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Shabbat During Hanukah


This week Shabbat coincides with the fourth candle of Hanukah.  In last week’s Teachings from Tradition I outlined the story of the first Hanukah in 165 b.c.e.  The Macabees, led by Judah and his brothers, were victorious against the Syrian-Greek army of Antiochus (a miracle in itself!) and able to reclaim the Temple in Jerusalem.  Their Festival of Dedication (Hanukah) was centered around a celebration of the most recently missed major Jewish holiday, which was of course Sukkot. 

Then, as now, Sukkot is celebrated for seven days, followed by Shemini Atzeret (a mini-festival in itself), for a total of eight days.  This is the basis for the eight days of Hanukah that we celebrate.  


One of the more curious additions to the prayer service during Hanukah is the recitation of the Hallel Psalms.  The Book of Psalms contains one-hundred and fifty Psalms (liturgical poems).  The Hallel Psalms are Psalms 113-118 and all six of them center around praising God,


Normally the recitation (or singing/chanting) of the complete Hallel is reserved for the major Festivals such as Sukkot, Pesach and Shavuot.  It seems odd then that Hanukah, a late addition to the Jewish holiday calendar and a non-Biblically based holiday, should warrant the recitation of Hallel.  But this curiosity is resolved when we understand that the original Hanukah was an observance of Sukkot.  Just as Hallel is said on Sukkot, so too should it be included in Hanukah.  


The praise of God’s greatness articulated by the Hallel Psalms expresses the author’s abiding trust and confidence in a compassionate and personal God.  One of my favorite passages is from Psalm 118:


In my distress I called upon God, 

God answered me by setting me free.

Adonai is with me, I shall not fear….



It is better to trust in God than to trust in the powerful…

Hard pressed was I and stumbling, but Adonai helped me.

Adonai is my strength, my might, my deliverance.


I think that all of us have had moments of personal struggle in which we have faced adversity that felt larger than us.  At some point in our lives we may feel as if we can’t cope with whatever it is that lies before us.  The message of the Psalm is that there is a God that we can rely on and trust.  Though God’s presence may not always be evident, the aim of the Psalm is to reassure us that we are not alone. 

Our world may seem dark at times, filled with struggle and strife.  Despite life’s hardships, the light of the Hanukah candles has the power to illuminate not just our eyes, but also our souls.  May the light of the Hanukah candles give us the hope and confidence to trust in a compassionate God.  And may we feel, as the Psalmist did, that God is our strength, our might and our deliverance. 
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