Rabbi Adam Starr

Chanukah: A Holiday of Hope Amidst Despair
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Maimonides Laws of Chanukah Chapter 3

1. In [the era of] the Second Temple, the Greek kingdom issued decrees against the Jewish
people, [attempting to] nullify their faith and refusing to allow them to observe the Torah
and its commandments. They extended their hands against their property and their
daughters; they entered the Sanctuary, wrought havoc within, and made the sacraments
impure. o
The Jews suffered great difficulties from them, for they oppressed them greatly until the
God of our ancestors had mercy upon them, delivered them from their hand, and saved
them. The sons of the Hasmoneans, the High Priests, overcame [them], slew them, and
saved the Jews from their hand.

They appointed a king from the priests, and sovereignty returned to Israel for more
than 200 years, until the destruction of the Second Temple.

2. When the Jews overcame their enemies and destroyed them, they entered the
Sanctuary; this was on the twenty-fifth of Kislev. They could not find any pur oil in the
Sanctuary, with the exception of a single cruse. It contained enough oil to burn for merely
one day. They lit the arrangement of candles from it for eight days until they could crush
olives and produce pure oil.
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Tractate Shabbat 21b

What is [the reason for] Hanukkah? For our Rabbis taught: On the twenty-fifth of Kislev
[commence] the days of Hanukkah, which are eight on which a lamentation for the dead and
fasting are forbidden. For when the Greeks entered the Temple, they defiled all the oils therein,
and when the Hasmonean dynasty prevailed against and defeated them, they made search and
found only one cruse of oil which lay with the seal of the High Priest, but which contained
sufficient for one day’s lighting only; yet a miracle was wrought therein and they lit [the lamp]
therewith for eight days. The following year these [days] were appointed a Festival with [the
recital of] Hallel and thanksgiving.
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Nachmanides Commentary on the Torah Numbers 8:2

2. WHEN THOU LIGHTEST THE LAMPS. "Why does the section dealing with the candelabrum follow [the
section which tells of] the dedication-offerings of the princes? The reason is that when Aaron saw the
dedication-offerings of the princes, he became disheartened because neither he nor his tribe participated
with them in the dedication; whereupon the Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: "By thy life! Thy
contribution is [of] greater [significance] than theirs, for thou wilt kindle and trim the lamps every morning and
evening.’ This is Rashi's language, from a Midrash Agadah.

But it is not clear to me why G-d consoled Aaron [by reminding him of his function] in lighting the lamps...

I have found this explanation in the following text of Megillath Setharim of Rabbeinu Nissim, who mentions
this tradition, saying: "l have seen in the Midrash: When [the princes of] the twelve tribes brought the
dedication-offerings and the tribe of Levi did not etc., the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses, Speak
unto Aaron, and say unto him: When thou lightest the lamps. There is another Dedication in which there will
be lighting of the lamps, when | will perform through your sons miracles and salvation for Israel, and a
Dedication which will be called by their name, namely, “the Chanukah of the sons of the Hasmonean.'
Therefore He put this section [dealing with the lighting of the lamps] next to the section concerning the
dedication of the altar

And | have further seen in the Midrash Rabbah [the following text]: "The Holy One, blessed be He, said to
Moses: Go and tell Aaron--"Fear not! You are designated for something of greater importance than this. The
offerings are brought only as long as the Sancutary is in existence, but the lamps will give light in front of the
candelabrum forever; and all the blessings that | have given you with which to bless My children will never
come to an end.' " Now it is an obvious fact that when the Sanctuary is not in existence and the offerings are
not brought because of its destruction, the lighting of the lamps [of the candelabrum in the Sanctuary] also

ceases [so what does the Midrash mean in saying that G-d promised Aaron that the lighting of the lamps
would never stopl]!




Rabbi Zerachya Halevy, the Baal Hamaor .4
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Prayer recited upon lighting the Chanukah Candles .5
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These lights we kindle upon the miracles, the wonders, the salvations, and the battles
which you performed for our forefathers in those days at this season through Your holy

priests. During all eight days of Chanukah these lights are sacred, and we are not
permitted to make ordinary use of them, but to look at them in order to express thanks

and praise to Your great Name for Your miracles, Your wonders and Your salvations.
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The Raabad asks why is the blessing for the megilah written with an “al’. Perhaps because
Rabbinic commandments are more like reshut. But then there is still a question from lighting
Chanukah candles which is with a “L"hadlik. ... perhaps we can answer that since this
blessing is based on the lights in the temple therefore they made the (Chanukah lights)
like that of the Torah .
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3. And because of all these events the Sages of that generation ordained
that these eight days, which began from the twenty-fifth of Kislev, should
be commemorated to be days of happiness and praise [of God]. Candles
should be lit in the evening at the entrance to the houses on each and
every one of these eight nights to publicize and reveal the miracle.




