
The Story of Hanukkah (or is it Chanukah? Or Hannukah?) 
Based on Talmud, Shabbat 21b (500 CE) 

 
In the year 168 BCE, the Syrian king Antiochus sent his soldiers to occupy what was 
once the independent land of Judea, including the city of Jerusalem. Over time, he 
enacted policies that were unique to Syrian culture, including the eating of traditionally 
forbidden foods in the Jewish religion and the establishment of altars to worship Greek 
gods. They also consecrated The Temple to the Greek god Zeus, had a statue of Zeus 
erected inside The Temple, and sacrificing pigs within the walls of The Temple. Some 
Jews accepted these changes and adopted Greek customs while others held as tightly as 
they could to their unique observance of Judaism. 
 
At one point, Greek soldiers went to offer a sacrifice in nearby Modi’in, where 
Mattathias was serving as a priest. As the animal was not kosher, and the altar that 
Mattathias oversaw was dedicated to Adonai, the God of the Hebrews, Mattathias 
refused. A struggle ensued and Mattathias and his five sons killed the soldiers, 
launching a rebellion. After Mattathias died, his son, Judah, took over. We know this 
group by the name “Maccabee,” an acronym for the familiar phrase from Exodus “Mi 
Chamocha Ba-elim, Adonai?” (Who is like You, Adonai, among all the gods that are 
worshipped?). Over the course of many months, the Maccabees raided the Greeks in 
their attempt to win victories, gain more followers, and, ultimately, reclaim Jerusalem 
and The Temple. 
 
When the Maccabees finally won back The Temple and kicked out the Greeks, they 
declared a cease-fire and set about to clean the facility. They removed the Greek statues 
and cleansed the altars of the unclean sacrifices. They went to kindle the sacred lamp, 
called a menorah, and realized that there was only enough kosher oil to last one day. 
They lit the oil while a scout ran to procure acceptable oil from a nearby village. The oil 
lasted until the scout returned – 8 days later.  
 
Hence, we say: A great miracle happened there! 
 

Questions: 
1. Why do we celebrate Hanukkah today? 
2. Why is Hanukkah 8 days long? 
3. Was there a miracle? If so, what was it? 
4. What is the “enduring understanding” (a lesson that we are intended to take from 

this story that is always important” of this story? 
 
 
 



The Story of Hanukkah (or is it Chanukah? Or Hannukah?) 
Based on II Maccabees 10:1-8 (90 BCE, in Greek) 

 
In the year 168 BCE, the Syrian king Antiochus sent his soldiers to occupy what was 
once the independent land of Judea, including the city of Jerusalem. Over time, he 
enacted policies that were unique to Syrian culture, including the eating of traditionally 
forbidden foods in the Jewish religion and the establishment of altars to worship Greek 
gods. They also consecrated The Temple to the Greek god Zeus, had a statue of Zeus 
erected inside The Temple, and sacrificing pigs within the walls of The Temple. Some 
Jews accepted these changes and adopted Greek customs while others held as tightly as 
they could to their unique observance of Judaism. 
 
At one point, Greek soldiers went to offer a sacrifice in nearby Modi’in, where 
Mattathias was serving as a priest. As the animal was not kosher, and the altar that 
Mattathias oversaw was dedicated to Adonai, the God of the Hebrews, Mattathias 
refused. A struggle ensued and Mattathias and his five sons killed the soldiers, 
launching a rebellion. After Mattathias died, his son, Judah, took over. We know this 
group by the name “Maccabee,” an acronym for the familiar phrase from Exodus “Mi 
Chamocha Ba-elim, Adonai?” (Who is like You, Adonai, among all the gods that are 
worshipped?). Over the course of many months, the Maccabees raided nearby villages in 
their attempt to win victories, gain more followers, and, ultimately, reclaim Jerusalem 
and The Temple. They would launch surprise attacks against the Greek soldiers, but 
they would also attack the Jews who had adopted Greek behaviors. In many ways, the 
Maccabees practiced a strict orthodoxy in their Judaism and killed anyone whose 
Jewish practice differed from theirs. 
 
When the Maccabees finally won back The Temple and kicked out the Greeks, they 
declared a cease-fire and set about to clean the facility. They removed the Greek statues 
and cleansed the altars of the unclean sacrifices. They re-dedicated (Hanukkah) The 
Temple in a marvelous ceremony. Due to their fighting, the Maccabees didn’t get to 
celebrate the festival of Sukkot, an annual 8-day Jewish holiday. After the dedication 
ceremony, they immediately set about the celebration of Sukkot, which is why we have 
an 8-day celebration of Hanukkah each year. 
 
Hence, we say: A great miracle happened there! 
 

Questions: 
1. Why do we celebrate Hanukkah today? 
2. Why is Hanukkah 8 days long? 
3. Was there a miracle? If so, what was it? 
4. What is the “enduring understanding” (a lesson that we are intended to take from 

this story that is always important” of this story? 
 

 
 



The Story of Hanukkah (or is it Chanukah? Or Hannukah?) 
Based on I Maccabees 4:39-59 (100 BCE, in Hebrew) 

 
In the year 168 BCE, the Syrian king Antiochus sent his soldiers to occupy what was 
once the independent land of Judea, including the city of Jerusalem. Over time, he 
enacted policies that were unique to Syrian culture, including the eating of traditionally 
forbidden foods in the Jewish religion and the establishment of altars to worship Greek 
gods. They also consecrated The Temple to the Greek god Zeus, had a statue of Zeus 
erected inside The Temple, and sacrificing pigs within the walls of The Temple. Some 
Jews accepted these changes and adopted Greek customs while others held as tightly as 
they could to their unique observance of Judaism. 
 
At one point, Greek soldiers went to offer a sacrifice in nearby Modi’in, where 
Mattathias was serving as a priest. As the animal was not kosher, and the altar that 
Mattathias oversaw was dedicated to Adonai, the God of the Hebrews, Mattathias 
refused. A struggle ensued and Mattathias and his five sons killed the soldiers, 
launching a rebellion. After Mattathias died, his son, Judah, took over. We know this 
group by the name “Maccabee,” an acronym for the familiar phrase from Exodus “Mi 
Chamocha Ba-elim, Adonai?” (Who is like You, Adonai, among all the gods that are 
worshipped?). Over the course of many months, the Maccabees raided nearby villages in 
their attempt to win victories, gain more followers, and, ultimately, reclaim Jerusalem 
and The Temple. The battles were difficult and the Maccabees were outnumbered but 
they were still victorious almost every time. 
 
When the Maccabees finally won back The Temple and kicked out the Greeks, they 
declared a cease-fire and set about to clean the facility. They removed the Greek statues 
and cleansed the altars of the unclean sacrifices. They re-dedicated (Hanukkah) The 
Temple in a marvelous ceremony. Believing their success to be a miracle – after all, they 
were just a bunch of untrained priests fighting against one of the most powerful armies 
in the world – they established an 8-day festival, thanking God for the miracle of 
granting them a military victory. 
 
Hence, we say: A great miracle happened there! 
 
 

Questions: 
1. Why do we celebrate Hanukkah today? 
2. Why is Hanukkah 8 days long? 
3. Was there a miracle? If so, what was it? 
4. What is the “enduring understanding” (a lesson that we are intended to take from 

this story that is always important” of this story? 
 

 



The Story of Hanukkah (or is it Chanukah? Or Hannukah?) 
Based on Pesikta Rabbati 2:5 (865 CE) 

 
In the year 168 BCE, the Syrian king Antiochus sent his soldiers to occupy what was 
once the independent land of Judea, including the city of Jerusalem. Over time, he 
enacted policies that were unique to Syrian culture, including the eating of traditionally 
forbidden foods in the Jewish religion and the establishment of altars to worship Greek 
gods. They also consecrated The Temple to the Greek god Zeus, had a statue of Zeus 
erected inside The Temple, and sacrificing pigs within the walls of The Temple. Some 
Jews accepted these changes and adopted Greek customs while others held as tightly as 
they could to their unique observance of Judaism. 
 
At one point, Greek soldiers went to offer a sacrifice in nearby Modi’in, where 
Mattathias was serving as a priest. As the animal was not kosher, and the altar that 
Mattathias oversaw was dedicated to Adonai, the God of the Hebrews, Mattathias 
refused. A struggle ensued and Mattathias and his five sons killed the soldiers, 
launching a rebellion. After Mattathias died, his son, Judah, took over. We know this 
group by the name “Maccabee,” an acronym for the familiar phrase from Exodus “Mi 
Chamocha Ba-elim, Adonai?” (Who is like You, Adonai, among all the gods that are 
worshipped?). Over the course of many months, the Maccabees raided nearby villages in 
their attempt to win victories, gain more followers, and, ultimately, reclaim Jerusalem 
and The Temple. The battles were difficult and the Maccabees were outnumbered but 
they were still victorious almost every time. 
 
When the Maccabees finally won back The Temple and kicked out the Greeks, they 
declared a cease-fire and set about to clean the facility. They found 8 iron spears stuck 
into the wall. They stuck candles on these spears and lit them. They transformed the 
weapons of war into light for a religious celebration in recognition that, even though 
they had to make war, they were glad to “turn their swords into ploughshares”, to turn 
weapons of war into sources of light and warmth. (That is why we light a lamp and 
celebrate the holiday today.) They removed the Greek statues and cleansed the altars of 
the unclean sacrifices. They re-dedicated (Hanukkah) The Temple in a marvelous 
ceremony.  
 
Hence, we say: A great miracle happened there! 
 
 

Questions: 
1. Why do we celebrate Hanukkah today? 
2. Why is Hanukkah 8 days long? 
3. Was there a miracle? If so, what was it? 
4. What is the “enduring understanding” (a lesson that we are intended to take from 

this story that is always important” of this story? 
 

 
 


