Viewpoints

A Publication of the Denver Community Kollel

Parshas Mekeitz-Chanukah 5762                                                December 15, 2001

The Illuminating Lights of Chanukah

“Because of what miracle was Chanukah established? When the Greeks overrode the Second Temple, they contaminated all the oil on the Temple grounds. Upon the Hasmonean victory, a search was conducted and they only found one jug of oil with the seal of the High Priest (ensuring its purity). Although the contents of that jug would only be sufficient to light one night, a miracle occurred and they were able to light from it eight nights. The following year, those days were established as a holiday upon which to praise and thank (G-d)” (Talmud Shabbos 21a). 

T

his statement concerning the Chanukah holiday is highly intriguing; it seems to miss the primary issue. The need for the pure oil to last those extra seven nights was actually superfluous from a halachic standpoint (1). Of course, it was better to have used pure oil, therefore mandating an expression of gratitude for the miracle. Nevertheless, the circumstances would have permitted the use of contaminated oil until more pure oil was produced.


The foremost issue for which the Jews of the time had to be thankful was their miraculous victory over the Syrian-Greek superpower. The Greeks had severely restricted the Jews’ Torah observance through the enactment of many laws prohibiting mitzvah fulfillment. With the Hasmonean victory, however, they once again had the ability to openly practice their Judaism.


In fact, the special thanksgiving declaration inserted in our prayers during Chanukah (2) focuses on G-d’s assistance in the military triumph, with a mere hint to the miracle of the oil. Why then does the above quoted excerpt of the Talmud cite the oil miracle as the impetus for the establishing of Chanukah (3)?  


The salvation from the Greek oppressor was, in fact, the focal point of the Jews’ gratitude to G-d. However, it had not been initially apparent that the military victory was actually His doing. Although they had faced insurmountable odds, perhaps it was their own prowess and motivation that won the day.


Upon experiencing the miracle of the oil, however, something that was obviously the Hand of G-d, they understood the war effort too had been Heavenly coordinated (3).

Although the Hasmonean priests and their soldiers had fought valiantly, it was now obvious that not because of “my strength and the might of my hand (4)” had they prevailed. Ultimately, it was G-d, Who, upon seeing the Jews’ dedication on behalf of His Torah, “(gave us) the strength to achieve, in order to establish His covenant that He swore to (our) forefathers (5).”

Only then, after the occurrence of the oil miracle had made it clear to everyone that the military victory had not been their own accomplishment, did the “Men of Insight (6)” institute the thanksgiving holiday of Chanukah to commemorate the spiritual salvation.


With this understanding, a solution can be presented to resolve a famous Chanukah question, for which over one hundred answers have been suggested.

Why is Chanukah eight days long? The jug that was found contained enough oil to last the first night, so the miracle was really only the following seven nights (7)?


 The first day upon which the Hasmoneans renewed the practice of kindling the Temple menorah, although not a day of miraculous oil burning, was nevertheless incorporated into the Chanukah festival to commemorate their triumph over the Greeks (8). Since it had become apparent to all that the war had in fact been Heavenly orchestrated, the Sages deemed it appropriate to establish that first day of cease-fire as a celebration for the victory. 

The annual mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah lights was likewise established from then: For it was on that day of the Temple’s rededication, when the radiance of the newly lit menorah shined throughout the city, that the victory was confirmed through their ability to openly perform mitzvahs once again (9).


How sadly ironic it is that although the Sages were particular to make clear the Chanukah message of Divine orchestration, today it has been clouded by the passage of time. 


The Hasmonean priests were also known as “The Maccabees,” which they inscribed on their battle shields. Maccabee is the acronym for the Hebrew words that translate, “Who is like You, G-d, among the powers (10)?” 


The Hasmoneans recognized the true source of their strength: the Almighty. They were pious, Torah scholars of note (11), who abhorred the self-aggrandizing, Hellenic way of life. To think that sports teams and organizations would be named after the Maccabees, due to the misconception that they glorified themselves as muscular warriors, is regrettable indeed. 


If we but open the shades, the light of the Chanukah message is sure to shine through. Recognition of G-d and dedication to His Torah are our only true wellsprings of salvation. Especially during unstable times such as these, when once again there is political unrest in the Land of Israel, scene of the Chanukah miracle, we would be well served to learn the lessons of history.    

-----------------------

(1) See Pnei Yehoshua to Shabbos ibid. (2) See Artscroll Siddur p.115,187. (3) Maharal of Prague, d.1609, in Ner Mitzvah p.22. (4) Deut. 8:17. (5) Ibid. v.18. (6) See text of Maoz Tzur, Artscroll Siddur p.785. (7) Rabbi Yosef Karo, in Beis Yosef to Tur, Laws of Chanukah 670. (8) Rabbi Chizkiah De Saluh in his Pri Chodosh to Shulchan Aruch, Laws of Chanukah 670. (9) Moadim Uzmanim 2:138. (10) Exodus 15:11. (11) See text of Chanukah prayer noted above.
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