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INTRODUCTION 

1. In the time of the second Beis HaMikdash, Eretz Yisroel was overrun by the Hellenist 

Syrians and they oppressed the Jewish People in an unbearable and terrible fashion.  

Things went from bad to worse until the Syrian occupiers were at last overthrown by 

Mattisyohu and his sons the Chashmono’im, and the Beis HaMikdash was rededicated 

after the defilement by the Syrian hordes.  The Lights in the Mikdash were again kindled 

with the only oil that was found to be suitable, the only bottle which had the seal of the 

Kohen Ga’dol still intact, all the others having been smashed by the Syrian vandals.  

The oil found was ordinarily enough for only one day, but miraculously it lasted for 

eight days — enough time for more oil to be processed from olives which were fetched 

from a distance of four days’ travelling.  This miracle encouraged the Jewish people in 

their Teshuvah, for they earnestly wished to make amends for following the Greek way 

of life and neglecting the Torah and Mitzvos, and it showed them that  ַאהוּ   ךְ רוּ בָּ  שׁ דוֹ קָ ה  

was pleased with their efforts and had indeed accepted their repentance.  The following 

year, the  ֲיםִמ כָ ח  established that date, the twenty-fifth day of Kislev, as a semi-Yom Tov, 

to be observed every year for that period of eight days, and they instituted that the 

miracle of the oil be commemorated by the lighting of the Channukah Menorah in 

every Jewish household. 

2. Work is allowed to be done on Channukah, but during the time that the lights are 

required to burn after kindling, that is, for the first half-hour, work should not be done, 

especially by the womenfolk.  This is because the Syrian commander-in-chief was slain 

by Yehudis, the daughter of the Kohen Ga’dol, and since a main part of the victory over 

the Syrians was due to her great bravery, the womenfolk commemorate the part she 

played in the events of Channukah. 

3. The Beis HaMikdash stood for another two hundred years after the event of Channukah 

until the Jewish people again forsook the Torah and א הוּ  ךְ רוּ בָּ   שׁ דוֹ קָ הַ   since when we 

have been forced to roam in  ָתלוּ ג  from one place to another.  But in the meantime, the 

Lights of Channukah are for us an annual reminder that even in the darkest  ָתלוּ ג , if we 

but return to HaShem in sincerity and if we resolve to keep the Torah and Mitzvos 

despite any opposition, He will bless our efforts with success and that the light of 

Redemption will eventually shine forth to dispel the darkness, as it did then “in those 

days, in this season.” 

z                ה  z             ִדיֵני  ֲחנּוּכָ
SOME  DINNIM  CONCERNING  CHANNUKAH 
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4. As well as commemorating the rededication of the Beis HaMikdash, Channukah also 

marks the anniversary of the completion of the making of the Mishkan (the 

transportable forerunner of the Beis HaMikdash) which was made during our time in 

the Wilderness on our way out from Egypt to Eretz Yisroel.  There are some authorities 

who say that because of all this it is a Mitzvah to celebrate Channukah with somewhat 

festive meals at which we sing songs of praise to  ַאהוּ  ךְ רוּ בָּ  שׁ דוֹ קָ ה  and also recount the 

miracles that occurred at Channukah time, which makes such a meal into a  . הוָ צְ ִמ  תַד עוּ סְ 

5. It is a correct practice to increase one’s Tzedokoh-giving during Channukah, and 

specifically to increase one’s contributions to poor Torah-scholars and thus help to 

support them.  This is in keeping with the history of Channukah: Channukah 

commemorates our rededication to our Torah-learning after defeating those that tried 

to extinguish the light of Torah and it is quite consistent that we should support those 

that take it upon themselves to learn Torah and teach Torah to others.  The giving and 

receiving of presents and the exchange of gifts that have become the custom in certain 

places today, however, are not part of the celebration of Channukah ordained by our 

 This seems to be an idea taken from elsewhere — ironically, in imitation of our  .ַחָכִמים

own original custom of contributions to poor Torah-scholars.   

THE OIL AND WICKS 

6. Since the miracle occurred with olive oil, ideally one should kindle with olive oil and 

fulfil the Mitzvah in the best way possible.  However, all oils are suitable for the Mitzvah, 

on the condition that they burn clearly and cleanly.  Candles are also suitable for that 

reason.  Likewise, all wicks are suitable, but cotton-wool is best for the fulfilment of the 

Mitzvah.  One should use a Menorah of metal — the best is silver — or of any material 

which will not be marked by the flames. 

POSITIONING OF THE MENORAH 

7. The Menorah should be placed where it is recognizable that the lights are for 

Channukah, not in a place where lights burn all the year round (for instance, not on the 

table on Friday night).  Furthermore, where many people light, their Menoros should be 

placed in such a way that it can be clearly seen how many lights are kindled that night.  

(See further, Paragraph 16.) 

8. Originally, the Menorah was lit outdoors, at the gate or front door facing on to the 

street, but nowadays, so as not to antagonize the  ֹםיִ גו , we light indoors at the window 

facing the street.  Where one lives on an upper storey, if it is not higher than about ten 

metres from street level, one should light at the window facing the street; if it is higher, 

one must light at the entrance to the living-room, on the left-hand side, opposite to the 

Mezuzah, if possible.  If one does not light at the window facing on to the street, the 

Menorah should be lit at about table height, and in any case not lower than three 

tfochim (about thirty centimetres) nor higher than ten tfochim (about one metre) from 

the floor and so long as the lights are easily within the usual range of vision, one has 

fulfilled the Mitzvah.  If, however, one kindled the Menorah higher than twenty ammos 
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(approximately 40 feet, or 12 metres) then one has not fulfilled the Mitzvah at all.  If one 

lit the Menorah in a place where it is not correct, then even if one afterwards placed it 

correctly, one has still not fulfilled the Mitzvah, because at the time of lighting it has to 

be correctly placed, not later (that is,  ַהוָ צְ ִמ ה שֶׂ עוֹ  הקָ לָ ְד ה , the lighting is the Mitzvah and 

at the time of the lighting everything has to be correct, not later) and one has to light 

the Menorah again correctly (but without a Brochoh). 

THE MENORAH 

9. The lights themselves must be level, not one higher and one lower, and ideally they 

should be in a straight line, not in a bow-shaped or zigzag formation.  Enough space 

must be left between the lights that it can be distinctly seen how many lights are 

kindled that night.  (See Paragraph 16.)  If one is using candles, even more space must 

be left between the lights to avoid their melting or bending. 

TIME OF KINDLING 

10. The Mitzvah of kindling comes immediately with nightfall, and from that time until one 

has kindled the Menorah one is not allowed to do anything, even to learn Torah, except 

to davven Maariv, which should be before the kindling.  If, because of work (or school 

or college or some other commitment) one cannot light with nightfall, one should light 

as soon as possible after nightfall but even if one kindles later, as long as one’s 

household is up one recites the Brochos.  If one arrives home so late that there is no 

one up, one still lights the Menorah, but without the Brochos. 

11. One must make sure that there is enough oil in the Menorah for the lights to burn for 

at least half-an-hour after kindling: if there was not enough at the time of lighting then 

one has not fulfilled the Mitzvah, this, even if one added oil while the lights were still 

burning (again, because  ַהוָ צְ ִמ ה שֶׂ עוֹ ה קָ לָ ְד ה ).  For the Friday-night kindling, one must 

make sure that they will burn for at least half-an-hour after nightfall, altogether about 

one-and-a-half hours after kindling.  The same applies also if, because of unusual 

circumstances, one will not be able to light at nightfall nor at all later that evening (if 

one is travelling, for instance) in which case one may kindle the Menorah early, up to 

about one hour before nightfall (as we do on Friday evening) but again on condition 

that they will still be burning at least half-an-hour after nightfall.  Therefore, if one uses 

a Menorah that burns the small “Channukah candles” (which have a burning time of 

almost exactly half-an-hour) and one is lighting the Menorah early (for example, on 

Friday evening) then at least one candle, preferably the newly added one, must be of the 

standard-sized candles, perhaps cut down a little, and securely smelted into the small 

candle-holder.  This way, there is at least the one light that will burn the required length 

of time. 

12. On Friday night, obviously, we kindle the Menorah before Maariv (and before lighting 

the Shabbos candles).  On Motzo’ei Shabbos, in Shule, the Channukah lights are 

kindled before Havdolloh.  This is so as to help ensure that everyone will be there to see 

the kindling because Maariv on Motzo’ei Shabbos ends with Havdolloh and everyone is 
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waiting to hear Havdolloh.  At home, though, we first make Havdolloh and then 

straightaway light the Menorah. 

13. On any night other than Friday night, if the lights went out through an unforeseen 

accident during the first half hour, one should re-light them, but without a Brochoh. 

THE  LIGHTING 

14. Since the main factor of Channukah is to propagate and spread the remembrance of the 

miracle, therefore at the time of lighting the Menorah one should assemble all the 

family to watch the kindling and hear the Brochos. 

15. On the first night, three Brochos are recited at the time of kindling.  They are: 

םלָ עוֹ   הָ ךְ לֶ   מֶ ינוּ הֵ לֹ -אֱ ',  ה  הּתָ   אַ ךְ רוּ בָּ     (1)    

:ה כָּ נוּ ל  חֲ ר  שֶׁ יק  נֵ לִ ְד הַ   לְ נוּ וָּ צִ וְ ,  יוָת וֹ צְ ִמ   בְּ נוּ שָׁ ּדְ ר  ִק שֶׁ אֲ   

םלָ עוֹ   הָ ךְ לֶ   מֶ ינוּ הֵ לֹ -אֱ ',  ה  הּתָ   אַ ךְ רוּ בָּ     (2)   

:ה זֶּ ן  הַ מַ זְּ בַּ ,  םהֵ ים  הָ ִמ יָּ בַּ ,  ינוּ ֵת בוֹ אֲ ים  לַ סִּ ה  נִ שָׂ עָ שֶׁ   

    and  (3)     ָּםלָ עוֹ   הָ ךְ לֶ   מֶ ינוּ הֵ לֹ -אֱ ',  ה  הּתָ   אַ ךְ רוּ ב  

: ה זֶּ ן  הַ מַ זְּ   לַ נוּ יעָ גִ הִ וְ ,  נוּ מָ יְּ ִק וְ ,  נוּ יָ חֱ הֶ שֶׁ   

 If one forgot to make the Brochoh  on the first or subsequent nights, one can  נוּ יָ חֱ הֶ שֶׁ 

still make that Brochoh on the night when one does remember — even if it be the last 

night.  Otherwise, on the other nights, only the first two Brochos are made.  After the 

Brochos, one kindles one light, and, while lighting the others, one says the  ַוּ ללָּ  הַ תרוֹ נֵּ ה 
יןיִק לִ ְד מַ  נוּ חְ נַ אֲ  .  Then,    ָיִת עָ וּ שׁ יְ ר צוּ ז עוֹ מ is sung.  Some have the custom to then say the 

דוִ ָד לְ ת יִ בַּ ת הַ כַּ נוּ יר  חֲ שִׁ ר מוֹ זְ ִמ   and various other pertinent passages. 

16. On the first night we kindle one light on the extreme right, and every night we add one 

to its left, always lighting the newest one first and proceeding to the original first.  In 

other words, we add from right to left, and light from left to right. 

17. No benefit may be had from the lights of the Menorah during the time that they are 

required to burn (that is, for the first half-hour or so).  This is because the Menorah that 

we kindle on Channukah is indeed only for the Mitzvah, to spread the knowledge of the 

miracle, and not for any other purpose.  For this reason, too, we have a “Shammas” (or 

“Shammash”) usually placed higher than the Menorah proper.  The custom prevails 

that we do not use any of the Menorah lights for any purpose — even to kindle the 

other Menorah lights themselves is done using the “Shammas.” 

18. Since women were very much involved in the miracle of Channukah (see Paragraph 2, 

above) and indeed because they particularly were relieved when the Syrian yoke was 

removed from the Jewish People, therefore women too are obligated to observe the 

Mitzvah of the Channukah lights (despite its being a  אמָ ָר גְ ן מַ זְּ הַ שֶׁ ה שֵׂ עֲ ת וַ צְ ִמ ).  

Therefore, if there is no man in the household to kindle the Menorah, or if she lives on 
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her own, a woman is obliged to kindle the Menorah herself and make the Brochos.  

Indeed, if need be, a woman may make the Brochos and kindle the Menorah on behalf 

of her husband and family in much the same way that her husband’s lighting the 

Menorah fulfils her obligation.  Even though ordinarily a woman is considered as one 

with her husband and his lighting the Menorah fulfils her obligation, too (provided, that 

is, that she is present when he recites the Brochos and kindles the Menorah) 

nevertheless, if a woman wishes to do so, she can recite the Brochos and kindle her 

own Menorah (although this is not the generally accepted custom). 

19. A boy who has reached the age of being trained in Mitzvos should fulfil the Mitzvah for 

himself, too.  In some communities the custom prevails that a girl lights her own 

Menorah and makes the Brochos as does a boy.  As in all such matters, one should take 

care to follow one’s own traditional custom rather than adopt the customs of others 

just so as to reflect the fashions (or the politics) of the day. 

20. If a person will not be home for the lighting of the Menorah, nor at all that night, he 

should instruct his wife or another person to light the Menorah on his behalf and in this 

way, given the unusual circumstances and that he cannot do any better, he is 

considered as having fulfilled his obligation.  Nevertheless, it is of course preferable that 

he too should light where he is, if at all possible.  If it is not possible (for instance, he is 

travelling) then he has no option but to rely on the lighting that is done on his behalf. 

21. Guests in a hotel should light in their own rooms rather than in the communal dining 

room of the hotel, if this is at all possible.  A permanent boarder, that is, one who eats 

regularly at someone else’s table, is considered as a member of that household and is 

included in his host’s kindling (if the guest doesn’t light his own Menorah, that is).  

Nevertheless, if he can, he should light his own Menorah and make the Brochos 

himself, as does each individual in a regular family.  If one is merely a temporary guest, 

one must either light on his own or, if this is not feasible, he must become a partner in 

his host’s kindling (by paying something towards the oil and wicks, or the candles, each 

night). 

22. In keeping with the general theme of the Mitzvah of kindling the Menorah, namely, to 

proclaim and make known the miracles that  ַאהוּ  ךְ רוּ בָּ  שׁ דוֹ קָ ה  wrought for us at 

Channukah time, the custom prevails almost universally that the Channukah Menorah 

is kindled in Shule each night (usually between Minchah and Maariv).  Even though the 

Brochos are recited, nevertheless individuals do not fulfil their own obligation with this 

kindling and they must light at home.  This includes also the one who lights the 

Menorah in Shule, but on the first night he does not repeat the Brochoh  ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש  at 

home unless it’s for his family or household.  (A mourner should not light the Menorah 

in Shule on the first night as it is not for him to say the Brochoh  ֶׁנוּ יָ חֱ הֶ ש  in public.) 

 In many communities, the Menorah in Shule is lit at Shacharis, too, but no Brochos are 

said for this lighting. 
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“AL HANISSIM” AND HALLEL 

23. All eight days of Channukah we say  ַיםסִּ נִ הַ ל ע  in the Amidah prayer (also called the 

הֵר שְׂ עֶ ה נֶ מוֹ שְׁ  ).  If one forgot, but reminded oneself before the  ֵׁםש  of ב טוֹ הַ ' ה הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ בָּ 
תדוֹ הוֹ לְ ה אֶ נָ  ךָ לְ וּ  ךָ ְמ שִׁ   one goes back to say  ַיםסִּ נִ הַ ל ע .  But if one reminded oneself only 

after the  ֵׁםש , one finishes the  ְׁהֵר שְׂ עֶ ה נֶ מוֹ ש  and one is not allowed to correct oneself in 

the   ְׁהֵר שְׂ עֶ ה נֶ מוֹ ש proper.  If one had said  and at that point — before at all  ' ה הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ בָּ 

starting the next Brochoh — one reminded oneself of the omission, one adds the words 

"יךָ קֶּ י חוּ ינִ ֵד ּמְ לַ "  inserts  ַיםסִּ נִ הַ ל ע  there, then repeats the paragraph of " ְםלָ וּ כּ ל עַ ו"  and 

continues as usual to the end of the Amidah.  The reason for this is because by adding 

the words " ַיךָ קֶּ י חוּ ינִ ֵד ּמְ ל"  to the phrase " ָּה  הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ ב'" , those three words   ָּה הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ ב' 
then become the first part of a proper Possuk (it is Possuk 12 in Chapter 119 of 

Tehillim) and the phrase " ָּה   הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ ב'"  is not then considered as the Brochoh’s end.  

This then allows us to rectify the omission there and then, because it is considered as if 

the Brochoh has not been ended, as it were.  In fact, this device is the preferred solution 

to all such cases where a correction must be made before the Brochoh has been ended 

and where one has said the words " ָּה הּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ ב'"  and at that point realized one’s 

mistake.   

24. Even in a case of not being able to correct one’s omission of  ַיםסִּ נִ הַ ל ע  in the Amidah 

itself, there is still another remedy and it is this:  Before the  ָקסוּ פ  of  ִןצוֹ ָר לְ  יוּ הְ י , after  

הלָ כוּ וְ , עָר מֵ י נִ וֹ שׁ לְ ר צוֹ נְ , יהַ לֹ -אֱ  , he says the following (the words in brackets are variant 

texts, according to different customs) ל עַ ]וְ [ ןקָ ְר וּ פּ הַ ל עַ ]וְ [ים סִּ נִ הַ ל עַ  ךְ לָ  נוּ חְ נַ אֲ ים ִד מוֹ  
הזֶּ ן  הַ מַ זְּ בַּ ם הֵ הָ ים מִ יָּ בַּ  ינוּ ֵת בוֹ אֲ לַ  יָת שִׂ עָ שֶׁ ] תמוֹ חָ נֶ הַ  לעַ וְ [ ]תמוֹ חֲ לְ ִמ הַ ל עַ וְ [ת עוֹ וּ שׁ ּתְ הַ  לעַ וְ ת רוֹ בוּ גְּ הַ    

and continues  ִּלדוֹ גָ ן הֵ ּכֹן נָ חָ יוֹ ן בֶּ  הוּ יָ ְת ּתִ מַ  יימֵ ב , etc..  He then says the sentence   ִןצוֹ ָר  לְ יוּ הְ י,  

הֵר שְׂ עֶ ה נֶ מוֹ שְׁ  and thus ends the (again) ְוכּוָלה .   

25. In Birchas HaMazzon likewise (where  ַיםסִּ נִ הַ ל ע  is inserted before  ְלּכֹהַ ל עַ ו ) if one 

remembered before the  ֵׁםש  of  ָּןזוֹ מָ הַ ל עַ וְ ץ ֶר אָ הָ ל עַ ' הה ּתָ אַ  ךְ רוּ ב , one goes back to 

יםסִּ נִ הַ ל עַ  , but if one remembered only after the  ֵׁםש , one is not allowed to go back.  

Instead, immediately before  ָינוּ כֵּ זַ יְ א הוּ ן מָ חֲ ַר ה , one says the following:  ָהשֶׂ עֲ יַ א הוּ ן מָ חֲ ַר ה 
הזֶּ הַ ן מַ זְּ בַּ ם הֵ הָ ים ִמ יָּ בַּ  ינוּ ֵת בוֹ אֲ לַ ה שָׂ עָ שֶׁ  מוֹ כְּ ת אוֹ לָ פְ נִ וְ ים סִּ נִ  נוּ לָ   and continues ן  בֶּ  הוּ יָ ְת ּתִ מַ י ימֵ בִּ 

לדוֹ גָ ן הֵ ּכֹן נָ חָ יוֹ  , etc., and ends the Birchas HaMazzon in the usual way after that.  (But 

see the previous paragraph about how one can correct the omission as long as one has 

not yet started the next Brochoh.)   

26. Whole Hallel is said every day of Channukah, and there is a special Torah Reading each 

day, too, with a special Haftorah on Shabbos Channukah — all so as to spread the 

knowledge of the miracle that is the theme of Channukah. 

r  p  o  n 
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Of all the miracles which occurred at the time of the event of Channukah and which led 

up to Channukah being celebrated as a festival every year, there is one, perhaps the most 

important, which is often overlooked.  That miracle is how the Jewish People found their 

way back from the brink of assimilating themselves out of existence.  Probably never 

before in our history had the Jewish People in Eretz Yisroel come so close to mass 

spiritual annihilation as in those times and then, through the miraculous events of those 

days, found their way back to the life of Torah-true Judaism.   

To understand what brought about the events of Channukah we have to go back to about 

a hundred years before the uprising initiated and led by the aged Mattisyo’hu because 

that was when the rot had really started.  The Land of Israel had been invaded by the 

Syrians and was now ruled by Syrian overlords.  Although the Greek Empire itself was 

already in decline, these Syrians had embraced the Greek way of life, or “Hellenism,” 

named after the Greeks’ legendary ancestor.  That’s how it comes about that these 

Syrians are called “Greeks,” or, more properly, “Hellenists.”  These Syrians wanted to 

impose their Hellenism on all their vassal states, including the Land of Israel.  Sad to 

say, some of the Jewish People — to start off with, they were not many — were indeed 

led astray, away from their Torah life.  These rich, upper class Jews, eager to rub 

shoulders with the Syrian ruling class so as to ingratiate themselves with them, started to 

copy the Hellenist lifestyle.  Then, when the rest of the people saw that their material 

prospects were good if they followed the Greek way of life, they also were ensnared.  

Things were easy, they found; the Greek lifestyle and culture was even beautiful, they 

discovered — forgetting the beauty and grandeur, the nobility and holiness, of their own 

Torah life.  Things went from bad to worse until in the end, the great majority of the 

Jewish People in Eretz Yisroel had turned away from Torah.  True Torah-observant Jews 

became only a very small minority, persecuted by the Syrian king Antiochus and his 

soldiers and shunned and despised by the Hellenist Jews.  Even the Beis HaMikdash 

itself was converted into a temple to the Greek gods with swine sacrifices brought on the 

altar to the Greek idols and no self-respecting Jews (who in any case were very few) 

would be seen near the temple of idolatry.  

But how could such a situation have come about?  The answer is that when the Jews in 

the Land of Israel showed that they themselves were quite prepared to forsake their own 

Torah life, and, willingly and without coercion, instead embrace Greek culture, king 

Antiochus saw that his dream of unifying all of his realm in the Greek mould was indeed 

feasible.  (When he came to power, Antiochus took the additional name “Epiphanes,” 

meaning “blessed by the gods” but even his non-Jewish contemporaries gave him the 

nickname “Epimanes,” meaning “made crazy by the gods” for he was madly insistent 

upon the spread of Greek culture and religion — to the exclusion of any others — 

throughout his realm.)  Indeed, all the peoples who fell under the tyranny of this evil 
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man were forced to conform to his command that they shall become Hellenists and live 

their lives like the Greeks of old.  Antiochus was determined that not only those Jews 

who had themselves become Hellenists but even those people of Judea who resisted and 

stubbornly held on to their heritage and traditions should do the same — everybody had 

to embrace the modern Greek way of life.  As a result, many Jews who had until then 

retained some loyalty to their heritage indeed succumbed to his enticements and threats 

and forsook completely the religion of their fathers.  There were notable exceptions, 

most famous, perhaps, is the martyrdom of Channah and her seven sons.  But the general 

trend was towards apostasy and assimilation.  The few wayward Jews had become a vast 

majority. 

So as to ensure the complete eradication of the Jewish way of life, Antiochus issued a 

decree forbidding the study of the Torah.  He knew that the strong backbone of the 

Jewish Nation, and a fundamental part of the Jewish faith, is that wonderful and sacred 

weekly event, the Shabbos, so he forbade the observance of the Jewish Shabbos.  He 

prohibited the physical sign of Jewishness, Bris Mi’loh.  And so as to break the authority 

of the Beis Din, that august body which regulates and unifies the national life of the 

whole Jewish People by proclaiming when would be Rosh Chodesh and consequently 

when would be the main Festivals in the Jewish calendar, the institution of Rosh 

Chodesh was proscribed.  (So it has been throughout the ages: whenever despots tried to 

get rid of the Jewish way of life they strictly forbade Torah-study; the observance of 

Shabbos was forbidden, Bris Mi’loh was not allowed and it became well-nigh impossible 

to obtain a Jewish calendar.)  This maniac insisted that the Jews themselves openly 

declare that they “no longer have any portion in the G-d of Israel.”  Unspeakable tortures 

and death awaited those brave men and women who dared to disobey the madman. 

Little wonder, therefore, that as this period of persecution grew in intensity and cruelty, 

the vast majority of the Jewish people allowed themselves to be forced away from their 

precious Torah life.  In addition to the ignorance of Torah that resulted from his 

persecution of Torah teachers and the prohibition of Torah study, his threats of doom and 

destruction and his promises of peace and prosperity enticed almost all the Jewish people 

away from their heritage.  Soon they were studying Greek culture, playing at the sports 

of the Greeks and their games, learning their philosophy, singing their poetry, and 

recounting the tales of their polytheistic and coarse mythology.  Everything noble and 

good that ages of Torah-learning and Torah-life had achieved — the greatness of the 

Jewish spirit — was ruined.  And then it was only a short step to copy the Greeks in their 

depraved worship of marble figures. 

History has a habit of repeating itself.  In fact, throughout the ages it has usually been the 

richer Jews first who abandon the laws of the Torah.  Aware that their wealth gives them 

the wherewithal to enjoy the material things in life, these Jews feel that the Torah 

unfairly restricts and constrains this enjoyment and so, for the pleasures of this world, 

they abandon their Torah life.  If they could, they would completely jettison the Torah 

but as a rule they baulk at being so treacherous as to drop their religion completely.  

Instead, they claim to be “broadminded” and “accommodating” about other faiths and 

lifestyles — at the expense of their own.  In fact, in the past couple of centuries or so 
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these renegade Jews found a different solution to their dilemma — “Reform Judaism.”  

“Reform Judaism” allows them to live like non-Jews but without appearing to be traitors 

to their heritage.  But history shows that none of the variations of fraudulent Judaism, be 

it Reform Judaism, Liberal Judaism, Progressive Judaism, Conservative Judaism, 

Humanist Judaism, Reconstructionist Judaism — call it what you will — ever started 

with the poorer classes.  The pattern that emerges is invariably the same.  Wealth brings 

with it the temptation to turn away from HaShem’s Torah.  This desertion is called, 

“being modern” or “sophisticated.”  After the wealthy Jews, their poorer brethren, trying 

to be like them, follow their example in the hope that they too will progress materially 

and also will be able to enjoy the new libertarian lifestyle.  (Which all goes to show that 

wealth brings with it its own challenges!)  

It isn't wealth as such that always makes people move away from the Torah.  Sometimes 

it is “the winds of change,” blowing-in from elsewhere, which lead to the rejection of the 

old order.  Winds of change blow differently in different places and different times but 

there is no doubt that in the modern age, as the non-Jewish world throws off the shackles 

of their own dark and dismal religion, this has an effect also upon the Jewish people who 

dwell among them.  And so the Jewish and non-Jewish proponents of social revolution 

(which promised the improvement of the lot of the common man) or of the new Age of 

Science (which promised to solve all the world's problems) or the new intellectualism 

(which promised that men could be free without any constraints imposed by a Higher 

Intelligence) — all of them, proclaimed religion as an unnecessary and old-fashioned 

hindrance and as such, to be rejected.  Sadly, some Jewish people, ignorant of their 

Torah heritage and unhappy about what they saw as merely unnecessary discipline, by 

wrong extension from the popular rejection of the dominant religion, thought of the 

Torah and Mitzvos, too, as old-fashioned and outdated and, like the non-Jewish rebels 

rejected their religion, these Jews too deserted the Torah — often without quite knowing 

what was supposed to be wrong with it except that it stopped them doing what they 

liked.  Choosing to be blind to the wisdom and goodness in their Torah heritage and with 

the spread of ignorance of Torah, the trickle of deserters became a flood.  So it was then, 

so it has always been — and so it is today.   

For those few Jews who remained steadfast in their loyalty to the Torah, their troubles 

became worse — but from a different direction.  For when the wrath of their Hellenist 

masters was kindled against those admirable Jews who would not be treacherous to 

HaShem and His Torah, it was the Hellenist Jews who poured scorn and hatred upon 

their own brethren.  As happens so often in such situations, these turncoat Jews, in an 

attempt to salve their own conscience, were quick and eager to foul the nest from which 

they had come.  The old Jewish traditions, they said, were barbaric, they were empty 

ceremonies and pointless rituals.  They accused the loyal Jews of being religious fanatics 

who refused to move with the times.  What harm could there be in such beautiful 

culture?  It was the religious Jews who would be responsible for incurring the rage of the 

Syrians, they would be accountable for the doom of the Jewish Nation, and so on and so 

forth. 



CHANNUKAH — ITS MESSAGE TO US 

 

 

—      4     —  

 

For questions, comments or suggestions, or to be included on our e-mailing list and receive these Sheets, send an e-mail to: oyb@seniors.org.uk 

But then the rebellion of the noble Hasmoneans was raised.  And the great miracle 

happened.  These Jews, who had wandered so far away from their religion in so short a 

time, realized the falseness of their ways and ceased to blunder in spiritual darkness.  

They saw where their assimilation was leading them, and they flocked to the banner 

raised by Mattisyo’hu and his fighters.  They threw behind them the vile blasphemies of 

the Greeks and they returned to the Torah of their fathers.  The Jewish people had 

overcome their worst enemy — themselves.  And when the Lights of the Mikdash, 

kindled in purity and rededication, shone forth miraculously, this — together with their 

Teshuvah — helped to dispel the gloom and darkness of their horrible mistake. 

And what of today?  Has not the Festival of the Menorah a message for us in our own 

times?  Indeed it has!  Today, we live in tolerant times and are blessed by HaShem that 

we enjoy religious freedom.  We should be mindful of this blessing and make the most 

of it, to study our Torah, to participate in the range of Shiurim and Beis Medrash 

programmes to the full!  Let us attach as much importance to our Torah-learning and 

doing Mitzvos as we do to our secular pursuits and our mundane activities.  In the 

education of our children, especially, and in our own aspirations, let it not be said that we 

are so busy training ourselves for a living that we forget to train ourselves for a life! 

The yearly commemoration of the episode of Channukah offers us an opportunity to 

adjust our sights a little, to make sure that our sense of perspective is not somewhat out 

of line.  We may enjoy the standard of living of today’s world and we may pursue the 

study of subjects necessary so that we and our children do not grow up as helpless and 

burdensome members of a modern age.  But surely we may not partake of those forms of 

relaxation or entertainment which are foreign to the Jewish spirit.  And to train our 

youngsters for a career — very good!  But surely it makes sense to avoid the study of the 

culture and ideas that are so foreign to the Jewish heritage. 

We must see that we do not make the same mistake as before, of learning to understand 

and then even to admire those things which are portrayed so powerfully in the culture 

and literature of today’s Hellenist world.  We must bring ourselves to realize (as 

doubtless many secretly do) that the culture and ideologies of the peoples of the world 

are in so many instances the exact opposite of all the good, fine and noble thoughts and 

ideas that our Torah teaches us.  Why should we drink from a contaminated well when 

we have a beautiful fountain of clear water in our own garden?  Does a man who has a 

fortune in gold and silver cheapen himself to ask a beggar to give him a copper coin? 

In the sphere of our children’s education and career training; in the sphere of pleasure 

and entertainment; in our home life — especially in our home life — all our activities 

must be in accordance with our holy Torah. 

Let Channukah teach us to be firm in our Jewishness, unwavering in our loyalty to the 

Shulchan Oruch and all the lofty ideals of our holy Torah.  And when the lights of the 

Menorah shine forth let them bring us to the radiant light of the true and genuine 

Judaism, as it did so wonderfully “in those days in this season.” 
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Freely adapted from “Talmudic Insights into Channukah.” a lecture by Rabbi Weinbach, 

Dean of 0hr Somayach at the central campus in Jerusalem. 

 

The basic Mitzvah of Channukah is to celebrate “the miracle that happened then” by lighting 
the Channukah Menorah for each of the eight days.  But how many lights?  As is widely known, 
there is a dispute in the Talmud between Beis Shammai and Beis Hillel whether to increase the 
number of lights each day, from one to eight, or to start from eight and diminish one light 
each day for the eight days.  Although the definitive Halochoh rules according to Beis Hillel and 
we therefore start with one light and add one each night, looking at this dispute between Beis 
Shammai and Beis Hillel will give us many insights into Channukah. 

Beis Shammai’s rationale for going downwards, from eight lights on the first night to one on 
the eighth night, is based on the Porrim, the bullocks brought as Korbonnos on Sukkos in the 
time of the Beis HaMikdash.  These Korbonnos were brought in descending order, from 
thirteen to seven, on each of the seven days of Sukkos.  They totalled seventy Porrim in all, 
representing and corresponding to the seventy most prominent Nations of the World. 

There are two aspects to these Porrim.  One aspect is that the Torah commands that we bring 
these Korbonnos to teach us that we are to be concerned for the material and spiritual well-
being of the entire world.  When we bring Korbonnos in the Beis HaMikdash, we help to bring 
down from Heaven a spiritual energy and blessings which benefit the whole world.  These 
Porrim, therefore, express HaShem’s concern for the entire world, because without the blessed 
and holy benefit that these Korbonnos bring upon the world, the Nations of the World would 
be so much more spiritually impoverished.  These Korbonnos are therefore primarily for the 
Nations of the World. 

The second aspect of these Korbonnos is focussed more on the Jewish People.  By bringing 
these Korbonnos there is infused a special nationalistic energy into the Jewish People, to 
remember that they are an elite corps chosen by G-d to be “a light unto the Nations” to inspire 
them all to things spiritual.  At the same time, the seventy Porrim were brought in descending 
order so as to remind the Jewish People that they are to strengthen their resistance to any 
negative or corrupting pagan influences of those seventy Nations and to diminish those 
influences.  Lighting the Channukah Menorah in descending order similarly symbolizes and 
gives expression to the wish that the pagan and negative influences of the Nations of the World 
should likewise decrease, so that the world shall be elevated and raised above such inferior 
influences. 

The Gemorroh tells us that if the Babylonians and the Romans, who each destroyed the Beis 
HaMikdash in their own times, would have known and understood the benefits that came to 
them with the Korbonnos, they would have come with guards to protect the Beis HaMikdash 
rather than destroy it.  Unfortunately, however, the seventy Nations of the World chose not to 
understand the reasons for the Korbonnos in the Beis HaMikdash, or, worse, equated the 
Divine Service of the Beis HaMikdash with their own perverse sacrificial cults.  Following from 
that Destruction, the Jewish People has suffered greatly and so, too, have the spiritual growth 
and the elevation of the whole of mankind been so sadly set back. 
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Although it is true that the Hellenist Syrians at the time of Channukah did not actually destroy 
the Beis HaMikdash in the same way as the Babylonians before them or the Romans after them 
did, they certainly contaminated it.  Indeed, for a time during the Hellenist oppression, the Beis 
HaMikdash was converted into a temple dedicated to the Greek gods and was off-limits to any 
G-d-fearing Jew. 

With the victory of the Chashmono’im, this horrible hiatus came to an end.  Channukah 
primarily celebrates the return of holiness to the Beis HaMikdash after its contamination by the 
Hellenists.  For this reason, Beis Hillel says, since holiness returned to the Beis HaMikdash and 
since, too, we always move upwards in matters of holiness, we kindle the Channukah lights in 
ascending order: one light on the first night, two on the second night, and so on till eight on 
the eighth night. 

The first Beis HaMikdash was destroyed by the Babylonians, when the Jewish People suffered 
the Gollus Bovvel.  The Babylonian Empire came to an end when it was overthrown by the 
Persians and for the Jewish People Gollus Bovvel became the Gollus Porras.  The Persian 
Empire was overtaken by the Greeks and the Jewish People thus passed into their third Gollus, 
the Gollus Yovvon.  This third Gollus lasted 180 years and this Gollus, more than any other, 
was dubbed “the exile of darkness.”  The reason for this is because the Greeks made every effort 
to make the Jewish People see and understand the world not according to the Divine Torah but 
in a way that was so alien to the spirit of the Torah.  The events of Channukah took place in 
Eretz Yisroel during the Hellenist oppression, the time of Gollus Yovvon and the reason why it 
is referred to as “the exile of darkness” is because it sought to take away the guiding light of 
HaShem’s Torah and in its stead place human understanding and human values as Man’s 
guiding light.  The Greeks taught that the human body, the human intellect, human reasoning, 
are the greatest.  Man, taught the Greeks, is his own master and is neither accountable nor 
subject to the Divine Will of G-d.  Yet it is this Divine Will, as expressed in the Torah, which 
frees man’s spirit from his own enslavement and to the Jewish People there is nothing as dark 
as the enslavement of the human mind and spirit. 

The Possuk says, “And the earth was void and desolate, and darkness was upon the face of the 
deep, and the Spirit of G-d hovered over the waters.”  Our Chachommim teach that here in this 
Possuk, right at the beginning of the history of the world, the Torah hints at the various ages 
that the world would experience on its journey to perfection and spiritual fulfilment.  By 
understanding that Possuk in this wider context, it can indeed be seen how the Torah alludes 
to these future stages of world history and identifies these different ages.  “And the world would 
be void, and desolate, and darkness, but then the Spirit of G-d will at last come upon the 
world.”  In this context, our Chachommim say: “And ‘darkness’ — this is Greece.”  For the 
Greeks sought to take away the spiritual light that is Torah. 

We speak of light as good.  Darkness is the opposite of light; darkness is evil.  But one can 
combat evil in the world.  Channukah celebrates a particular historical event, the victory of 
light over darkness, of good over evil, of freedom over tyranny.  But we are left wondering: 
which strategy is generally the right one?  In this world, does one attack evil or should one 
rather create light so that the darkness of evil simply vanishes? 

Look closely at a flame.  It has two very distinct properties.  It can illuminate and it can burn.  
In combating evil in this world, are we to set out to destroy it — do we burn it?  Or do we 
create more light in the world so as to dissipate the darkness of evil — do we set out to increase 
Torah study and Mitzvah observance? 
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Beis Shammai and Beis Hillel are both agreed on the purpose and the commemoration that is 
the kindling of the Channukah Menorah, that kindling the Channukah Menorah represents the 
triumph of light over darkness and good over evil.  They both agree, too, that the number of 
lights should be different each night.  For as with the event of Channukah itself, the eventual 
triumph will come about step by step rather than in one sudden overthrow of evil.  As it was 
then, so in the future, too, each day of the miracle is unique: real progress in matters spiritual 
comes in stages.  Man’s spiritual level, either of any individual or of Mankind in general, is 
never at a standstill.  With the constant challenges that one encounters in the world, one’s 
“spirit level” changes all the time, either up or down, but changing.  Therefore, it was never 
intended that the lights of Channukah, symbol of Man’s spiritual level, should be fixed at the 
same number all eight days of Channukah.  Either up or down, but not pegged at a fixed level.       

Beis Shammai holds that the decreasing number of the Channukah lights is symbolic of the 
decreasing number of Porrim.  In the same way that the negative and corrupting influences of 
the prevalent pagan world-culture are overcome through our bringing the seventy Porrim 
Korbonnos, so, too, is our kindling of the Channukah Menorah to bring us to work for 
decreasing the influences upon us of the modern-day pagan world.  Looking at it this way, we 
should see that property of the flames of the Channukah Menorah — the burning, the 
destruction, that fire can be — as symbolizing the destruction of the pagan influences in the 
world.  As the miracle of Channukah signalled the diminishing of Greek pagan influences upon 
the Jewish People at that time, so too is the kindling of the Channukah Menorah today to 
signal the decrease in the pagan and immoral influences in the world in our own times. 

Beis Hillel, on the other hand, says that our task as the People of HaShem is not so much to 
confront evil head-on but rather to dispel evil and immorality by spreading the light of Torah 
and Torah values.  “A little light dispels a great deal of darkness” and a great amount of light 
even more so.  So, says Beis Hillel, a more effective way of banishing evil is not by burning it 
away, but by using that other property of flame — that is, to illuminate, to brighten, to 
enlighten.  We can overcome the darkness and evil of G-dlessness by increasing the 
illumination of Torah everywhere through our greater dedication to Torah study and Mitzvah 
observance — by becoming once again “a light unto the Nations.”  For this reason, says Beis 
Hillel, we increase the number of lights each night: to remind ourselves of our duties and 
responsibilities vis-à-vis the Nations of the World, to be seen once again as the undisputed 
People of G-d.  Therefore, says Beis Hillel, we kindle the Channukah Menorah, increasing the 
lights each night, in much the same way as we seek to increase awareness of G-d throughout 
the world and thus be rid of any G-dlessness and evil that there may be. 

The Jewish People were called into existence to be “a light unto the Nations.”  That’s our own 
particular G-d-given rôle in the world.  When we do something to bring the light of Torah into 
the world, we are doing our job and it is good for us and it is good for the world.  But when we 
neglect our duty, when we don’t bring the light of Torah to the world, when we aren’t learning 
Torah or observing the Mitzvos, when we try to assimilate — then G-d sends the Babylonians, 
the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, the Crusaders, Inquisitions, pogroms, Haskalah and 
“Emancipation,” Western “culture” and all the other horrors that we know from our history.  
They are sent to stimulate us, to wake us up, to arouse us to our original task and purpose. 

If we should try to forget our purpose, if we should try to become “like the Nations round 
about,” well, G-d will stop us.  He won’t tolerate it because He doesn’t want the world to sink 
into a morass of immorality and corruption and He wants us to pull everybody up.  He wants 
us to help to elevate Mankind.  And He won’t allow us to cop out of our responsibility.  If we 
don’t remember our job, then somebody else is going to remind us that we’re Jews and that we 
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have this responsibility.  Why, do you think, have all the attempts of Jews to assimilate failed?  
And don’t think for a moment that Jews haven’t tried hard enough to assimilate!  Jews have 
tried — oh! how they have tried! — and in our times perhaps harder than in any other.  They 
have tried to disguise or forget their Jewishness and to just blend in with the rest.  They have 
let their Jewishness lapse, they even intermarry, they try to lose themselves — but the non-
Jews still point them out and know that they are Jews.  And do you know why these attempts at 
assimilation, whether by the individual or by the crowd, have failed?  They have failed for one 
simple reason and it is this: We can’t change ourselves into another nation.  Protest as loudly 
as you want; say what you want.  You might speak their language; you might eat their food; 
you might dress like them.  You might sing their songs or join them in their entertainments 
and festivities.  Pretend as much as you like but there will always be somebody who will 
recognize some feature of your Jewishness and that somebody is going to remind you of who 
you really are.  Even if he doesn’t know it himself, that could very well be his purpose.  After all, 
G-d has many agents at His disposal to send to us to shake us out of our silliness and bring us 
back to realize who we are.  We will never be allowed to be as one of the seventy Nations 
because G-d has given us a unique rôle to play in His world. 

Our Chachommim tell us that the day will come when G-d will come to govern His world.  At 
that time, there will be a great trial, when G-d will judge the actions of the Nations and their 
motives for those actions.  G-d Himself will be the Judge, and He is the Only One Who can 
know the motives for the actions of the Nations.  And G-d will ask each of the Nations: “What 
did you do to promote awareness of G-d in My world?  What did you do to bring good to My 
world?  How did you help in spreading G-dliness?”  Of course, the Nations of the World will be 
quick to point out that they deserve credit for having enabled the Jewish People to learn and 
teach Torah.  They will try to take credit for the way they provided them with such needs and 
necessities as marketplaces, roads, bridges and so on. 

But G-d will reject these claims and tell them: “It is true that your achievements did indeed 
make things easier for My People.  Therefore, you can be said to have assisted them in their 
sacred task.  Nevertheless, I know that this was not your motive, nor your intention.  You did 
what you did for your own selfish reasons: by and large and in the main you intended nothing 
more than to use the world and its resources for your own benefit and your own physical 
gratification.  If your works were of any use to My People, it was because My Divine plan for the 
development of the world ensured that your works and efforts should be utilized for the good.  
Indeed, contrary to your claims, some of you tried your utmost to destroy My People.  And yet, 
even your persecution of My People and your attempts to destroy them, although motivated by 
jealousy and hatred, has similarly been utilized as part of My Divine plan, for your crude hatred 
served as a useful tool to remind My People of their special mission in My world.” 

Therefore, when we kindle the Channukah Menorah in our homes this year once again, let us 
bear in mind that in our confrontation with the darkness and G-dlessness of this world, we 
don’t want to burn or destroy.  We would rather that these sacred flames should illuminate the 
whole world with G-dliness, with Torah, with goodness.  We wish to light the way for all the 
Nations of the World that they should prosper materially and spiritually.  Channukah is an 
opportunity for us to remember that the formula for overcoming the darkness of today’s world 
is the same as it was in the time of the Hellenist oppression: to increase light.  Let us once 
more dedicate ourselves to being the holy People of G-d, to be once again “a light unto the 
Nations,” radiating light upon all mankind — the light of G-d’s Torah and Mitzvah observance, 
the light of the freedom of the human spirit in happy pursuit of spiritual perfection and the 
proper enjoyment of G-d’s blessings in His world. 
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Adapted from “The Prisoner and Other Tales of Faith” by Rabbi Salomon Alter Halpern,  

published by Feldheim and reproduced with the kind permission of Rabbi Halpern. 

 

We give thanks to You ... for the miracles, and for the salvation and for the 

mighty acts, and for the victories, and for the battles which You did for our 

forefathers in those days, at this season.  In the time of Mattisyo’hu, the son 

of Yochonnon, the Kohen Ga’dol the Hasmonean, the evil Hellenist kingdom 

rose up against Your People Yisroel to make them forget Your Torah and to 

compel them to transgress Your Laws.  But You, in Your great mercy, stood up 

for Your People in their distress.  You took up their struggle, You gave them 

right and You avenged their wrong.  You delivered the strong into the hands 

of the weak, the many into the hands of the few, the impure into the hands of 

the pure, the wicked into the hands of the righteous and the arrogant into the 

hands of those who occupy themselves with Your Torah.  Later, when Your 

children came to your Holy Abode, they cleansed Your Beis HaMikdash and 

they purified that sacred place and they kindled the Lights in the Courtyard of 

Your Sanctuary.  At that time they established these eight days of Channukah, 

to thank You and to sing praises to Your great Name. 

(From the “Al HaNissim” prayer said on Channukah) 

 

It was with misgivings that Phidias saw Philodemos the philosopher crossing the 

courtyard towards him.  Philodemos, though a Jew himself, was the strictest and most 

pedantically Hellenistic teacher of the Greek school at Jerusalem in which Phidias was 

a pupil, and the very sight of him always made him uncomfortable.  “Well, Phidias,” 

said the teacher, “let me hear the poem you were to compose.  I hope its hexameters 

do not shuffle along as abominably as you were doing just now!” 

That was just like Philodemos, always reminding him of his ungracious way of moving 

and talking.  Was it his fault that he had come to the school when he was already 

twelve?  He had been sent there by his uncle after his father’s death; until then he had 

been at a Jewish school and had been called Yosef. 

Phidias had tried very hard to become a proper Greek, all these three years, for he 

admired Greek culture.  But it was no good, he could not be like the others, and that 

was what he had been brooding on this last hour instead of doing his poem. 

True, he was good in Geometry and Natural Philosophy, and his pronunciation and 

style were improving; but he was no good at the real culture subjects.  For instance, he 

still felt horribly shy to go naked at the sports and he still moved clumsily.  “Here is one 
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boy,” the sports master used to say “who will never run at Olympia!” — and how they 

all laughed at that! 

What would he not have given to be like the others!  To walk and talk like a real Greek, 

to be able to throw the discus as gracefully as the beautiful statue, a copy of the 

famous one by Myron of Athens himself; which stood in the gymnasium, and not, as 

the teacher said, “like a Galilean shepherd throwing stones at his dog.” 

Or debating.  Now, his teachers, and the best boys, could turn out the most elegant 

arguments about any subject you set them, even about nonsense, but whenever 

Phidias spoke, the teacher said: “You sound like one of your old prophets, and what’s 

worse, as if you had been translated at Alexandria.  Can’t you stop shouting from your 

throat and think of some logical argument instead?” 

And they were right.  He made a fool of himself every time he spoke, no matter how 

true his point was.  To be sure, there were many boys who couldn’t think of anything 

original to say, good or bad, but nobody reproved them as long as they were good at 

Gymnastics. 

No, Phidias had thought, he would never excel at anything worthwhile.  He’d probably 

end up as a letter-writer, or with luck as an architect.  Much as he would have liked to 

be a really cultured man he was just not good enough. 

And then there was Religion.  Now, he was exempt from assisting at sacrifices, but he 

had to attend and watch, and that was really painful.  O, yes!  Much of it was very 

beautiful to see.  But he knew all the time that it was all so wrong.  These gods the 

Greeks believed in!  They robbed and killed each other like the worst of men.  

Sometimes it made Phidias doubt if the Greeks were really as clever as he believed.  

Of course, he didn’t say a word.  Socrates had died for doubting the gods, and 

Socrates was a great philosopher, even if one did not accept everything he had said.  

How would it look if a little Jew-boy were to try transforming the Greek Religion?  Why, 

he would be killed like a dog! 

All the same, why did they want the Jews to accept everything they did?  Could one not 
have Greek learning, and yet keep the religion of one’s fathers? 

Alas, he kept very little of his own religion.  He prayed sometimes, but not properly: he 

had forgotten the words.  If he had stayed among Jews, he would be wearing T’fillin 

now — the very pair his father had bought for him when he was still too young to wear 

them and which his mother was keeping for him.  He ate no pork if he could help it, 

and no meat at all if it could be managed.  He had to write on Shabbos sometimes, but 

what could he do?  He had to obey his uncle, hadn’t he? 

Of these things Phidias had been thinking, instead of the poem.  Now he would have 

to find the best excuse he could ... 

“I beg your forgiveness, Sir,” said Phidias, “but I have been unable to concentrate on 

the poem.” 

“Yes,” remarked the teacher, with that enigmatic smile he so often affected, “I thought 

as much.  Perhaps your thoughts were occupied with the incident at Modi’in?  A fine 
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mess your priests are getting into!  Well, never mind; give me your opinion on it, as if 

you were speaking in the debating lesson.” 

Phidias had thought about the incident, though not just then.  It was discussed 

everywhere and opinion differed from one extreme to the other.  Phidias had 

considered them, and arrived at what he considered to be a balanced opinion. 

What had actually happened was this: Some Greek priests, accompanied by soldiers, 

had come to the township of Modi’in to try to induce the people there to sacrifice to 

Hermes.  That was being done all over the country, on government orders, but in 

Modi’in there had been an incident.  Mattisyo’hu the Hasmonean, an aged and pious 

Kohen who lived in the town, had seized a sword from a soldier and killed a certain 

Jew who had sacrificed.  Then, lifting the gory weapon, he raised the ancient cry: “To 

me, whoever is for G-d!”  Many local men had rallied to him and they had put the 

Syrians to flight.  The rebels had taken to the mountains, and the government was 

collecting forces to hunt them down, but it was known that many Jews were joining 

the rebels and there might be resistance — though of course it could not possibly last 

long. 

When Phidias had quickly gone over his points in his mind, he began, in his best style: 

“In my opinion the rebellion at Modi’in must be deplored by every right thinking 

person.  Armed revolt against the government can never be the correct and 

democratic way of settling a question.  At the same time I must say that the local 

governors, or their executive officers, must bear a portion of the blame, for by their 

recent attitude of intolerance of Jewish beliefs — which is not in the highest tradition 

of Greek enlightenment — they have inflamed the feelings of the population.  They 

should have been content to spread culture in the same quiet and peaceful way as our 

noble school, whilst respecting the religious feelings of the Jews.  Or, if they wished to 

propagate the Greek religion, they should have done so in public speeches and 

philosophical argument, and not by force. 

“Furthermore, I should like to observe that the rebels, deplorable though their action 

is, have shown a spirit of heroism and nobility which was thought to be dead amongst 

the Jews.  By taking up a hopeless fight when nothing but ideas was at stake, they 

have followed in the steps of the old heroes of whom Greek poets sing. 

“In this respect, the rebellion can be called a triumph of Hellenism, and I would 

conclude with the hope that when the wrongs of this unfortunate affair have been 

made good and are forgotten, the stand of the few will be remembered as an example 

to inspire future generations of young Jews to deeds of fortitude and nobility.” 

The teacher’s face had grown purple during this speech.  At last, he replied: 

 “My dear Phidias!  It seems that this school has taught you nothing at all.  Either you 

are making a joke of a most serious thing or you are as impractical and illogical a 

Jewish dreamer as ever existed.  To admit the action as wrong, and in the same breath 

to call it noble, nay, to compare it to the exalted exploits of Greek heroes, is the worst 

example of sophistry and blindness to truth I have heard for a long time.  To accuse 

the King — for you know very well that the new policy was ordered by him — of 
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intolerance, is the height of impertinence, apart from being rebellious.  And are you 

suggesting that one should tolerate every local superstition that stands in the way of 

enlightenment, progress and the unity of the realm? Does your tribal law tolerate other 

religions?  Did the Jews protest when all other tribes were induced to accept the truly 

universal religion of Greece, in which the philosopher and the washerwoman, the 

soldier and the merchant, can each find a god to his liking?  Is not the need for force 

due solely to the stubbornness of the Jews alone amongst all the formerly barbaric 

tribes? 

“Finally, how can you represent this ugly uprising as a protest against intolerance, 

when its first action was to slay a devout and innocent man, a Jew himself, whilst he 

was in the act of making sacrifice?  No, my dear Phidias, I see that you are in a sad 

state indeed!  In spite of what you say, you are more than half a rebel yourself.  This is 

partly our fault.  We have neglected our duty and pampered you, hoping that reason 

alone would be sufficient.  I have watched you during sacrifices, and I know exactly 

what you think in secret.  I shall put the matter before the Teachers’ Council, and I will 

tell you now what I am going to advise: tomorrow you shall officiate at sacrifice — or 

be handed over to the courts as a rebel and traitor! 

“Do not come to classes this afternoon.  Instead think and consider whether you really 

are with us Hellenist Jews in our struggle against the old superstitious religion of the 

rabbis and their Torah — whether you are for us or against us — so that tomorrow you 

shall be able to give us your decision in a clear and dignified way.  Go now!” 

* * * 

Phidias went, hardly knowing where he was going.  He was shaken and frightened.  

He would have wept, but he had been taught that only women and cowards ever 

cried.  What had he done to deserve this?  He had only stated what he had believed — 

and still believed — to be the truth.  Had not this very man taught him that one must 

tell the truth even at the cost of one’s life?  That one must listen to the opinions of 

others, even if they were wrong, without anger?  That one must argue to the point and 

never about the person, and never take revenge on one’s opponent for his honest 

opinion?  Was it possible that these cool philosophers did not practise what they 

taught?  That they were at heart as excitable, conceited and selfish as ignorant people?  

If so, why had he admired them all this time?  No, it could not be true, or—or he had 

been wrong all the time, and the dirtiest village boy with his simple ideas was better 

than he. 

And what was he to do now?  How was he to reason things out if his life was 

threatened?  Should he bow to force and pretend he had changed his views?  But if so, 

how could he go on learning Philosophy if he really felt that his teachers were evil 

men who had forced him to live a life of untruths?  Besides, he just could not do it!  

Sacrifice to Hermes?  He had broken many laws, but he was still a Jew!  He could not 

deny the true G-d! 

Ought he to kill himself, as Socrates had done?  No!  Socrates had been condemned by 

a court after defending himself bravely; he had known what he had died for, he had 

not run away from a problem. 
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Run away?  Was that what the teacher really wanted him to do?  Was that why no one 

had prevented him from leaving the school — for, he had just noticed, he had 

wandered far away from the school buildings; he was now among the vineyards of the 

Kidron valley.  But what was the point in running away?  He would be caught in the 

end, if the government agents really wanted him, and then he would be called a 

coward as well as a traitor —and this time it would be true!  No, he was no traitor, he 

was loyal to the king and loved the Greek way of living — but why could they not leave 

religion alone? 

* * * 

What was that?  Something was rustling amongst the vines near the road.  No one 

could be working in the vineyards at this time of year — the grapes were far from ripe.  

A stray goat, perhaps?  Phidias decided to look. 

He climbed over the stone fence and followed the sound.  There was somebody there; 

Phidias saw him creeping through the vines: a boy about his own age, but dressed in 

Jewish garb, in the long tunic of a Yeshiva boy, and he was wearing T’fillin.  But why 

was he hiding?  Phidias had nearly reached him when suddenly the boy turned round 

— pointing a dagger at Phidias.  “Stand!” he ordered in Greek, “or you die!” 

“What is the matter?” exclaimed Phidias, in Hebrew.  “Why are you threatening me?  I 

only came to look” 

“You are a Jew,” said the other, “but you are dressed like a Greek”  And raising his 

dagger he demanded: “To whom do you belong?” 

“Belong?” wondered Phidias.  “What do you mean?  Oh!  Are you talking of the 

rebellion?  But that is a local affair, far away!  What are you doing here in Jerusalem?” 

“It is not a local rebellion any more,” replied the Yeshiva boy.  “It is a battle which all 

Israel has to fight.  And I must know on which side you are, for I cannot let you betray 

me to the soldiers.” 

“Is that all?” said Phidias.  “Well I promise I will tell no one that I saw you.  I swear it, by 

the G-d of Israel!” 

“You swear by the G-d of Israel,” said the boy, “but do you believe in Him, do you 

follow Him?  Are you on His side?  You’re a Hellenist, aren’t you?” 

“I believe in G-d!” declared Phidias.  “Perhaps I shall have to give my life for Him 

tomorrow!”  And he told the boy what had happened. 

“And you are still hesitating?” asked the partisan.  “You say you will not give way.  Then 

why let them kill you, when it is clearly your duty to be rid of them?  Why don’t you 

come away now and join us?” 

“But what is the good of it all?” demanded Phidias.  “How long do you think it can last?  

You are hiding in the mountains now.  But as soon as the army gets its reinforcements 

you will all be killed.” 

“Lord of the universe!” exclaimed the partisan.  “Is that how a boy speaks who has 

once learnt of the Torah and the Prophets?  Don’t you know that G-d can help with 
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many or with few?  Don’t you remember Gideon, and Yonosson, and Chizkiyo’hu?  And 

if it be G-d’s Will that we die — is it not our duty to die rather than bow to the idols?” 

“But what do you hope to achieve?” asked Phidias.  “Supposing you could throw the 

king’s armies out of Judah, what do you want the country to look like?  Do you want to 

give up all the things we have learnt from the Greeks all this time and go back to a life 

of shepherds?” 

“What does all that matter?” exploded the boy.  “We can keep the crafts and the 

sciences, they belong to everyone!  But don’t you see the real point?  For a hundred 

years and more our people have been taking the gifts of the Greeks and we have 

allowed ourselves to be deceived by their smooth tongues.  We have become lazy in 

the wealth they have brought into the country, and — G-d forgive us! — we have 

treated His commandments lightly.  You are only one of the Hellenizers, and not the 

worst of them.  But all over the country Jewish children are growing up with the 

playthings of Athens, with arts and philosophies and sports and tales — and without 

knowing a word of Torah!  And now they want us to worship their idols!  Well, you 

have seen that philosophy does not make a man good.  Your philosopher teacher 

wants to kill you in honour of idols in which he probably does not believe himself — or 

if he does, the more foolish his philosophy.  There is nothing in it, the whole lot of 

their fancy stuff.  What matters is that they are heathens, and all they want in the world 

is to enjoy themselves — and to be the masters of everybody else.  We have the Torah, 

we and no one else — and instead of teaching others something of the truth and 

beauty of HaShem’s Torah, we have been learning, bit by bit, to be like them.  At last 

they have shown their true face.  Where are their philosophy, their democracy and 

their morals if they kill people, even women and children, just because they will not 

exchange the true G-d for naked marble figures?  They are just as bad as any enemies 

of G-d have ever been!  No, worse!  Because they do not want to kill our bodies — but 

our souls!” 

They were silent.  How fiery, thought Phidias, and how brave and confident.  And I, 

with my drill and training and sports, and my philosophy?  I  am supposed to be the 

noble one, the one who “will die for truth.”  Maybe he is right, and I have been playing 

with words while the soul of my people is bleeding to death.  Is that the spirit of 

Epiminondas — no, forget all that rubbish!  Is that the spirit of a son of Judah? 

He held out his hand and said: “Tell me where to go!  From this moment, I fight on 

your side — on G-d’s side!” 

And fight he did — from the ambush actions to the pitched battle in which the Syrian 

army was beaten, and on to Jerusalem where they drove the garrison from the Temple 

area.  As he helped to pull down the idols that had been put there, he remembered 

how he had torn down the Greek lies within his own mind.  And as he learned of the 

miracle of the Lights, he knew that the light of the Torah would never be extinguished, 

but would one day illuminate the whole world. 
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