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Hanukah Begins Tuesday night, December 4


“O Hanukah, O Hanukah, come light the menorah….”  So begins the delightful Hanukah song that invokes the burning candles, the potato latkes and the game of dreidel.  Hanukah (or Chanukah or Hanukkah or Hanuka, etc…there are many correct spellings in English!) begins this coming Tuesday night, December 4th and we light Hanukah candles for eight successive nights.  (Keep in mind that on Friday night it is customary to light the Hanukah candles before lighting the Shabbat candles.)

 


As we prepare to celebrate Hanukah I think it is worthwhile to review the historical Hanukah as well as the legend of Hanukah.  Go back in time with me twenty-two centuries.  The Second Temple in Jerusalem was the center of Jewish religious life for the Jews living in ancient Israel.  In 168 b.c.e., Antiochus Epiphanes, a Syrian tyrant in alliance with the Greek Empire, sent his soldiers to Jerusalem to desecrate the Temple and to abolish Judaism by forbidding Shabbat observance and circumcision.  Altars and idols of Greek gods were set up throughout the countryside.  Antiochus renamed the Temple in honor of Zeus, pigs were slaughtered there and the pig’s blood was splattered onto the Torah which was then burned.  Jews were given only two choices: convert or die.

 


In response to this atrocity many Jews accepted martyrdom.  Over time a resistance movement emerged led by a priestly family headed by Mattathias and known as the Hasmoneons.  He and his five sons (‘The Macabees’) were based in Modiin, a small town not far from Jerusalem, and for three years they fought a guerilla-style war against the Syrian army (today we would call them insurgents).  Though vastly outnumbered, the Macabees were ultimately miraculously victorious in 165 b.c.e.  They reentered Jerusalem, reclaimed the Temple and established an eight-day Festival of Dedication, that we know as Hanukah.  

 


All of the above is accurate historical fact.  Our sources for the story of Hanukah are the 1st and 2nd Books of Macabees.  They are not included in the Jewish Bible and they exist only in Greek (although 1st Macabees was originally written in Hebrew, that version has been long-lost).

 


Now we arrive at the legend of Hanukah, which is of course that when the Hasmoneon priests went to rededicate the Temple, they wanted to rekindle the ner tamid, the eternal light, but they found only enough pure olive oil to burn for one day.  Miracle of miracles…that little cruse of oil kept burning for (count ‘em)  eight days, just enough time to prepare more olive oil to keep the eternal light aflame.  Whew!  God really came through for the Jews that time!!

 


This delightful and oft-repeated legend is from the Talmud (Tractate Shabbat) and is not part of the historical record at all.  In fact, the original dedication ceremony was held for eight days to parallel the eight days of Sukkot.  But the rabbis of the Talmud wanted to downplay the military focus of Hanukah and diminish the significance of the Hasmoneon priests (since they were not descended from King David or the tribe of Judah) and so they created this wonderful story that we still celebrate today.  

 


It is true that Hanukah is not one of the major Jewish holidays such as Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Passover or Shavuot.  Yet is has become an important holiday and time for celebration for contemporary Jews.  I heartily endorse celebrating Hanukah to its fullest with candles, food, gifts and song.  Enjoy.  Happy Hanukah!
Rabbi Eddie Sukol
