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Chanukah Party: A Mitzvah?
A common feature of Chanukah is the Chanukah Party. Many of 
us will attend several Chanukah parties in honor of the festival—
and we’re not done yet! 

With family, with friends, with colleagues from work or as a part 
of voluntary associations, the days of Chanukah (which are both 
festival days and regular weekdays) present opportunities that we 
rarely have during the rest of the year. 

But what is the halachic status of these events? Are they of deep 
religious value? What, in a more general sense, is the nature of 
the joy we celebrate on Chanukah? How is it different from other 
festivals, and what are the differences between Chanukah and 
Purim?

We will discuss these most pertinent matters below. 

Negative or Positive Joy 

The Gemara (Shabbos 21b, citing a baraisa) teaches that during 
the eight days of Chanukah it is forbidden to fast or to eulogize. In 
addition to saying Hallel, which is also mandated by the Gemara, 
these are the basic halachahs of the Chanukah days. The 

This week's article addresses the nature and halachic issues 
relevant to Chanukah parties. Are Chanukah meals a se’udas 
mitzvah? If not, are they of any value? What, in a more 
general sense, is the nature of the Chanukah joy? What are the 
differences between Chanukah and Purim? These questions, 

and others, are addressed in this week’s article.
This week’s Q & A addresses the question of giving a gift to a 

parent who is an avel. 

Dear Reader,
Winter months, it appears, are 
not a generally appropriate 
time for festivals. The winter 
period – a time of cold, of long 
nights, and of general absence 
of human activity in the public 
domain – is hardly conducive 
to celebration.
Indeed, we find that the Torah 
festivals of Pesach, Shavuos, 
and Sukkos, all occur in the 
summer, or in the spring that 
precedes it. Even Purim, one 
of the two rabbinic festivals (or 
three if we include Tisha Be’Av), 
occurs in close proximity to the 
rebirth of Pesach. Only the 
days of Chanukah, alone, light 
up the winter with their lights.
In what lies the power of 
Chanukah to penetrate the cold 
darkness of winter?
The summer, indeed, is a time 
of revelation. The reaping of 
the produce, and its gathering 
from the fields, are times that 
naturally invoke a festival 
spirit. These physical destinies 
are accompanied by spiritual 
parallels: the “Festival of 
Reaping,” the “Festival of 
Gathering,” and the festival 
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halacha is cited by the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 570:1, 
3)—it is only permitted to eulogize a Torah scholar at the time of 
his funeral.

The basic halachos of Chanukah, as mentioned by the Gemara 
and recorded by later Poskim, seem to indicate that there is 
no requirement of positive joy during the days of Chanukah. 
Hallel, though including an element of joy, is an expression of 
thanksgiving rather than celebration. The joy of Chanukah receives 
concrete expression in negative terms of refraining from fasting 
and eulogizing, but not in positive celebration.

In fact, some early authorities write explicitly that the days 
of Chanukah do not require a state of joy (simcha), but only 
thanksgiving. The Maharam of Rotenberg writes that Chanukah was 
instituted “specifically for praise and thanks, and not for feasting 
or joy”—a statement noted by several later authorities (see Shut 
Tashbatz [Katan], Vol. 2, no. 170; Leket Yosher, p. 150); Shut 
Mahari Bruno, no. 136).

Along similar lines, the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 670:2) 
notes that there was a custom to engage in celebration, but states 
that festive meals and gathering are optional: “Festive meals 
on Chanukah are optional (reshus), because the days were not 
instituted for feasting and joy.”

Between Joy and Feasting

Though the Shulchan Aruch makes no mention of it, the Rambam 
says that there is an obligation of joy on Chanukah. He states 
that on account of the miracles of Chanukah, “the Sages in 
that generation instituted that these eight days, which begin on 
the eve of the twenty-fifth of Kislev, should be days of joy and 
thanksgiving” (Laws of Chanukah 3:3).

The Rambam does not state that there is an obligation to make a 
festive meal—yet several commentators cite the Gemara in Pesachim 
(109a), that says that one can only attain simcha (joy) by eating 
meat. Based on this, they contend that according to the Rambam 
there is an obligation to eat festive meals on Chanukah, in order 
to attain the requisite level of simcha (Maaseh Rokeiach; Binyan 
Shlomo). 

However, this is certainly not the simple understanding of the 

of spring – Pesach – which 
heralds their coming. 
At these times, times of joy 
and jubilation, we ascend 
to Jerusalem to behold the 
revelation of the Shechinah 
in the Mikdash. In the light of 
the Menorah, we witness the 
great testimony that the Divine 
Presence resides among Israel 
(Shabbos 22b).
The winter, by contrast, is a 
time of darkness. The fields are 
empty of produce. There are 
no festivals (mo’ed), and there 
is no destiny (ya’ad). There is 
no revelation of the Shechinah.
The revelation of Chanukah 
is that even the winter, a time 
of darkness and absence, is a 
time that prepares for the light. 
There might be no produce in 
the fields, but the seeds have 
been planted. Over the winter 
months, they will develop, 
preparing the way for the final 
revelation. The destiny might 
be hidden, yet in the thick of 
darkness, we head steadily 
towards it.
This is the great power of 
Chanukah – the testimony 
of the Chanukah lights, with 
which Aharon was comforted 
after being excluded from the 
sacrifices of the nesi’im. We 
might be in the darkness – the 
darkness of a long and harsh 
exile – but it is only the road 
to light. We might not have 
revealed miracles, but we have 
concealed miracles, such as the 
victory of the Chashmonaim 



we celebrate. 
We might not have the Mikdash. 
But even in its absence, the 
Shechinah remains among us. 
“These candles are holy. We do 
not have permission to make 
use of them; only to see them.” 
Even in a world of profanity, 
there is holiness. Even in a 
world of darkness, there is light.
Each one of us has a vision, 
each one his own destiny. The 
destiny, life teaches us, cannot 
be reached in an instance. It 
is as the creation of the world 
(Shabbos 33): The darkness 
of the night must precede the 
light of day.
The Chanukah festival teaches 
us that the winter months are 
not merely a time of absence, 
but a path; not darkness, but 
preparation for light. Such 
is the case, too, for our own 
lives: Even when we are in the 
darkness, we know that we are 
only on the path.
The condition is that we light 
the Chanukah lights; that we 
know that we are on a path, and 
we know that we are headed 
towards a great destiny. Insofar 
as we know the destiny we go 
towards, we gain the strength 
to draw from that destiny, and 
to light up the long night with 
its light.
From here on, the way is but 
short: “Then I will end, with a 
glad song, the dedication of the 
altar.” 
An illuminating Chanukah to all 
readers!

Rambam, who makes no mention of an obligatory meal. Rather, it 
appears that according to the Rambam the joy of Chanukah does 
not include a fixed expression such as a formal meal.

However, even though there is no obligation to eat a special meal, 
there is certainly an obligation to eat something every day of 
Chanukah—an obligation that derives from the prohibition against 
fasting (which is effectively an obligation to eat). 

This obligation/prohibition reflects a certain element of joy, which 
is clearly expressed in the ruling of the Rosh (Mo’ed Katan 3:87, 
citing Rabbi Yitzchak ibn Geyyus) concerning mourning-related 
customs: “We are accustomed from the days of the early elders not 
to say tzidduk hadin on Chol Hamoed, Rosh Chodesh, Chanukah 
and Purim […] for these are days of joy […] and concerning each 
of these days is written: This is the day that Hashem has made, 
let us rejoice and be glad on it” (the ruling is cited by the Rema 
420:2 and 683:1).

The same element of joy is apparent in the ruling of the Rashba 
(Vol. 1, no. 699), who discusses whether Chanukah is considered 
a Yom Tov, and writes, “Even though these days [Chanukah and 
Purim] are not included in moadim and yamim tovim, they still 
have [an element of] simcha and oneg.” While not requiring an 
obligatory meal, oneg implies an element of joy in eating special 
foods.

One Who Forgets Al HaNissim 

The Ra’avyah (Berachos no. 131; Megillah no. 563; see 
Mordechai, Berachos 279) goes a step further than other 
authorities, and maintains that not only is there an obligation to 
eat something on Chanukah, but one must eat a meal with bread. 

For this reason, the Ra’avyah rules that if one forgot to recite al 
hanisim in birkas hamazon during Chanukah, he must repeat the 
berachah. This is based on the halacha that when somebody omits 
an addition at an obligatory meal—such as retzei on Shabbos, 
when we are obligated to eat bread meals—he must bench again. 
The Ra’avyah bases his ruling on a statement of the Yerushalmi 
(which does not appear in our texts).

However, the Shulchan Aruch (682:1) rules in accordance with 
the mainstream opinion that there is no obligation to eat a meal 
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(and certainly not a bread meal) on Chanukah. 
Based on this opinion, if somebody forgot to say 
al hanisim in his benching, he does not bench 
again.

It is interesting to note that the Bach (682) 
sides with the Ra’avyah in this dispute, explaining 
that Chanukah is called a Yom Tov, and that a 
bread meal is obligatory and not merely optional 
(as the Shulchan Aruch states). However, other 
Poskim do not uphold his ruling, and the halacha 
is that one who forgot to mention al hanisim in 
his benching does not bench again.

Two Chanukah Miracles 

An original approach is that of the Maharshal 
(Yam Shel Shlomo, Bava Kama 7:37). The 
Maharshal understands that the festive days of 
Chanukah mean to commemorate two events 
that took place at the time of the Chashmonaim. 

One set of events is the miracles of Chanukah 
which brought the outnumbered Jews victory 
over the Greek armies. The commemoration of 
these miracles was enacted in terms of giving 
“praise and thanks,” without the obligation of a 
celebratory meal. 

However, the inauguration of the Altar—chanukas 
ha-mizbe’ach—which took place after the victory 
of the Chashmonaim over the Greeks, set aside 
the eight days of Chanukah  not only as a time 
of thanksgiving, but also as a time of joy and 
feasting. He therefore rules that the meals of 
Chanukah are full mitzvah meals.

He proves this point from the wording of the 
Gemara, which writes that the days of Chanukah 
are set aside as yamim tovim, festival days, noting 
also (as noted above) that the Rambam calls them 
“days of joy.”  

Further proof to the concurring position of the 
Rambam can be adduced from his statement 
whereby, “on Chanukah and Purim one adds al 
hanissim in the berachah of the Land, just as one 
adds it in davening.” The Lechem Mishnah explains 
that this statement is based on the Yerushalmi 
cited by the Ra’avyah.—though as mentioned 
above, the simple reading of the Rambam in the 
Laws of Chanukah does not imply an obligatory 
meal.

Chanukah and Purim: Spiritual and 
Physical Redemptions

Several authorities raise the question of the 
difference between Chanukah and Purim: 
Why is it that on Purim the obligation to eat 
a meal is straightforward, whereas concerning 
Chanukah there is a debate among Poskim 
concerning the meal, and the majority opinion 
is that there is no obligation? In both instances 
we were saved from our enemies—so why the 
difference?

The most well-known answer is given by the Levush 
(670:2, cited by the Mishnah Berurah), who 
explains that the Greeks of the Chanukah miracle 
had no desire to kill the Jews. Their intent was 
rather to detach the Jews from their faith, and to 
inculcate them with Greek Hellenistic culture. This 
is by contrast with the wicked Haman, whose goal 
was to physically wipe out the Jewish People. 

In the case of Purim, the salvation was physical, 
and it is therefore fitting that the celebration 
should involve a physical meal. On Chanukah, 
the salvation was spiritual. Therefore, no feasting 
is required.

The Bach (670) offers a slightly different 
explanation, citing the sin that brought about 
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the evil decree of Haman as the transgression 
of partaking from the feast of Achashverosh. 
Because their sin was physical, the Jewish people 
were threatened with physical annihilation, and 
the commemoration of the salvation is likewise 
physical. 

In the case of Chanukah, however, the cause of 
the decree was a spiritual decline in connection 
with the service of the Temple. As a consequence 
of their iniquity, it was decreed that they could not 
perform the Divine service. The commemoration 
of the miracle returning the avodah to the people 
was fittingly spiritual—giving praise and thanks to 
Hashem—rather than physical.

The Maamar Mordechai offers a third 
explanation, writing that the miracle of Purim 
took place by means of the feasts that Esther 
prepared for Achashverosh and Haman. Thus, 
in commemoration of the miracle, we feast on 
Purim. In the case of Chanukah there was no 
miracle involving food or a feast (the miracles 
were the military victory and the burning of 
the oil), and thus the only obligation is “giving 
praise and thanks” for those miracles (Maamar 
Mordechai).

Some authorities mention a special custom to eat 
dairy foods (Ran, Shabbos 21b; Rema 670:2), 
which recalls the episode of Yehudis, whose 
salvation came by means of the dairy foods she 
gave to the enemy (see Ben Ish Chai, Vayeishev 
24, who explains why this is relevant even 
though the tale of Yehudis took place before the 
Chanukah episode).

Praise and Torah at the Chanukah Meal

Although we have noted that according to the 
Shulchan Aruch (and most authorities) there is no 

obligation to eat a meal on Chanukah, the Rema 
adds the following addition: “Some say that there 
is a slight mitzvah to augment the [Chanukah] 
meals (i.e. to eat special joyous meals), because 
the dedication of the Altar took place during 
those days.”

Thus, although there is no formal obligation to 
eat a meal, some maintain that it is proper to 
express our joy by eating special meals. 

The Rema proceeds to note: “The custom is to 
sing songs and praises during those special meals, 
by whose token they are considered as se’udos 
mitzvah.” The Mishnah Berurah (9, citing the 
Maharshal) adds that anything a person does 
with the intention of publicizing the miracle of 
Chanukah (or giving praise to Hashem) renders 
the meal a se’udas mitzvah.

The Maharshal (no. 85, cited in Biur 
Halachah 670) further notes that the joy of 
the Chanukah meals should be “completely 
intermingled with the joy of Torah.” 

In other words, in addition to the songs and praises 
sung at these meals, Torah thoughts should be 
an integral part of the meal. The Maharshal also 
writes that these meals should not be at the 
expense of one’s fixed Torah learning schedule.

Like a Wedding

The Magen Avraham (4) compares Chanukah 
celebrations to the wedding of the daughter of 
a Torah scholar to an am ha-aretz (ignoramus). 
Although the wedding feast is not in itself a 
mitzvah, it becomes a mitzvah when words of 
Torah and praise are said at the meal.

In both cases, there is room for a celebration, yet 
the cause is not sufficient to render the meal a 
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full mitzvah. The festivities represent a physical 
indulgence, which is to be elevated by words of 
Torah and gratitude to Hashem. 

Chanukah, in a certain sense, can be compared to 
a marriage. The essential Chanukah, the military 
victory over the Greeks, was a physical affair—
much like the basic union of a marriage. Yet, 

Chanukah emphasized the spiritual dimension in 
the miracle of the Menorah—just as we have the 
capacity to infuse spiritual greatness and elevation 
into a marriage. 

In both cases, words of Torah and gratitude 
to Hashem turn a celebratory meal into a true 
mitzvah event.
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The Question:
If one has a parent that is within the 12 months of mourning for his own parent, can one give the 
parent a birthday gift of any sort? If not a present, can one bake them a cake or special dish if they 
request?

Answer:
After the thirty days (sloshim) it is permitted to buy a modest present for a parent, and this is certainly 
true where the parent will take offence if a gift it not given. A cake is certainly fine.

Sources:
The problem of giving a gift is defined as she’elas shalom – a gift is not less than giving Shalom to 
another (see Maharil no. 31; Rema, Yoreh De’ah 385:3).
The room for leniency is found in the ruling of the Taz (Orach Chaim 696:3), who writes that the 
custom today is not to be particular about she’elas shalom after thirty days, and that it it is therefore 
also be permitted to give gifts. 
[The ruling is not entirely clear, and some have asked (see Eliyah Rabbah) that the Rema never states 
that today’s custom is to be lenient concerning she’elas shalom, but only that the custom in some 
places is to be lenient.]
The Mishnah Berurah (21) quotes this ruling, though he brings it from Magen Avraham (who explains 
differently), which makes his opinion a little unclear (see Divrei Sofrim, aveilus, Eimek Davar 47); he 
adds, however, that the gift should not be something that causes simchah. The same ruling is given by 
the Derech Chaim.
Based on the principle that the halachah follows the lenient opinion in aveilus (see Shiurei 
Berachah 374, who writes that he has a mesores from all morei horaa that this applies even to 
disputes between poskim), and in view of the need involved, it is permitted to mark birthdays with a 
modest present. Yet, one should limit the gift to some degree, so that it won't be a "gift of simchah" 
(the degree depends on individual circumstances).
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