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Unlike all other holidays, when candle lighting merely marks the beginning of the day, on 
Chanukkah the lighting of the candles is itself the central ritual. We see that in the 
extended liturgy surrounding the nightly lighting. On all other nights, we say a single 
blessing after lighting the candles, and the ritual is completed. On Chanukkah, we recite 
three blessings the first night (two each additional night) before we light (since the 
holiday is not a yom tov), and a lengthy paragraph after lighting the first candle. The 
three prayers recited on the first night are nearly identical to the prayers recited before 
reading the Megillah, the central ritual on Purim, switching in the first blessing "to light 
the Chanukkah candle" for "on the reading of the Megillah." 

On no other holiday do we need an explanation of why we light. On Chanukkah, each 
night we read "Hanerot halalu" which tells us that the lights represent "the miracles and 
wonders, deliverances and victories You performed for our ancestors in those days, at 
this time, through Your holy priests." Scholars have noted that the miracle of the oil 
displaced, to some extent, the miracle of the Maccabees' victory in our collective 
memory, perhaps because the Hasmonean dynasty that the Maccabees founded was so 
problematic (what role did the kohanim play in "deliverances and victories" compared to 
Judah M and his band of brothers who fought the Greeks?). 

However, the important question, I believe, is not why we light—why the ancient rabbis 
elevated the miracle of the oil and the menorah in the Temple to the central ritual of the 
holiday—but why we light—what meaning we extract from it today. "Ma'oz Tzur," the 
poem composed in 13th century Germany which we sing after the lighting, steers us 
towards one meaning of the candles. Chanukkah is the holiday representing our hope for 
redemption from foreign persecution: Egypt, Babylonia, Persia, Greece. The candles 
announce to the world the belief that Jewish existence itself is a miracle, that after so 
much pain and suffering throughout our history, we still have faith because we are still 
here. God has brought us this far and will not abandon us. 

Such faith was undoubtedly nurturing and necessary to Jews during the Middle Ages, and 
it is surely inspiring today as well just a few generations after the Shoah. And yet, I 
believe that this holiday can teach us another message that is equally inspiring and 
equally necessary. That message derives from the halakhah that the chanukiyah should be 



placed in our doorways or on our windowsills. Why do we need to "broadcast the 
miracle," pirsumei nisa? Why do non-Jews need to see and know? 

Perhaps the message for us is that we do not ignore suffering and do not take relief for 
granted. We give thanks for our redemption, for our freedom to practice our religion and 
to establish our communities, for our physical, material and spiritual liberation. And at 
the same time, we wish the same liberation, the same light, for others. The light that we 
shine in our windows tells others not only to look on us and our miracles, but that we see 
them too, that we wish for them to share in the ability to celebrate the blessings of life 
and freedom in their communities. And the nerot can remind us, like the broken glass at 
our weddings, that our celebrations are not complete, that the candles will burn out, and 
that we all have much work to do to spread light and joy to more people in our country 
and world. 


