Asking the Question, “What is Hanukkah?"

December 23, 2024 (Hanukkah)

The question “What is Hanukkah?” is as relevant today as it was when the Rabbis first posed it
amid a conversation about the rules of candle lighting (Bavli Shabbat 21b). There has never been
one answer to this question, not then and not now. Rather, Hanukkah has always served as a
prism through which Jews throughout the ages have understood their history and God’s place in
it.

The event that inspired Hanukkah was a military victory, recounted in the Apocryphal Books of
Maccabees I & II: the Maccabees triumphed over the much-more-powerful Seleucids, who had
attempted to extinguish Jewish practice. Through this lens, Jews recall the many times in history
when they had been besieged by enemies, finding comfort in this prototype of ancient Jews
overcoming their adversaries against the odds. Naturally, this message resonates deeply in
challenging times like the present, when the Jewish people, both in Israel and in the diaspora, are
painfully aware that we are beset by enemies. It is not surprising that in the wake of October 7,
Israelis especially have felt a heightened sense of identification with the Maccabees. As Maj.
Gen. Yaron Finkelman told the IDF soldiers stationed in Gaza: “You are modern day Maccabees.
This is a long, important, and difficult war . . . We will continue onward until victory.”

Hanukkah also holds deep meaning as a spiritual holiday, a time focused on the rededication of
the Temple and the miracle of the oil. Several centuries after the Book of Maccabees, the Talmud
recounts the defiling of the Temple, the cruse of pure oil discovered after the Maccabees’ victory,
and the Divine miracle that occurred when the day’s worth of oil lit the candelabrum for eight
days. Having witnessed Jewish defeat in two subsequent wars and the destruction of that very
same Temple, the Rabbis’ Hanukkah focused on Divine power and the importance of keeping
alive our faith in God.

Both miracles—the human military victory and the Divine miracle of the oil—are
commemorated each year when we light the hanukkiah, literally and figuratively bringing light
into the darkness of winter, suffering, and despair. Many centuries later, Theodor Herzl saw
Hanukkah candle lighting as a “parable for the awakening of a whole nation. First one candle—it
is still dark, and the solitary light looks gloomy . . . Then the others join in, all those who love
justice, truth, liberty, progress, humanity, and beauty.” Herzl believed that Hanukkah could
inspire fellow Jews who were experiencing the darkness of antisemitism to work for a Jewish
homeland and advance the causes of human liberty and progress.

The miracle of lights banishing darkness in the world occurred even in the wake of October 7.
Tamir Hershkovitz from Kibbutz Be’eri, whose parents and grandmother were murdered on
October 7, lit a family menorah that he salvaged from the ruins of his home and asserted, “I
choose, for my parents, to be happy.”
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It is easy to despair, but the lessons of Hanukkah ensure that we do not. Rather, we draw
inspiration from the interwoven tapestry of meaning that we have inherited. Drawing from
the miraculous victory of the Maccabees, many Jews, in the face of antisemitism, redouble
their efforts to defend their right to live as Jews in the larger world without fear. Drawing
from the lessons of the Rabbis, many Jews rededicate themselves to knowing, observing, and
embracing our powerful tradition, with pride and joy—again, without fear but rather with
faith in the Jewish future.

Faith motivates us to ensure a strong Jewish future and there is no better way to do that than
through education. The word “Hanukkah,” as we know, comes from the root for hinukh
(education). At JTS, we are committed to training the next generation of Jewish leaders who
will in turn educate future ones. Each and every day we experience that rededication to this
mission.

During this challenging era, I find comfort from the many meanings of this holiday and the
ways in which it can inspire, uplift, and strengthen us. The healthy flourishing of the Jewish
people—of Judaism itself—has always depended on our ability to utilize our talents to the
fullest, to divine life’s meaning and purpose, and to inspire the next generation.

May we extend our hands to one another in support, respect, and humility as we draw on the
bravery and resilience of our Maccabean forebears, the audacious meaning making of the



Rabbis, and the power of light to overtake the darkness. One of these years—hopefully very
soon—when we again ask, “What is Hanukkah?", we will be able to answer with confidence
as we experience security and peace for our people and for all humankind.

Wishing you a hag urim sameah (a joyous, light-filled holiday).



