 
. 155 

these spirits could be bribed with a bit of wine. A 16th century 

J'ltY'Stic vro~ that this practice is intended to allow people to ' give 
156 

their portion to the company of Korah. 1 

157 
to have attained a sizable amount! 

And this portion is supposed 

' The custom of pouring out some 

wine over which a blessing had been recited was considered by some 

people, not as an offering to the spirits, but as a direct means of 
158 

driving them oif. It is one of the ol dest rules for the blessing 

of the cup that the cup must be full to over flowing. 
159 

All who bless 

the f'a.11 cup will be •worthy- to inherit two .worlds, this world and the 
160 

world to come. 1 This ceremony- of wine-pouring was regarded as a 

1 good omen for the entire week . . .. to symbolize good fortune and blessing . 1 

161 
Material prosperity is promised from the observance and future life 

or a share in the world to come is assured. 

There are several Minhagim books which list different customs 

which were practiced with the Havdalah wine. One such Minhag book 
162 

dating from the. early _.l8"th century: which purports to list the 

customs and ceremonies of tre German Jews of that time, indicates 

the d:!-ffering practices which arose in certain specific locales with 

respect to the ceremony-. This book describes the custom of rubbing wine 

on the eyes and the pulse. The overnow wine was gathered from the t ra,y 

and the individuals rubbed it on their eyes ~d pulse. It was the current 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



52. 

belief that he who did so was protected during the entire coming week 
163 

from breaking a bone or suffering from sore eyes. 

1he master of the house would pour the wine from his cup, 

would say the blessi ng and, then, would give the wine to the otlEr 

males who would each taste i~. Women were prohibited from drinking 

the Havdalah wine at the risk of growing hair on their face and becoming 
· 16h 

endowed with masculme features. A saying attributed to R. Johanan 
, 

in the Talmud i s quite in keeping with the symbolism : 1He who recites 
< 

the Havqalah over: wine at the termination ,of the Sabbath will have 
165 

male children. 1 

One of man's basic desi res is to ga i n some knowl edge about 

the future. During the Middle Ages, t he Jews suffered miserably when 

they came into contact with or were forced t o confront their non- Jewish 

neighbors , However, since the Sabbath was their exclusive day, they 

did not want to take leave of it. They were apprehensive at what the 

fut ure week-would hold for them. During the Havdalah. ceremony, they 

began to divine and look for knowledge of t he future by using the 

Ha.vdalah symbols. So we see that the development of a symbol or a 

ceremony i~ not a straight line. The wine- cup symbol of the Havdalah 

ceremony was used for purposes of divination and foretelling the future. 

The Havdalah cup, like the •cup of Elijah I which adorned the Passover 

Seder table , may have been a carry- over of ce~tai.n divination rites 

which were popular in connection with the shiny and mirror -type surface 

of any 1"1qui:cl.J especially wine. It was an ancient custom that the 

166 
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future could be foretold by looking at and studying such a shiny 
167 

surface. This concept appears• vividly in connection with the 'cup 

of Elijah I of Passover and may also be the meaning behind the Havdalah 
168 169 

cup and t he a'et of looking at the fingernails at this ceremony, 

Sol Finesinger, in a study of tba custom of looking at the fingernails 
170 

at the outgoing of the Sabbath, concludes that divination originally 

was the chief object of most of the methods of performing the Havdalah 

ceremonies as they are first l isted in Pirke de Ral:fbi Eli'ezer: 

•• ••• one used the palm or han'd in Oi"der to divine 
by the spirits of the palm and the hand: the cup 
in order to divine by the spirits of' the cup, and 
the nails in order to divine by the spirits of the 
nails •••••• 171 

The habit of seeking omens , good or evil, by gazing in1,ently 

into water or into tba cont ents of a cup is abundantly attested both in 

antiquity and in modern f olklore, according to Theodore Gaster, a student 
. 172 

of comparat ivereligions and cultures . The. wine used at the outgoing 

of the Sabbath enabled t he Jew to get a reflection of t ba light in it . 
and, thus, allowed him to divine and foretell the future through i t . 

It is thought that perhaps wine replaced oil which was the original 

substance w¥,ch the Babylonians and other Near Eastern peoples used 

---. 

for purposes of divining. Even the TalJJtud shows us that the people had 

some notions about looking at shining objects for t he purpose of divination 
173 

at the outgoing of the Sabbath. Finesinger claims we !mow that the 

time of the outgoing of the Sabbath has been, and still is considered 

an appropriate time to ask for a favorable and lucky week . .He adds that 

it is not at all out of place for people to practice sorne form of 
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divination at the outgoing of the Sabbath and it is logical that the 
174 

Havdalah ceremony allowed them the opportunity to do so. . . 
In addition to the "ceremonies and rites of divination which 

found their way into the wine ceremony, cer tain superstitions also 

arose with respect to this ceremony. In many cases these superstitions 

reflect the unique beliefs of people living in specific geographical 

regions. One such superstition is cited in the East German Minhag book 
f(, lk , • • !75 

of the ·ear ly 18tb century mentioned above. In this interesting 
/' 

source, it is recorded that after all those present at the Havdalah 

ceremony have taken from the overflowing wine and rubbed t heir eyes 

and pulse with it, many of them take the cup of wine and use it for 

magical and superstitious purposes . They go around to all the four 

corners of their beds and also the cradles of children and pour this 

wine into the corners. This may have been done be~ause wine was 

regarded by many as a fer tility symbol, or simply because wine was 
176 

also regarded by many as the symbol of good fortune and luck. 

In our last chapter, we concluded that the cup of wine waa 

a direct outgrowth of the cup of wine over which the ' grace after the 

meal' was recited. It remained as a remnant of the last meal of the 
• 

Sabbath to which the entire Hairdalah cer emony was joined. In time, 

it acquired strange and mysterious meanings of its own. We cannot 

endeavor to examine the vast multitude of meanings and rites associated 

with the Havdalah wine , but the few we have mentioned point out to us 

the different ways in which man responds to anxieties and uncertainties. 

In summary, it is possi ble to say that the Havdalah cup served as a 

subterfuge to the Jew's per secution and suffering and as a symbol of 

hope for his future . 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



B. SPICES 

The people in Tannaitic ti.mes ascribed great importance to 

the use of spices after the rreal. This was clearly indicated by the 

reference t o the practices of Rabban Gamliel at the end of the 1st 
177 

century. Rabban Gainliel heated up some perforated iron balls with 

spi ces stuffed inside them and during -the festival, the fragrant odors 

circulated throu~h his home. This is the first and one of the only 

references to a spice container which was used on the Fest ivals . I t 

' could be closed up in oI'cier to store and preserve the aroma. The holes 

were opened in order to allow the fragrance to be spread about at the 

appointed times. However, the Tan.naitic sources provide us with little 

additional material about the use of spices. Rabbi Obediah from 

Bartinoro 1s comment to Betza 22b provides some additional information 

about the use of spices. ~ claims that the blessing over the incense 

or the spices is Amoraic and appears in B. Tal. Berakot h3 a & b. & 

makes it clear that the spices were brought to the table and blessed 

after the •Grace ' had been recited. It was not considered a necessary 

pa.rt of the meal to serve the spice~and the s pices only provided 
178 

additional enjoyment to man. 

Mordecai lfarkiss, in his study of the spices and the origin 
179 

oft~ spice-container, expla.ins that' the Jews were not obliged to 

use spices at the end of their neals or at the going out of the Sabbath, 

but that if spices were available, the Rabbis encouraged that they be 

used and blessed. The Rabbis felt that the act of SJ11elling the spices 

would help to revive the soul which was saddened at the going out of 
18o, 

the Sabbath. 
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'lhe use of spices also was tied up with the ~sterious ele-
181 

ments of ~dieval religions. The Tusa.fists· claimed that the smelling 

of spices delayed the demons of Gehinom (the netherworld) from starting 

their fires and causing the loose souls, which. had been freed to enjoy 

the Sabbath rest., to return to their underworld habitat. It was 

thought that the fires of Gehinom were quenched on the Sabbath and the 
~ Hl2 

souls were allowed to run loose fpr the day. But this was only con-

jecture and they too were puzzled as to the real purpose for the use 

of spices. 

According to Narkiss, it i s doubtful if the use of spices 

was common with the observance of Ha.vdalah at the e·arliest stages of 

the ceremony. But the controversy between the schools of Hillel and 
183 

Shammai, over what the precise order of the ceremony should be., 

testifies to the early association between the use of spices and the 

Havdalah ceremony. 

During the Middle Ages, the use of spices was quite popular 

and served as a measure of protection against the perils o_f the ensuing 

week. People thought i:,he spices had special powers which would ward 

off the dangers of the com.:i,ng ~eek. They regarded the spices as a 

kind of symbolic ,,.smelling salt" and were intended to revive and 

fortify the spirit after the departure of that 11extra soul" ( :t"1 9 n 9 nDWl ) 
184 

with which every Jew was endowed during the Sabbath day. Later 

scholars felt that the belie.f in the "extra Sabbath soul" ( n-,-.n, nznu ) 

was simply a fancif'ul way of saying that retreat from mundane and 

earthly preoccupations on the Sabbath provided man with a special 
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spiritual serenity which tended to depart the moment he illlnersed himself 

once a.gain in the humdrum routine of the workaday world. By smelling 

the spices, man reminded himself that he could become immune to the 

contagion of the secular.world if he w0uld allow himself to absorb the 
185 _ 

fragrance of. holiness . Even the demons and evil spirits which are 
. 

believed to rise from hell at the moment the Sabbath ends are no more 

than picturesque personifications of the hazards and uncertainties 

which are present at the beginning of each new week.' In taking over 

some of these notions, Judaism gave them an~ ana deeper significance, 

but essentially showed that the whole house of Israel s tood in need of 
186 

protection fl-om these hovering demons of disaster. 

We have seen that in anci ent times, before meat forks came 

into being , it was customary to cleanse the hands after a meal by passi ng 

them over spices spread on burning hot coals. This was not so on the 

Sabbath day. After the third meal was consumed at dusk, spices were 

simply brought in. In time, t hey became the symbol for the conclusion 

of the Sabbath. The sense of smell was regarded as the most spiritual 

of') all the senses . It was through the sense of smell that the additional 

soul actually entered the person. Thus, smelling the fragrance of 

aromatic spices was •a sort of a sgiritual feast to comfort the 11additional 
' 187 

soul of the Sabbath" which became grievously sad when the Sabbath ended. 
\ 

In the ear].y days, it was thought that spices were brought 

to the table at all three meals of the Sabbath day beginning with the 

Friday evening meal and ending with the Saturday night meal. In the 

course of tbne, the spice ceremony which was connected to the Frida,y 
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evening meal disappeared entirely. However, the spice ceremony connected 

with the last meal of the Sabbath on Saturday evening was an older 

ceremony and became deeply rooted in the custOlllS and the habits of the 

people. It bas maintained itself in soll8 11odified manner even to the 
188 

present. 

Our studies indicate tha.t the use and the blessing of spices 

arose from the day to day secular practice of serving the Mugmar over 

which a benediction was recited. We have seen that man,y reasons have 

' been offered as an attempt to explain the use of __spices at the going out 
7 

of the Sabbath. The Ma.l~izor Vitry states that the bles-sing aver the 

spi ces was an accepted fact by all Jews, for tre spices had t o be used 

to offset the stench caused by the fires of Hell which were rekindled 
I 189 

after the Sabbath had ended. 

The~, a medieval DIY'Stic source, states that spices are 

•able to banish sorcery and all evil influences from one's house.• It 

also states that spices are to be smelled at t~ outgoing of the Sabbath 

because the Jew loses the "extra soul II and the act of smelling the spices 
190 

helps to e941e hill of his loss . These spices were thought to have a 

direct effect upon the soul, reviving and strengthening it for the week 

to come. 

The Shulchan 1Aruk; a fifteenth century book of Jewish leg~l 

codes edited by Joseph Karo, stan~ as the definitive source in expl ain­

ing the Hala.kic aspect of the ceremonies and festivals of Judaism as they 

were observed at that time. It states that all varieties of spice are 

allc;,wable for the Ha.vdalah ceremoey except those spices which have been 
191 

used for lowly and obnoxious purposes. The commentator, Abraham 
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Gumbiner, whose colll!lentary to the Shulcban 1Aruk., Oret,. lfaim, appears 
. . .. -

under the name Mogan Avraham, states that the perfume of spices is 
-

an enjoyment which comes to man thrpugh t he sens,e of smell only and is 

most delicate. It yields man no material pleasure, but brings him only 
192 

spiritual pleasure. 

The question ,then arose as to which spice was to be used. 

The early scholars said tnat one spice was considered more •preferable 

than the others and grounded their reasoning in the special Biblical 
193 

allusions to the use ot nzyrtle as · the preferred spice. Although 

there is no explicit mention of the use of myrtle as the spice for the 

perfonnanee of tm Havdalah ceremony in the Talmud, the scholars claim 

that we may assume that wherever the Talmud makes mention of spices 

( D"DWl ) it means myrtle ( 0,:1). Lauterbach states that this is 

evi dent from the fact that the use of the BijTtle per~isted throughout 
194 

the ages. Both Lauterbach and Narkiss agree that the Talmud remains 

purposely silent with respect to this issue in order to ignore or to 

oppose the many superstitions-- connected with the use of myrtle. But 

there can be no doubt that, when used with reference to the Havdalah 
r 195 

ceremony, spices ( , a• DW::l ) means primarily the myrtle. Certain 

Minl;agim books and coI1111entaries state that the myrtle ( o,n) is 

necessary for the observance of Havdalah, even if it i s dried up and 
196 

non-fragrant. At any rate, it finally became an established religious 

custom, even recognized by all the teachers, to use the JlijTtle in con­

nection with the Havdalah r ite on Saturday night. It seems that the 

express use of this plant had a function and purpose of its own besides --
the one of merely affording the enjoyment of its fragrarx:e. Nowhere 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



L 

---

~ - ; -
in ~bbµrl.c llteratUN 1e it cl~JLr13"•indicated what function or: purpoN 

' 
the popul.ar. 111µ1d bad as~ignecl to the uae ~f- Jll1rlle. 1-re is no source 

which indicates the special religiam ?r Jl\fStic aeanings which llight_ baTe 

been ascribed..:to the use✓or the m;yrtle on Sat~ night at the outgoi.Dg 
197 

of the Sabbath. However, i~ ·is sate to sa;y that the use of myrtle 

was connected to a nmltitude · of •stic in~rpretations which served to 

allay- the .tears of the people at the beginning of, the new week. 

Lauterbach feel~ that the Jews regarded tie ..-,rtle as the 

speci&l. vehicle foz: transporting the 11addit~"\ouln of the Sabbath. 

The ]Vrtle also was thought to be the resting place) of th& ~e angels 
198 

which accompanied this "extra soul~'1 Be~ause it was regarded as 

1 such, the use ot ,vTtle was found both at the opening and closing 

ceremon;tea of the Sabbath. When the person aelled the sprigs of Jl\)Ttle 

~t the opening cere110~ ot the Sabbath, the "extra aoul11 came into his 

bod,)". On the night of the going out ot the Sabbath, the very act of 

smelling. the Jl,Yl"tle allowed this 11extra soul11 to depart froa the~ 

_and ~o ~ •to its original place~ It vas further thought that its 

residenc~~. the sprigs o.t llj'rtle allowe~ the 11Sabbath soul11 a beavenl,7 

environment Ion earth. Since there is virtually no mention of this 

custom in the ba]ak1c literat~,. it aee111B that the 1110re enlightened 

teachers violently- opposed these notions and. consci ously' discouraged 
r 199 

thall. 
. . 

In addition to being the bearer of the extra Sabbath a_oµl, 

other .tunctiona. ~~ ~scribed to t~ m;yrtle. It was supposed to have 
. . 

produced~ the eti ect ot. *i ting and increasing the sensual desires QJl 
~ ·~-: ! • • ♦ • • • • 

the ~b\)ath. It vu thought a1s·o to .baTe apecial· protectin puvera 
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which vould be a safeguard a gainst eTll spirits and demons, which were 
200~ 

much JllOre prevalent on tbe_S&Qbath. The custom was per formed by 

mystically inclined people from the tiJl\e of Rabbi Simeon bar Yoha.i. to 

Rabbi Isaac Luria. Although the Rabbinic literature remained silent, 

the JI\Y'Stics had secret channels tbrough which they transmitted their 
201 

information f rom generation to generation. 

On the other hand, there was the possibility that evil demons 

or evil s pirits could also r ide 1n on the sprigs of 11\frlle, jus t as , 
the good spirits could. 'Ihis notion engendered great fear of handling 

nt,rtle. Certain sources became very particular · as to the type of 

J11Yrtle t o be used. There vas the r ight kind, special shape, color, etc., 

which brought in the good spirits; there was the wrong kind, which brought 

in the wild, foolish, evil spirits . The result was that in the later 

Middle Ages, very few Rabbis, even among the mystics, would care or dare 
202 

to pe,rform this ceremony using 11\Yl'tle. This might also account for 

the silence on the part of the Rabbis with respect t o the use of myrtle. 

The Rabbis seemed to acknowledge the religious ceremony, btlt ignored 

the special feature of us ing the 1'11,Yrtle. 

Narkiss holds that the Jews of the Middle Ages, in general, 

used the 1'11,Yrtle '"leaves or spr igs f r om t he ff\Yl'tle bush in order to pro-
. 203 

nounce the blessing over the spices at the Havdalah cereJ110ny. The 

norrtle was popular ly used because it had a nice shape and a delicate 

smell . Moreover, myrtle plants were scattered both in the Near East 

and in Europe and the pl.ant rema.ined green all year. According to 

Nar}q.ss, the exclusive use of m.,rtle was not without exception. '!here 

\ 
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were many exceptions to the rule in Mdieval Europe especially in Ita1y 

where many types of spices were allowed. Hark.iss claims that if there 

was such a conception that ieyrtl~, and JllYl"tle onl,Y, fulfilled the -commandment, lat er legalists and commentator's nullified this ruling 
204 

an~ allowed the usage of any spices. 

Narkiss cites an interesting source from the 12th century-

to indicate the 'development of a new aspect of the custom of using 
205 -

spice at the concluding ceremonies of tte Sabbath day. This i s an 

' early and iJll.portant source v hich helps us t o unders~apd the origin and 

development of a special ·vessel for the spi ces ( i,, DWl ) • Rabbi 

Ephr1am of Regensburg, in the l 2th century-, recorded that he made the 

bless~g not over the reyrtle, but over various spices which he put in 

a special glass receptacle. He was the first person to invent a 

special vessel for the spices . ~ established the use of this spice-
206 

container in the Havdalah ceremony. The spice-container, later 

lmown as the s.pice-box, took the place of the myrtle at the Sabbath 

ceremony and also took its naJne. The spice-box which came t o be used 

in the Saturday evening Havdalah ceremony is called by the special 

designation HADAS ( o,n ) which i s the Hebrew word for myrtle. 

Narkiss a ttempts to r econstruct the appearance of the early 

spice-box and describes that it must have been shaped as a container 

or box and that it must have been pierced to admit air. In the ancient 
207 

East spice containers were shaped like altars and t owers. - Narkiss 

cl a ims that these spice- boxes must have compared with many- Christi.an 

t huribles (censers) which were popular at the time . From the 5th 

century, the use of thuribles is lmown i n connection with the ceremonial 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



objects of the Church. In the 6th century, t hese thuribles were made 
208 

in round shapes and were suspended from three chains. In the 11th 

century, thuribles in the shape of buildings are described in European 
209 

Church sources. From the writi ngs ·oft~ German monk Theophilus , 

-we are able to learn mu.ch about th~ artistic techniques of the Middle 

Ages. He explains the form and shape of some of the religious relics 
- 210 

in the churches of the 11th and 12th centuries. He also explains 

the shape of the t huribles which were used in the Church. He states 

' that these wt!re made in the form of 'buildings. 1 We can assume that, 

during the Middle Ages, the 1buil ding 1 served as 'the prototype f or the 

shape of many Church implements and ceremonial objects. The Christi.ans 

of this time used spices only for smelling and did not need a special 

shaped utensil for burning. 

The spice-box, called 1Hadas,' originat ing in Regensburg in 

the 12th century was transmitted to all parts of Germany by t1le followers 
211 

and students of Rabbi Ephraim. I t seems that the spice- box, called 

1Hadas 1 was not known outside of German,y for many years ther~after. 

Italian Jews called the spice- box: by the name 1Havdalah1 in much the 

same ~.anner as we are accustomed to calling the wine-cup for the Kiddush 
212 

ceremon.y- the 1Kidaush 1 cup. By the 14th century, it was very mu.ch 

accepted among both Jews and non- Jews that the name 1 Hadas 1 referred to 

a vessel or ritual implement. Rabbi Ya- akov bar Moshe Ha Levi, in his 

book 1Ma-haril I st~es this formula with respect to the observance of 
212 

Havdalah: 

••• take the cup in the left hand and the I Hadas I in the 
r ight hand and recite a blessing ov;er the spices ••• 
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It is the contention of most scholars that by this time, the 'Had.as' 

is some type of a spice-container. 

In the 15th century, a silver spice-vessel known as.an 'Hadas' 

is hear d of in the account of the sabbath in the family book of Rabbi 
213 

Israel ben Petattrah Isserlin, who was born ill Regensburg. It is 

thought that he might have l earned the custom of blessing over a s pice­

container from the teachings of R. Ephrita.m of Regensburg of the 12th 
2~· 0 

century. 

A ~cw years later, a 1Hadas I was prepared b~ a German silver-
, 2~ 

smith which he descr-1-bed in hi$ own words as a 'Monstrance. 1 The 

Monstrance, as it was known in Germany, was a church·ritual vessel 

made of silver or gold in which was placed a holy piece of bread repre­

s~nting the body of Jesus. The Monstrance stood in the church and was 

in the shape or form of a 'building I in the Gothic style. It had a 

tower-shape reminiscent of a church tower, much like a dome or cathedral. 

Some craftsmen began to put windows in it in order to facilitate the 

viewing of the holy bread. From much the same period, another ' building' 

or 1 tower 1 shaped Christian altar piece, s~ilar to the Monstrance, 

arose and was called the Reliquarium. This ...was a vessel designed to 

contain the bones of the saints or holy ones of the church. Many of 

these Reliquaria were executed in ~he form of •towers' and are found 
216 

dating back to the 12th century. 

Christian craftsmen made the 1Ha.das 1 in the form of the 

Monstrance or the Reliquarium because these vessels were known to them • 
..J 

When craftsmen were commissioned by the Jews to make religious imple­

ments for use in the synagogue, they could only copy and imitate those 
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things about which they qn and with which they were somewhat familiar. 

German craftsmen ledgers of the 16th century show that the word I Had.as 1 , 

with various spellings becanM} the normal t rade-~ for the vessel 

frequently ordel'!__d by Jews from gentile _craftS?Mn. Narld.ss offers some 

evidence which indicates t-he early use of the spice-box in the shape of 

a tower. A drawi ng of a spice-box in the form of a towei is seen in an 
217 

Italian Jewfsh manuscript of tee middle 15th century. 

218 
art, 

Stephen Kayser, in an illustrated book of Jewish ceremonial 

' 
states that in medieval times, in Weste_>-ll countries, spices 

were very precious and, therefore, were kept in the tower of the city 

fortification. This makes it understandable that the medi eval tower 

was reproduced for the spice-container in Western Europe. 

Landsberger c ontends that the spice-box has nothing in its 

design that suggests a .fortress. It appears to be a many sectioned 

edifice with many large windows which would seem to attract cannon shots 
219 

rather then ward them off. other spice-boxes of the 16th century 

have t:he structure of a townhall-tower or a prison cell, with large 

c1.ock and weather vanes . 'Ibese are not appropriate t o the ·tower of a 
220 

stronghold. La.ndsberger says that many scholars trace the tower 

shaoe to the reference in the Bible f~d in Song of Songs: "His cheeks 
! 21 

are as a bed of spices, as towers of perfume. 11 But, he adds, this .. 
is an example of how the ancient scholars strived to justify everything 

and anything Biblically. 

La.ndsberger holds that tower-shaped objects appear for the 

fil:st time, in the art of the Christians done in honor of the three 
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kings who offered gold, incense and ll\11Th to the infant, Jesus. He feeil 

that it was from these works of Christian art that tbe Christian 
222 

silversmiths 'l'MJ.'1' _ have derived their incentive. 

Narkiss claims that although Jews were very much dependent on 

the Christian artisans far tl13 ir religious vessels, the Jews came to 
\ 

these craftsmen~ith_pre-co°':eived notions. They already knew what 

they wanted when t.hey commissioned the silversmith. Either the Jews, 

or the artisans themselves may have been inspired by the spice-towers 

of the Bible. 

No other ritual object shows as many variations as the spice­

container. It ms taken4n many shapes. This~s a condition which is 

directly dependent upon the geographical region and cultural setting 

in" which the Jews found themselves immersed. We have stated before 

that Diaspora JudaiSJII was influenced by its neighb~rs and surrounding 

enviromnents. Thus, Rabbi Judah, the Hasid ( the Pious One), established 

a general ~e which be though wouid explain this phenomenon: 

This is the general rule: According to "the custom of the 
Goyiln (non-Jews) in ~hose lands, so is the custom of the 
Jews.2~3 

Eastern European Jewry developed a speci al type of spice 

container in the form of various types of fruits or flowers. In the 

Jilear and Far East, they began making '.vessels fur spice in a so"'called 

zoomorphic shape. These sp_ice containers were done in various animal 

shapes. In other parts of Europe, Jews began ~mploying silversmiths 

or- their own faith who were expert at such work. These Jewi sh silver­

smiths projected their own fantasy into the making of a spice-box. 

They did not restrict themselves to the tower shape . They copied 
~ 
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flowers, fruit, fish and other creatures . They also began worlti.J&in wood 
224 

instead of silver. In the 18t h ~entury, new forms began to evolve. 

Salt and pepper shakers influenced the design of s pice- boxes. Glassware 

and silver we~e_ shaped a~cording to forms in the world of nature and 

they were made with perforatea tops. Consequently, the symboliSII of 
225 

the spice- box found its expression in all of nature. 

Narkiss presents another interesting theory with respect to 
226 ' 

the development of the s pice- box. Accord?--ng to t-.is theory, t he 

Jews were pawn- brokers during the Middle Ages anai when the Cburc:1 was 

ip need of money, it br ought various ritual obj ects ,to Jevish pawn­

shops. These religious items were left in the shops for collateral. 

While the Jews were in possession of such items, they would copy thmn 

and use them for ttE ir own ritual purposes . 

Narkiss believes that the development and growth of the 

1 Hadas • or spice-box .for Havdalah i s both an internal and external type 

of development. It is an external type because the Jew had need for a 
,. 

specific type of vessel. Although the Jew might have come to the Christian 

silversmith with a preconceived notion of what he wanted, the Christian 

silversmith could only create in terms of what he knew. Thus, the Jews 

were highly influenced by ~he vari?us religious vessels and objects of 

the Church and took over some of them or parts of them in satisfying 

their own n~'ed for a special type of vessel which would serve to contain 

their spcies for the Havdalah ceremony. On the other hand, it is an 

internal type because in too 12th century, Rabbi Ephriam of Regensburg 

created and formed a spice container of glass and ful.filled the Mitzvah 

without using Jeyrtl e in it. He put a collection of various s pices into 
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the glass container and blessed them at the Havdalah ceremony. · This 

vessel began to be known as the 1 Ha.das,' because originally JI\Yl"tle 

leaves serYed as th! only allowable material over which they were 

accuiJtomed to recite the blessing. 

In SUJlll!ary, it is possible to say that the use of spices is 

also a direct outgrowth of the ~ ceremony which ~c-curred in earlier 

times immediately subsequent to the recitation of the ' grace after the 

meal.' It was a general custom to place the spices on burning coals ,. 
and bring them to the table. Since this could n9t be done on the 

Sabbath, certain spices were substituted and were supplied with a 
'-

specific blessing. Over the years, it was thought that only sprigs 

from the ivrtle would f ulfill the oblrgation. This custom received a 

poetical interpretation. It was held that the Sabbath endowed man 

with an "extra soul 11 
( n-,., n, nDIP l } which had to take leave of man at 

the outgoing of the Sabbath. It was thought that the act of smelling 

the myrtle would provide man with strength at the ti.me of the leaving 

of this additional Sabbath soul and would also serve as a vehicle to 

allow the Sabbath soul to return to its original dwelling place. This 

interpretation is an example of the mystic and fl\YSterious not ions which 

became associated with the Havdalah ceremony. 

In ti.me, the JQT'tle was no longer considered necessary but the 

Jews developed a spice--eontainer which they called the I Ha~s 1 (Hebrew 

for myrtle). nus container was filled with various types of spices 

and was used to fulfill the obligation of spices at the concluding 

ceremonies of the Sabbath. The development of the 1 Hadas' illustrates 

the fact that the Jews are greatly influenced by their environment and 
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their geographical location. Under Christian influence, the predoai.nant 

shape of the I Hadaa I was the tower shape. The rites associated with the 

Havdalah spices are man,y. The few that we have examined show us how man 

strives to compensate for his weaknesses. In his striving for salvation, 

be endows mystic and iey-sterious r:1tes vi.th religious value. 

C. LIGHT " 

The. Misbnah cites a controversy- betwen the Schools of 'Hillel 

and Shammai as to how the benediction over the light ·of fire should be 
2n , 

invoked. The School of Shammai held that the benediction should be: 

'Blessed art thou ••• who did create the light of fire . 1 The School of 

-Hillel held that the benediction should be: 'Blessed art thou ••• who 
228 

creates the lights of fire.• Tradition has followed the statement 

of the School of Hillel as it has whenever the opportunity has pre­

se~ted itself. This controversy provides us with the evidence that 

light was connected to the Havdalah ceremony in the early- stages of 

its development. 

Several reasons are given £or the blessing over the light. 

One is that, - since the kindling of lights on the Sabbath is prohibited, 

it is as though light were created anew when the candles are lighted for 

the Havdalah on -Saturday night. This act was done in cormiemoration of 
, 229 

the light which came first in the creation of the world. Other 

Rabbis consider the blessing over the light as a recognition of the 

importance of the element ef fire as an instrument designed by God 
230 

for 1Hle econOJlli.c subjugation of the world. A more natural explanation 

for the use of fire at the outgoing of the Sabbath seems to be that, 
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. ' 
s1:nce .tire aq not be used in any tora on tm Sabbath., , its e11plOJll9ilt 

.. - • -"' • t • , .. • • 

- . 
is a de~nstraticm ot 'the ?Jot ·tbat the. ~l,ath bu ended, amt the work-

' '" .. 
• ing d.qa- bav~ begun. Thi UN of .light., theretor.e, aeeaa Tuy appropriate 

in a H&Tdalah or IM!l.._paration _oeremon,y. ·The~ is also the ·Rabbinic in~r.: 

~tat:ton'which clauu that light '1r8.8 cr,ated by God -at :the beginning . - . 
ot the, week. 'lberetore, it is ~oper to pr-onnnce a benecHction over . . . 231 . . 
light at the beg~nn1ng of each recurrlng week. 

When three stat-a appear together in the sk;r, i) 1,, a sign 

that the Sabbath is over 'and that the BaTdal&h ce~ey must be observed:- -

.As soon as the men return troa the synagogue, foll Minch& and ,. 

Ma1ariv, the ceremon,y ot Bavdalah is begun. No food is to be taken 

atwr sunset on Saturday until the Havd.alah is recited in the holle. 

il8c0, no work is to cmruneJ1ce on the part of either male or female 
232 

until the Ha.Tdal.ah is observed. f 

For this ceremony-, there must be a vax candle with many wicks, 

t.1fo candles ·placed together, or a brafded candle made espeoia.1.ly for 
. 233· . 

this purpose The Bavdal.ah candle is unique. Its form · derives 

.t'roa the tat that, , in the benediction over the light at the outgoing 

of the Sabbath, God is praised in the words: 'Blessed art thou ••• who 
~ 234 

creates the lights of the f~re. I ' To bring out the pl~al 'lights, I 

the candle was Jn11.de to consist of several strands of v ax· and wicks 

. braided together. Since the verb •creates• in the benediction is in ... 

"the present tense., this va·s held to refer to 'the old torchee vbich did 

not give oft a .atew fl.aa., \Jilt sputtered and siszl84. Tbe flame 
. . I . • \,. 

produced an ~tea,w ~eries of .little f).aaes,. ~g and iwt,ndJ1ng / 

r 

1 
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themselves . It is thougti-t that the maey ~eked and braided candle 

would best si.Jlrulate this old torch ( nr1:1•• ) and be suitable for a 

benediction which calls for an unsteady- fiaJlle which seems to represent 

an ongoing pr ocess of the- creation· of f ire. In addition, the flame or 

the ( nr,3• ) or braided tor ch- like candle i s a series of little fires 

which justified the pl ural form of tre phrase : 1lights of fire' ( ~-,11t'11 

235 
wa:1 ) • The very act of lighting the torch- like candle indicated 

t hat the Sabbath had passed and that the week had begun . ' 
Children are allowed to hole!. the Ra.vdal!l,h t or ch an.d are 

enc.ouraged to raise it high. There is a custom that the smallest and 

yollllgest s on of the house holds the Havdalah torch ( np 131t ) in his 

236 
band for €he ceremony. Rabbi Judah Avi-dah offers the statement that 

other s urge the small boy to raise up t he Havdalah torch by saying: 

'Anyone who raises up the Havdalab torch is wort}V of acquiring a t all 

237 
wife. I In Hungary, it was the custom to. say: 1 Re who raises the 

Ha.vdalah tor ch is wortey to be as tall as the flame . 1 They would .also 

set the young child upon a stool or a chair at the time when he held 

238 
the torch in his hand . The Shulchan 1Aruk states that one must 

actually see the t orch _in order to make the blessing over 1the lights 

239 
of .fire I for hiJnself . Perhaps it was th~ intention to have the 

young boy spread light all a bout the room in an i ndirect manner at this 

time, so that those who were .far away from the blesser would yet derive 
r 

pleasure from t he light and thereey be allowed to invoke the blessing 

ovet fire themselves. 

Additional customs began to spring up in connection with the 
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lighting of the Ha.vdalah torch. When one would bless the torch, he 

' would make a point of curving his hands and looking intently at his 

fingernails as if to make use of the light. This is in compliance with 

the obligations of the benediction. In order to bless something, one 
2u0 

must derive pleasure out of the use of it. The torch is then extin.-

guished in that portion of the liquid which has overflowed onto the table 

or into the tray. 

If a man be on a journey or if he have no fire, a glance at 

the reflection of the stars on his fingernails should prompt the bene­

diction, If the sk;y be dark, he merely lifts up a stone from the earth 

and strikes it against another stone, thus obtaining a spark over which 
. 241 

he can recite the benediction. 

At the close of the prayer, the blesser looks at the pal.ms 

of his hands and at his fingernails ' in the light of the torch. It is 

the general agree~nt among the commentating Rabbis that the blessing 

over the lights of fire cannot be considered fulfilled unless one would 

be able to show that one could benefit .from the light, as sta:ted above. 

This example of showing benefit ,.from the light can be done in two ways: 

(1) by obsel"'l'1ng the lines apparent on the palm of the hand, (2) by 

ob~~rving the reflection of the light in the fingernails. Many com­

plicati ons pertaining to the use of these respective customs arose. 
\ 

The act of looking at the pa]Jns has been considered an act of reading 

omens. The act of using the nails has been regarded as some sort of 

practi ce of divination. 

Although no reference to the custom can be found in the '!al.mud, 
242 

it is felt that the custom is implied in the Mislmah. The earli est 
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recorded reference to the custom can be found in Pirke de Rabbi Ell'ezer 
43 

and is ascribed to Rabbi Mani, a Palestinian teacher of the 4th century. 

One writer went so far as to explain the rite of ex.a.mining the finger­

nails by the light of the Ha.vdalah torch on this ground: 1We a re accustomed 

to study our hands _in the light because the wise men could read in them 
244 

our fate and the good fortune ,which is about to befall us. 1 

Daiches has suggested that the custom of looking at the nails 

during Havdalah, as well as other practices affecting, fingernails, may 

be connected with the frequent evocation of the 11princes of the nail." 
. 

The ceremony of looking at the fingernails, accordinf: to Daiches, can 

by no means be considered as an act of onychomancy, as fingernail 

qiviniation is called. This is so because of the late practice of 

enclosing the thumb within the other fingers during the course of this 

rite. This may have been influenced by the belief that the ''princes" 

inhabit the thumbnail in particular, since this nail was most often 
2L5 

used in divination. Therefore, the thumb should be hidden from view. 

Finesinger claims that the Havdalah ceremony, during .the 

medieval times became a mystic ceremony connected with types of divination 

and the using of shiny objects to tell the future. Since divination 

rites were popular in those days, Finesinger is of tre opinion that it 

is not at all out of place for people to practice some form of divination 
246 

at the outgoing of the Sabbath. · The fingernails are connected with 

other bright and shiny objects and the spirits of the nails are connected 

with the spirits of other shiny objects. All of these spirits come to 

life as a result of the play of light and the reflection of light on 
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these shiny surf'aces. Gazing at the fingernails and interpreting the 
I -

sHadows which the light might shed upon them was, in ancient times, a 

common •thod of reading the future. Scanning the fingernails before_ 

the light of fire at the departure of the Sabbath was a safeguard 

against witches so that they would do no hann during the entire coming 
2u1 

week. 

Finesinger adds' that throughout the centuries, attitudes toward 

the custom are found which vary from complete opposition to complete 

acceptance. However, it is a general principal that the more enlightened 
248 

the teachers were, the more opposed to it they were. Nevertheless, 

the custom finally found its way into the Shulchan 1Aruk: and became a 
249 

fixed part of the Havd.alah ceremony. Those Rabbis who opposed the 

implications of divination associated with the custOJll explained that 

the act of looking at the nails was done in order to praise God for 
I 

the miraculous work of creation; and to praise God for having created 

certain differences, i .e.: the separation between flesh and nail, so 

that ve may know and acknowledge the separation between the Sabbath 

day and the days of the week. The act of looking at the fingernails 

and obsening the fil.stinction between the nails and the flesh remind 

man of tais separation. 

In summary, it appears that the use of fire at the Havdalah 

ceremony comm.Ulorating the conclusion of the Sabbath, arose out of man's 

utilitarian need for light at the close of the Sabbath day. 'Toe custom 

of blessing the light stelfts from .the fact that on the Sabbath it was 

forbidden to kin~- fire of any kind. Therefore, kindling a fresh light 
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marked the end of the Sabbath. The basic legal requirements for this 

fresh light are unique and developed from the blessing over the light 

which mentioned the I lights of fire. 1 Scholars contend that this refers 

directly to a torch which sputtered and popped a.s it burned. This gave 

rise to the development of a unique candle made of strips of wax and 

vicke braided together. 'Fhe flame which such a candle gave off silllulated 

the name of a torch. · 

Since the conclusion of tm Sabbath was a forbod~g time when 

the spirits and demons of evil were found running loose, various additional 
....... 

practices became associated with the custom of rekindling the light. 

Man was obligated to make use of the light and to gain pleasure from 

it before being able to invoke the blessing. Consequently, the practice 

of gazing at the palJns of the .hands and at the fingernails arose. This, 

in time, became an integral part of the "c'eremony. It was thought that 

by observing the reflection of the light from the nails and ~y invoking 

the various spirits which resided in the palms, the future could be 

foretold. These practices were considered types of divination. Possibly 

because acts of divination were scorned on by the Rabbis, no reference 

to this custom is found in the Talmud. It is apparent that the people 

did not want the Sabbath to leave for they were afraid of the future. 

Ttrus, they began to practice divination and reacting omens and projected 

these rites into their established religious ceremonies. 

D. THE HAVDALlH BENEDICTION 

Already- in Mislmaic times, t here is reference to a benediction 
250 

which is called by the name: 1 Havdalah. ' It is frOJ11 this special 
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benediction, recited as tll3 last feature of the ceremony which :marks 

the conclusion of J;Jie Sabbath, that the entire cet_:emony acquired its 

ruune. It may have found its origin in the Biblical text where God is 

described as the one .who makes-distinctions between various types of 

things, i.e.: day and night, dirty antj. clean and light and darkness. 

God also fonned a separation between the holy and the profane on more 
' 251 

than one occasion. The Talmud states a rule, namely:, A person must 

express a ' minimlllll of three distinctions when invok:ulg the !avdalah 

benediction. These must be: a distinction between ,the holy and the 

profane, between light and darkness, and between I srael and the other 

nations. The Talmud adds that a man can ex;press a mini.mum of seven 
252 

such distirx:tions. Among these lffllst ap~ar the prayer of praise 

to God for making the distinction between the seventh day of Sabbath 

holiness and the six vorkwg days of the week. 

It is the final paragraph of the Havdalah liturgy which 

enumerates.,in pairs .the realms to be distwguished. This is the most 

essential portion of the whole ceremony. When the wstitution of eveni ng 

prayers was accepted by Judaism, this benediction origwally formed part 

of tl'E fourth Benediction of tre evening Am.id.ah on the outgoing of the 

Sabbath. But, "for the sake of -the children," 

began to be recited in t he home. 

253 
the Havdalah benediction 

The cup of wwe was again taken up and blessed. Over it was 

said a long and beautiful prayer of humbae confe ssion of sin, of need 

of God in going out from the security of the Sabbath, and a petition 

for personal purification in which God would mark the separation of the 

holy and the profane. 
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The music and the hymn of Havdalah are attributed to the 
- 25L 

authorship of Isaac i bn Chayyat of the 11th century. The eymn: 

11 Hammavdil": ''May Re who maketh a distinction between the holy and 

the profane • .• 11 is an-acrostic -with the name:- "Isaac Hakka ton" 

255 
spelled out in it. Idelsohn writes that this hymn is used almost 

universally in all Jewish communiti~s. Re cites Mordecai 's commentary 

to Yoma which says that this poe• 1111st be recited at the . concluding 

service (leilah Service) of the Day of Atonement, because :m:. is of a 
256 

penitential nature. It was thought that this ~ was originally 

a nart of the Neil.ah Service on Yom Kippur and is still used in the 
. 257 

Sephardic liturgy. Idelsohn explains that the tzymn, including the 

special Havdalah benediction, must be chanted in a sweet manner and 

prolonged in order to al.low the evil souls, which have been ft-eed f'rOJII 

the netherworld according to Sabbat h custom, a few extra moments to 

258 
f rolic about on earth. 

The Ravdalah benediction was, and is today, recited ~y the 

reader in the synagogue and again at home. The chosen passages which 

comprise the liturgy of the wb>le ceremoey, includine the special 

Ha.vdalah benediction, give assurance of divine blessing1 <Eliverance, 

consolation and peace. 'Ibey were selec~d and fonned into a ceremony 

which would provide man with a meditative moment at the conclusion of 

the Sabbath and the comnencement of the new week. 

Following the recitation of the actual Havdalab benedicti<m, 

maey songs are sung which center around Eli~ah, the prophet. Elijah, 

the prophet, because of his ivstic and m.rsterious ways was most popular 
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in Jewish MedieTal Folklore. He was known as: Elijah, the wonder 

prophet . Elijah was the representative o! national. salvation. He was 

the symbol of redemption and messianism. According to the Talmud, 

Elijah was going te announce Israel's red~rnption and the arrival of 
. 259 

the Messiah at the going out of the Sabbath. It was known by all 

that he would wait until the Sabbath was ewe~ before he proclaimed his 

news and to hera;ti,in the messianic age, for he did no,t want to disturb 

the people on their sacred day, nor did be want to detr,ct from the 
260 

peace and solenmity of the Sabbath day. 

We see, in swmtary, that what was indeed a beped.iction at 

the turn of tbe common era became the basis for an entire ceremony. 

Thi~ benediction, known as the Havdalah benediction, was the source of 

the name of the ceremony which marks the separation between the Sabbath 

and the weekdays. Over the years, this benediction became embellished 

with music . The moment of transition between the holy and the profane 

became invested with all types of mystic ceremonies which were attempts 

t o~foretell fµture events. The Jey'stic and folkloristic hero, Elijah, 

the prophet, found his way into the Havdalah ceremoey as the herald of 

the Messiah and the harbinger of the messianic age when all of Israel 

would be redeemed. fy the 11th century, Elijah was universally accepted . 
and his presence .and blessing were invoked through song at the Havdalah 

celebration. 

CONCLUSION: 

We have examined the emergence and tbB develoJ)DleDt of the 

ffavdalah ceremony. .Through ow:: e~ination of its stages of development, 

we haTe discovered the maD,Y various au.nings which became associated 

with it over the years. 
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We saw that Havdal.ah itsel.f means •separation' or 'distinction.' 

For our purposes, this specifically referred to the distinction between 

the holy Sabbath day and the secular days of the week. In order to 

emphasize this separation the Jews devised a special ceremoey which took 

place Saturday eve called the Havdalah • . The constituents of the service 

were: (1) an overflowing cup of wine, (2) a braided wax torch-like 

candle, (3) a spice-container. The order of the service was: (1) reading 

certain Scriptural selections, (2) reciting the benediction o\-er the 

vine, (3) reci ting the benediction over different ~s of spices 

_,Dw~ tJtD ), (4) reciting the benediction over the 1lights• of fire,' 

(5) reciting the Havdalah pray-er. 

We understood that the Havdalah oeremoey was primarily a 
\ 

ho111e ceremony, but that it was brOUK.ht into the synagogue, as well. 

To avoid confusion, the Talmud decreed that it be recited both in the 

synagogue and in the home, over a cup of wine. 

We saw many strange and interesting customs de"elop wi~h respect 

to the Havdalah ceremony. The cup of wine had to be filled to over-

• 
flowing, according to the medieval iaw codes. The overflowing wine was 

a symbol of joy and a bmdance for the ensuing week. Some people dipped 

their fingers in the wine and passed them over their eyee. in order to 

cu.re certain eye ailments and to .insure the eyes with good health. 

Only males drank the Ha.vdalah W?,Jle for Jewish voan had to abstain else 

they would acquire masculine features and grow moustaches. The spices 

were blessed and passed around to both ma.le and female. This was 

supposed t 'o strengthen the individual as the Sabbath with its special 

1soul1 took leave. The spices represent a little bit of the Hereafter, 
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1 the ~ld to ~ • on earth. 'l'be braided, ~ . vicad, torch­

oandle •rn• to h1.t1.ll. tbll MishDU.c d-•nd tor tbll 'light• ot tire' 

and toll.Olfi.ng \be benedi~ct.ion, is _rapi.dl,y •~•be~ 1.n tbll ~ 

o, wine. The sourcea- reJIBin silent with respect to this o~toa, wball 

thl BaTdalah bleHing is oban~ a •1n1Mm mmber ot Nparationa, 

executed. at the band ot God., mut be •ntioned. Then, the people 

prq to God to •entl ni.jah, the prmplat, the Tishbite, the Gileadite 

. . . ' 
who will blinld the Messiah and the redemption ot Israel.' 

Ona of the scbQlars points out that in~ cereaoD,T, 

we •see' all the syabols before usJ we •taste• the wineJ i e •smell' 

the fragrant spicesJ ve 1teel 1 the beat of the f'laaeJ and we 1hear1 

\ 
the soleJm words ot the Havdalah benediction. Thus, we consecrate 

261 
our five senaes tor labour· and dut.r during the coaing week. 

J 
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Several illlporta:nt facts have emerged from the examination of 

various sources related to the Havdalah Ceremoey in making a study of 

its meaning, customs and objects throughout the ages. 

It was notic_ed that the elemental f_eatures of the cerelllony 

existed originally as separate customs and habits co?1111onl,y practiced 

in the secular enviroDJ1tent which surrounded. the Jews. It is our con­

tention that the ceremony originated as a direct outgrowth of the 

Hellenistic-Roman meal customs. In ti.Jlle, these customs became so 
' 

cOJlll'llOnl,y practiced by the Jews that they became incorporated and endowed 

Yi.th religious significance. Then, these newly incorporated and 

religiously endowed customs became a religious ceremony i n their own 

right. 

In a si.milar way, in the Middle Ages, when all religions be­

gan to delve into the realJlls of J'I\YStery, demonology, and divination, 

the Jews vere also influenced by environmental customs. Under this 

influence, they were forced to bring iey-stic and iey-thological elements 

into their own cereJ110nies. Consequently, the Havdi.lah ceremony unde.r­

went change and became a wealth of superstition and iey-stic belief. 

This study has shown that, in the past, t he Sabbath day was 

the actual embodiment of all that the Jew desired to achieve. It . 
served as a symbol of the world of God. The Havdalah ceremony represents 

a progressive evolution. Each stage of its development evolved as an 

answer t o the needs of the people. It gave spiritual meaning and value 

to their earthly pain and struggle. It brought comfort and security 

to their uncertainty and anxiety as they turned from the world of God 
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and prepai,ed to face. the world of man. While there vas a need on the 

part of t :IE people to be satisf:led, the ceremony and its symbols remained 

alive and vital. When there was no longer a need, the ceremony fell int o 

disuse . 

There are certain branches of Judaism which today practice 

the Havdalah cerelftOny. 'Ihey fulfill the -ri tual demands and go through 

the motions of the ceremon;r, either in t he synagogue or in the home. 

But, frankly speaking, Havdalah is dying, at present, because mqciern 

man no longer needs a ceremony to help him make the t ransition from 

the Sabbath day to the weekdays. However, where Havdalah is pz:acticed, 

the order is much the sane as i t was in medieval times . The wine is 

poured to overflowing and is blessed; the spices are sniffed, blessed 

and passed to all individuals present; a twisted torch- like candle is 

lit, blessed and extinguished in the ov-erflow of wine; the Havdalah 

benediction is chanted and t:IE prophet, Elijah, is invoked through song 

to speed the day of the arrival of tre messiah and the kingdom of God. 

Jewish SUIT!lller camps and youth and adult retreats have currently 

instituted a more serious observance of th! Sabbath. People have gathered 

in these settings in order to learn something about t heir religion and 

its heritage. It follows that certain rituals and ceremonies must be 

adhered to in order to accomplish the task. The Sabbath has been re­

garded as the central symbol of Judaism, and its rituals and ceremonies 

are explained and observed by all present. The Havdalah ceremoey is of 

late enjoying great popularity at su~h gatherings. New meaning is being 

projected orito the ceremony and creative explanations are being attributed 

to its symbols. This may be a sign that the whole realm of Jewish 
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ceremonial will undergo a reawakening at the hands of those who are 

interested enough to reinterpre t them. These symbols can live again 

if man so inclines hilnself to relate to them. 

In the course of .!!_iln.e, the original objee:t and purpose of 

these ceremonies are forgotten and they become empty fonns until, at 

a later stage, they are invested with new .meanings. The systems of Jewi sh 

observances t hrough the centuries are fonns of ·expressing religious 

feeling~ prompted by th~ various events of life. Abstract truth,and 

ethical practice fail to satisfy tre basi c religious cravings of man. 

He needs ceremonies that impress him with the nearness and holiness 

of the divine. 

Through religious observance, man can experience the higher 

world to which his £&:i.t h points . In order to experience and celebrate, 

man'-interacts with objects not merely to say words or drown a twisted 

candle with sweet wine. He must understand tre object for what 1bs 

meaning and purpose are, in~eracting with it not by rote but by .full 

and consci.ous understanding. It is the hope of the author that this 

paper will stimulate a deeper interest in symbols and ceremonies, 

so that modern liberal Jews wi ll pursue a deeper understanding of the 

great wealth of Jewish ceremonial of which the Havdalah is so signifi­

cantly representative. 
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festival. ' On the next day, when the guests arrived, they 
opened their holes and the house was i.rrensed. (B. Tal. 
Betza 22b) · 

' 66. Supra. , p . 23. 

67. l'iishnah Ber akot 6 :6. 

68. Ibid. 
Narkiss, op. cit., p . 190. Narkiss claims that Mugmar means 

•~urning spices' according to Rashi, who was also dependent 
upon ancient s ources. 

Babyl onian Talmud Beralcot 42b. 
Babylonian Talmud Betza 22b . , see Rashi 1s comment on the MUgJNU", 

69 . Supra, p. 21. 

70. Goodenough, op. cit., VI , p. 137 . 
Ibid. , p . 134, Goodenough states : 'Of the r i tes observed through 
-- a man1 s life, nothing is more important then the blessing 

71. 

and drinking of the cup, at meals, accompanied by the blessing 
of t ti! bread. ' 

"Cup of Benediction, " . Jewish Encyclopedia, 4th ed., IV, p. 386. 
This passage quotes the prescriptions arranted in M~onides, 

'!fad, " Ber akot 7: 14-15. 

72. Lauterbach, op. cit ., p. 372 . 

73 . Ibid. One meal was taken lat e in t he A.M. or forenoon, the other 
-- (second) meal was taken late in the P,M. or evening time. 

74. The i nnovati on of allowing the Sabbath to extend from sunset on 
Friday to nightfall on Saturday i ncluded Frida.y evening as 
part of the Sabbath. 

75, Lauterbach, qp. cit. , p. 370, As a Sabbath meal it was the closing 
meal of the Saobath. As a weekday meal, it was the first meal 
of the firs t weekday of the new -week. 

76, Lauterbach, op. cit., PP• 372-373 . 
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77. ~ - , P• 373. 
78. Leviticus ·23 :32 . ( 1,11~• n:1• ) "From even unto even shall you 

keep your Sabbaths." 
79. Good.enough, op. cit., VI , p . 13?, 
8o. Abraham Mill.gram, SABBATI1, Dy of Delight. Philadelphia, Jewish 

Pllblication Society of America , 19b4, p. 88. 81. The lamp lighting ceremony attained Bal.achic ifflportance ans was 
carried out by , the woman of the house. 

82, Narkiss , op. cit., p. 189. 
8). If F'riday evening was reckoned as part of the next day , then '3abbath 

evening (Saturday eve) was part of the next day, as well. Bu. Lauterbach, op. cit. , P• 370 . B. Tal. Sabbath ll9 a . Here presented is a description of the 
Sabbath table of the house of a wealthy Jew. I t is mentioned 
that the table was laden with all kinds of food and delicious 
arpmatic herbs . ( a 't, l.D • J't z:, ',:,, ',:,aD • J't D ',:, ) .a•Dw:i, 

85. Lauterbach, op. cit., p. J?l , 
86. Ibid. 

87. Ibid. 

88. Ibid. , p . 37u. 
89. Ibid. 

90 . Narkiss , op. cit. , pp. 189- lSO. 
91. Ibid. 

.. 92 , Gaster, op. cit. , p, 27h. 
93 , Lauterbach, op. cit. , p . 377 . 
9u. Ibid., note :i21. It is ouite poss i c.le that the iiavdalah ceremony 

- - originates Ol7er a cup of wine and came into being only to balance 
the vine ceremony at tte beginning of tbe Sabbath. 95 , Karkiss , op. cit. , p . 190. C-oodenough, op. cit. , V1 , p . 136. 
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114. Mordecai Narkiss, "The Snuff-Shovel as a Jewish Symbol, " Journal 
of Pal~stine Oriental Society, Vol. r/ & r/L Palestine 
Oriental Society, Jerusalem, 1935-36. 

115. 11 Ha-Mabdill," Jewish Encyclopedia, 4th ed., vr; 

116. B. Tal. Berakot 33a ( n1'>,:::an ••• u,n ... :1'>1,.>.:, nD2::, '•>• ). 
ntls is not a source which shed a great deal of light on the 
origin or development of tre ceremony, nor does it inform us 
as to tlle date of its institutionalization. However , this 
reference is important because 'these two institutions: Kiddush 
and Havda.l.ah are home ceremonies. ~se ceremonies, instituted 
at the hands of the Men of the Great ~ssembly were home ceremonies. 
It seems that Havdalah was never a ceremony which originated 
in the Temple or the synagogue. • · 

Goodenough, op. cit., VI , _p. 136 . 

117. Goodenough, Ibid. 

118. B •. Tal. 
11When the children of I srael were poor, i t was ordained to 
'separate' in the Prayer: when they got to be rich, 1 to separat e ' 

_ over the cup; then they got poor again, and again 1separated 1 

in the Prayer. But it is tl'E custom to do both; first t o say 
the evening Prayer with the ' separation ' or distinction in the 
forth bltssing; afterwards, to recite Havdalah over a cup of 
wine, a lighted wax candle , and a spice-box. 11 

Dembitz, op. cit., P• 357. 

119 . ~· p. 354. 

120. Schauss, op. cit., p. 15. 

121. Ibid., pp. 15 - JJ. "At the beginning of the Common Era, the benediction 
of Havdalah over a glass of wine and the smelling of spices were 
a matter of course, practiced as part of the third meal eaten 
on the Sabbath." 

. . 
122. Goodenough, op. cit~ , VI, p. 122. 

123. This study will attempt to show the stages of development which the 
Havdalah ceremony underwfigt and continues to undergo as man 
confronts this moment of uncertainty and responds to it. 

12h. B. Tal Pesah.i.m lOJb. 
B. Tal Hulkot 117b. 
B. '.[al Sabbath 150b. 
J. '!al. Berakot 5:9b. 

125 . "Havdalah," op. cit., P• 120. 
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127 . B. Tal. Berakot 52a. 
B. Tal. Pes~him lOJa . 
Lauterbach, oF· cit. , p. 379 . 

The people practiced without the consent of the teacher s. 

128. Lauterbach, op. cit., p. 379 , 
Mislmah Berakot 5:2. 

129. Mishnah Berakot 6:6. 

l)O. Mishnah Berakot 8:5. 
Order of Shammai: 
Order of Hillel: 

n~,::in ,D9DW::l ,J,TD ,,l 
n',,::in ,JITD ,a9DW~ ,,l 

1.31. Ibid. 

132. Lauterbach, op. cit., p . 381. 

133, Ibid., P • 384. 

1)4. Ibid., p. 423, note 99, Lauterbach states· that the Talmud mentions 
t he Hadas only once but always states spices ( Q9DW::l ) 
without any express r eference to Hadas (myrtl4'.le) . This indicates 
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According to Lauter bach (Ibid. ), J . Talmud Berakot 5 :2 is the 
only instance where the Taiiirud speaks of t he myrtle in connection ~ 
with the Havdalah ceremony. ( ,n',9::i~ ,,,~ ~99J n'1,::in '1• ain 

- ) 

135. Mishnah Berakot 8:5 . 

136. Hertz, op . cit., p. 746. 

137. Evelyn Garfiel, The Service ol' the Heart. New York, Thomas Yoseloff, 
1958, p. 197. A number of homiletic explanations are offered 
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over light at Havdalah. ' -

1)8. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary. New York, Pardes Publishing, 1950, 
P• 721. 

l)9. MaJr, op. cit., P• 89. 

l.40. 

)' 

Goodenough, op; cit., VI, P• 122. 11It i..s the object of this study 
{of Goodenough) to determine, if possible, the sort of Judaism 
which produced this art and symbolism ••••.• n 
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112. Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magi c and. Superstition. New York, Behrman 
House, 1939, p. 217 . 

l.43. · Ibid. 

l.44. Ibid., p . il.4. 

J.LS. Ibid. 

116. Goodenough, op. cit , , VI , p. 130. 
Goodenough, Ibid., quotes Edward Busse, Der Wein im Kult des Alten 

Testemeiites. Freiberger Theologische Studien, 1~22, p. 29, 

147. Ibid. 

l.48. 

149. 

150. 

Psalm. ).16: 13. 

As on Passover at the Seder t"able: 1 Cup of Elijah, 1 

Goodenough, op. cit ., pp. 139-11.iO. 

' 

151. Shu1ichan 1Aru.k, Oreh Haim, 296 :6. "He for whom wine does not flow 

152 , 

153. 

15h, 

as water is not worthy of a blessing." 

Ibid., Abraham Gumbiner (296:4-6). 
Trachtenberg, op. cit. , p. 167. 

Goodenough, op. cit., VI , p. 110, 

I bid. , "This overfl ow of too cup is a libation or wine offering to 
evil demons or spirits and also appears in the Seder r itual." 
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155~ Schauss, op, cit., p. 34. This can also be an explanation of wey 

wine is split at the ceremony under the wedding canopy and 
also this may explain why wine is split when the plagues are 
enumerated on Pesacb eve. 

156. Trachtenberg, op.- cit. , p. 167, quotes-Moses hat (16th century), 
Korab is a name which ~ presents'the power s of evil. 

157. Ibid. 

158. Ibid. 

159 , Goodenough, op. cit., VI, p. 191, 

160. Shulchan 'Aruk, Oreh Ha.im, 296 :J . 
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162. Antonio Margaritha, Der Gentze Judische 6laube. Leipzig, 1705, pp. 33-J7. 
This is a source which has never been translated. I am indebted 
tom:, advisor, Dr. J. Gu'bnann, for rendering me a t ranslation 
of this source. 

163, Ibid, , p. 37, 

16L. Ibid. , p . 3u 
Schauss, op. cit., P• 26 . 

165. B. Talmud Shebuot 18b. 
Goodenough, op. cit., p, 127 , He states that wine is a sex symbol; 

a sex j ,uice. He reverts back to the phallic worship cul ts . 
This m.ay account for t he f act that only males can drink the wine 
and that diligent observation of Havdalah will.yield male offspring. 
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166 . Goodenough, op. cit,, VI , p. 138, 

167, Daiches, op. cit., p. 36, 

168. ~' P• 81. 

169. Goodenough, op. cit. , VI , p. 138. 
Daiches, op. cit., p. 37 . 

170, Sol Finesinger, 11 The Custom of Looking at the Fingernails at the 
Outgoing of the Sabbath," tie brew Union College Annual, Vol. XII - XIII. 
Cincinnati, Hebrew Union College Press, 1937~38. 

171, . Ibid., p. 364, note 73 , 
Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, translated and edited by Gerald Friedlander , 

New York, Bloch Publishing, 1916 , 

172, 

173. 

Gaster, ~- cit., p. 276. 
Genesis:5. The s ilver goblet which Joseph orders to be hidden 
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Ezekiel 21 : 26. Mention is here made of a C Ol1lJTIOD practice of divination 
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I Corinthians 13:12. Paul alludes to 'divining through a glass darkly. 1 

Daicbes, op. cit., P• 37 , • 

Berakot VIII, 7, 12c. 
B. Talmud Berakot 53b. 

Finesinger, op. cit. , p . 362. 

175, Margaritha, op. c it., p . 37 . 
Supra, p. 57, note 162. / 
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179. Narkiss, op. cit. , P• 190. 
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Margaritha, op. cit ., pp. 35- 36. 

185. Gaster, op. cit., p. 281 . 
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Isaiah 55 :13. 
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