
The practice of lighting lights to commemorate
the festival of H. anukkah is connected to the fact
that the seven-branched Menorah was rekindled
in the Temple in Jerusalem once it was restored
to proper usage by the followers of Judah the
Maccabee. At that time, the great golden Meno-
rah was perhaps the most important sacred
object in the Temple. The Ark of the Covenant
had been lost or destroyed at the time of the
Babylonian conquest and was never duplicated.
The lights of the Menorah were kindled every
evening and burned throughout the night (Exo-
dus 27:20–21). Its seven branches symbolized
the entirety of creation. It is also likely that the
Menorah was a stylized representation of a tree
or a bush. Its branches were adorned with buds
and flowers (Exodus 25:33). It may even have
been a reminder of the “burning bush” in which
the Presence of God was symbolized by fire
(Exodus 3:2). The Presence of God at Sinai was
also signified by fire, “for Adonai had come down
upon it in fire” (Exodus 19:18). When the origi-
nal Tabernacle was dedicated in the wilderness,
“fire came forth from before Adonai and con-
sumed the burnt offering” (Leviticus 9:24).

The Menorah as the symbol of God’s power
was described by the prophet Zechariah in the
famous passage read as the Haftarah on Shabbat
H. anukkah: “I see a lampstand all of gold, with a
bowl above it.The lamps on it are seven in num-
ber . . . This is the word of Adonai . . . Not by
might, nor by power, but by My spirit — said
Adonai Tz’va-ot” (4:2–6).

From the “bowl above it” — the Almighty —
all strength flows to the lamps below — human
beings. It is not human might that ultimately pre-
vails, but God’s spirit. This is a strange but vital
message for a holiday that celebrates, at least in
part, a military victory.

— from ancient days until our
time. Literally, “in those days and at this time.” God per-
formed miracles for our ancestors then — at the time of the
Maccabees — and still performs them today. The miracles
referred to here are those that enabled our ancestors to
defeat the Syrians, to reconquer Jerusalem, and to restore
the Temple to the worship of the one God.
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The original observance of H. anukkah was for
each household to light one light each night for
eight nights:

The mitzvah of H. anukkah is to kindle one
light for each household. Those who wish
to observe in a special way will kindle one
light for each person. For those who wish
to be even more stringent — the School of
Shammai says: Light eight lights on the first
night and decrease the number by one on
each subsequent night.The School of Hillel
says: Light one light on the first night and
increase the number by one on each subse-
quent night. (Shabbat 21b)

The current practice is to follow the School of
Hillel, following the principle that we must also
strive to reach greater degrees of holiness — not
reduce it. It is also customary to light the lights
where they can be seen by others, in order to
publicly proclaim the miracle. Only in times of
danger was it considered proper to light them
secretly where they could not be seen.

Said the Holy One: Do not think that I need the lights of the Menorah. Rather, you should kindle light
before Me as I kindled light before you. For what purpose? To elevate you before the nations who will

say, “Israel gives light to The-One-Who-Gives-Light-To-All!” Exodus Rabbah 36:2
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Rock of Ages xfu gfrm
This poem was written by Mordecai ben Isaac
during the first half of the thirteenth century and
has often been set to music.The first letter of each
Hebrew paragraph forms an acrostic, spelling out
the name Mordecai. The poet speaks in the first
person, taking upon himself the persona of the
people Israel. Israel begins by praying that God
will reestablish the Temple so that Israel can sing
songs of praise at the dedication (h. anukkah) of the
altar, as did the Maccabees. Israel then describes
its history of sorrows and deliverances, beginning
with the Egyptian slavery, which was followed by
the drowning of Pharaoh’s army. Next the Baby-
lonian Exile is outlined, followed by the Return to
Zion.The next verse concerns the story of Purim
and Haman’s defeat. Finally, the story is related of
the Hasmoneans (the Maccabees) defeating the
Greeks, including a reference to the legend of the
miraculous oil.

— These lights. This paragraph is not a
prayer, but a declaration of the meaning and purpose of the
lights. The text is found in Sofrim 20:6. The first few lines
reflect the Al Ha-nissim prayer, which is recited during
H. anukkah in the Amidah and in Birkat Ha-mazon. (See, for
example, page 290.) Here, as there, the miracles are identi-
fied as the wondrous actions of God that enabled our ances-
tors to overcome their enemies. The Kohanim referred to
are Mattathias and his sons, who led the rebellion.

— We may not make use of
their light. Unlike Shabbat candles, which are intended to give
illumination in the home during Shabbat and may be used for
seeing and reading, the H. anukkah lights are dedicated to a
specific purpose: proclaiming the miracle. Therefore they may
not be used for any utilitarian purpose. For this reason an
extra light, known as the shamash (the “serving light”) was
introduced. It is not holy. Any light that may be used, even
mistakenly, may be said to come from this extra light.
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The Talmud notes that the practice of having spe-
cial observances at the turn of the year, the winter
solstice when days are shortest, was common
among pagans.The Romans had special holidays at
that time known as Kalenda and Saturnalia. The
Sages told the following legend in explanation:

When Primal Adam saw that the days were
getting progressively shorter, he said, “Woe is
me! Perhaps because I sinned, the world
around me is turning dark and returning to
its state of chaos and confusion.This then is
the ‘death’ that was decreed against me from
Heaven!” He proceeded to fast for eight days.
However, when the solstice came and he saw
that the days were becoming progressively
longer, he said, “This is the natural course of
the world.” He then proceeded to observe
eight days of festivity. He created these days
for the honor of Heaven, but [the pagans]
appointed them for idolatrous worship.

(Avodah Zarah 8a)

W hat is [the miracle of] H. anukkah? As our rabbis taught: Beginning on the twenty-fifth of Kislev and
extending for eight days, one does not eulogize the dead or fast.The reason is that when the Greeks

entered the Temple, they desecrated all of the oil [used for lighting the Menorah]. When the Hasmonean
Dynasty overcame them, they searched but found only one container of oil that was still sealed with the seal
of the High Priest. It contained enough oil for only one day. But a miracle occurred and with [the oil of that
one container] they were able to keep the light [of the Menorah] burning for eight days.The following year
they decreed that those days should be celebrated as a festival with the recitation of Hallel and the prayer of
thanksgiving [Al Ha-nissim]. Shabbat 21b

W hy are we commanded to light lights [on H. anukkah for eight days]? At the time of the Greeks’ domi-
nation, when the Hasmoneans entered the Temple, holding eight iron spears, they struck them into

some wood and kindled lights upon them.This they did for eight days.
Scholium (annotation) to Megillat Taanit
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