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This week our daf yomi studies connected with the holiday of Chanukah in two main ways. 

The first connec8on has to do with an explicit men8on by the Talmud of the military victory of 
the Hasmonean Dynasty. 

The Talmud tells us that there was a holiday which was celebrated in the 8me of the Second 
Temple period called Nicanor Day. 

What is the origin of Nicanor Day? As it is taught in a baraita: Nicanor was one of the generals 
[iparkhei] in the Greek army, and each and every day he would wave his hand over Judea and 
Jerusalem and say: When will this city fall into my hands, and I shall trample it? And when the 
Hasmonean monarchy overcame the Greeks and emerged victorious over them, they killed 
Nicanor in baEle, cut off his thumbs and big toes, and hung them on the gates of Jerusalem, 
saying: The mouth that spoke with pride, and the hands that waved over Jerusalem, may 
vengeance be taken against them. This occurred on the thirteenth of Adar (Ta’anit, 18b). 

According to the Talmud’s version, Nicanor was a wicked Greek General who was defeated on 
13 Adar by the Hasmoneans—the same Hasmoneans whose military victory we celebrate on 
Chanukah.  This is evidence that there was originally at least two separate holidays celebra8ng 
the Hasmonean victory.  There was the holiday which we call Chanukah and there was also the 
holiday called Nicanor Day. 

There is also another version of the Nicanor story that appears with significant differences in the 
First and Second Book of Maccabees (ancient works telling the Chanukah story in ways that 
were never canonized by the rabbis).  According to these versions Nicanor was ini8ally 
sympathe8c to the Maccabees and was very impressed by their courage.  It was only aRer 
pressure by his superior, King Demetrius, that he aTacked the Jews.   

In any event, our Talmud studies this week shed light on the holiday of Chanukah and showed 
us that aside from the victory that secured the sanc8ty of the Temple, there was also an 
ongoing military baTle with the Greeks that was celebrated as a holiday apart from our holiday 
of Chanukah. 

The holiday of Nicanor Day is now just a footnote in history.  Ancient military victories are for 
the most part completely irrelevant to us moderns.  The only meaningful aspect of holidays that 
survive is the reason why we needed a military victory in the first place; i.e. the spiritual 
importance of the military victory.  Our Chanukah holiday that we celebrate today is thus 
primarily not a celebra8on of a military victory (and for sure there is no men8on of Nicanor at 



all) but rather, a recogni8on of the need to thank Hashem for the daily miracles that occur in 
our lives. 

The Talmud in tractate Shabbat teaches about Chanukah: 

The Gemara asks: What is Hanukkah, and why are lights kindled on Hanukkah? The Gemara 
answers: The Sages taught in Megillat Ta’anit: On the twenty-fiOh of Kislev, the days of 
Hanukkah are eight. One may not eulogize on them and one may not fast on them. What is the 
reason? When the Greeks entered the Sanctuary they defiled all the oils that were in the 
Sanctuary by touching them. And when the Hasmonean monarchy overcame them and emerged 
victorious over them, they searched and found only one cruse of oil that was placed with the 
seal of the High Priest, undisturbed by the Greeks. And there was sufficient oil there to light the 
candelabrum for only one day. A miracle occurred and they lit the candelabrum from it eight 
days. The next year the Sages insUtuted those days and made them holidays with recitaUon of 
hallel and special thanksgiving in prayer and blessings (Shabbat, 21b). 

There was enough oil to last for one night and miraculously it lasted for eight nights.  For this 
reason, we now celebrate a holiday for eight days.  In the scheme of Jewish history this seems 
like an insignificant miracle.  Compared to the spli[ng of the sea, and the falling of manna from 
Heaven, this is not that impressive of a miracle.   

But maybe that’s exactly the point.   

This brings us to the second way in which we studied about Chanukah in our daf yomi studies 
this week.  This second manner was not a study of the historical concept of Chanukah, but 
rather of the spiritual lesson of Chanukah in the sense of how to appreciate miracles we 
encounter in our life. 

In this week’s daf yomi the Talmud tells us two stories about Choni HaMe’aggel –Choni the 
Circle Maker.  (According to the Jerusalem Talmud these are not the same people—one is the 
grandson of the other.)  The name Choni, sounds a liTle like Chanukah and each story shares a 
powerful theme with the holiday of Chanukah. 

In the first story, Choni prays for rain and is successful—too successful: 

An incident occurred in which the people said to Choni HaMe’aggel: Pray that rain should fall. 
He said to them: Go out and bring in the clay ovens used to roast the Paschal lambs, so that they 
will not dissolve in the water, as torrenUal rains are certain to fall. He prayed, and no rain fell at 
all. What did he do? He drew a circle on the ground and stood inside it and said before God: 
Master of the Universe, Your children have turned their faces toward me, as I am like a member 
of Your household. Therefore, I take an oath by Your great name that I will not move from here 
unUl You have mercy upon Your children and answer their prayers for rain. Rain began to trickle 
down, but only in small droplets. He said: I did not ask for this, but for rain to fill the cisterns, 



ditches, and caves with enough water to last the enUre year. Rain began to fall furiously. He 
said: I did not ask for this damaging rain either, but for rain of benevolence, blessing, and 
generosity. Subsequently, the rains fell in their standard manner but conUnued unabated, filling 
the city with water unUl all of the Jews exited the residenUal areas of Jerusalem and went to the 
Temple Mount due to the rain. They came and said to him: Just as you prayed over the rains that 
they should fall, so too, pray that they should stop. He said to them: Go out and see if the 
Claimants’ Stone, a large stone located in the city, upon which proclamaUons would be posted 
with regard to lost and found arUcles, has been washed away. In other words, if the water has 
not obliterated the Claimants’ Stone, it is not yet appropriate to pray for the rain to cease 
(Ta’anit. 19a). 

According to this story, Choni successfully pe88ons Hashem for rain, but the people are 
ul8mately unhappy with the amount of rain.   They, thus, ask Choni to pray for the rain to stop.  
In response, Choni tells the people that he will not pray for the rain to stop unless the 
Claimants’ Stone has been covered.  The Claimants’ Stone was a stone at the highest point in 
Jerusalem.  Un8l that stone was covered the rain was certainly uncomfortable (as the people 
had to evacuate their homes and go to the Temple Mount) but it was not yet dangerous.  
Despite Choni’s very specific pe88ons to Hashem for different types of rain, his final message to 
the people was that it is not appropriate to reject a blessing from Hashem and thus he would 
not pray for the rain to stop.  The Talmud indeed tells us that we are not supposed to pray for 
rain to cease as rain is generally speaking a blessing and it is considered ungrateful to reject a 
blessing (Ta’anit, 22b, with comments of Maharsha). 

This is one of the messages of Chanukah.  We should appreciate very blessing and giR from 
Hashem, no maTer how small it may seem to us.  The miracle of the oil las8ng for eight days is 
an insignificant miracle if we are expec8ng a holiday to celebrate big miracles.  ARer all, in our 
house we now have a lightbulb that is guaranteed to last for more than ten years.  What is a 
mere 8 days compared to ten years?  But what if the point of the holiday is that we are 
supposed to be celebra8ng every miracle and every blessing that happens in our life no maTer 
how small?  In that context the miracle of oil is the perfect miracle to celebrate – to reinforce 
the importance of apprecia8ng every blessing. 

The Talmud tells us about another miracle of oil which emphasizes the importance of 
apprecia8ng the everyday miracles in our life that we oRen overlook. 

One Shabbat evening, Rabbi Ḥanina ben Dosa saw that his daughter was sad. He said to her: My 
daughter, why are you sad? She said to him: I confused a vessel of vinegar for a vessel of oil and 
I lit the Shabbat lamp with vinegar. Soon the lamp will be exUnguished and we will be leO in the 
dark. He said to her: My daughter, what are you concerned about? He Who said to the oil that it 
should burn can say to the vinegar that it should burn. A tanna taught: That lamp burned 
conUnuously the enUre day, unUl they brought from it light for havdala (Ta’anit, 25a). 



According to this story, it is a miracle that oil lights at all, let alone that a liTle oil even lasts for 8 
days!  Our spiritual responsibility on Chanukah is to appreciate the everyday “insignificant” 
miracles that occur right in front of us.  

This brings us to a second Choni story in our daf yomi studies this week that also connects to a 
major theme of Chanukah. 

The Talmud tells us: 

One day, Choni was walking along the road when he saw a certain man planUng a carob tree. 
Choni said to him: This tree, aOer how many years will it bear fruit? The man said to him: It will 
not produce fruit unUl seventy years have passed. Choni said to him: Is it obvious to you that you 
will live seventy years, that you expect to benefit from this tree? He said to him: That man 
himself found a world full of carob trees. Just as my ancestors planted for me, I too am planUng 
for my descendants. Choni sat and ate bread. Sleep overcame him and he slept. A cliff formed 
around him, and he disappeared from sight and slept for seventy years. When he awoke, he saw 
a certain man gathering carobs from that tree. Choni said to him: Are you the one who planted 
this tree? The man said to him: I am his son’s son. Choni said to him: I can learn from this that I 
have slept for seventy years, and indeed he saw that his donkey had sired several herds during 
those many years. Choni went home and said to the members of the household: Is the son of 
Choni HaMe’aggel alive? They said to him: His son is no longer with us, but his son’s son is alive. 
He said to them: I am Choni HaMe’aggel. They did not believe him. He went to the study hall, 
where he heard the Sages say about one scholar: His halakhot are as enlightening and as clear 
as in the years of Choni HaMe’aggel, for when Choni HaMe’aggel would enter the study hall he 
would resolve for the Sages any difficulty they had. Choni said to them: I am he, but they did not 
believe him and did not pay him proper respect. Choni became very upset, prayed for mercy, and 
died. Rava said: This explains the folk saying that people say: Either friendship or death, as one 
who has no friends is beEer off dead (Ta’anit, 23a). 

This is a powerful story that deserves a full analysis. The most important message of this story is 
the 8melessness of Torah.  Choni awakens from his sleep aRer 70 years and no one recognizes 
him and he recognizes no one.  The world has passed him by and he no longer wants to remain 
in it.  However, the Torah values he lived his life by are eternal and go far beyond 70 years.  The 
tree he planted is s8ll bearing fruit.  The Torah he studied is s8ll being taught in his name.  

This too, is a powerful message of Chanukah.  On Chanukah we say, “al hanisim…she’asitah 
lanu…bayamim hahem baseman hazeh, for the miracles that You did for us, in those days at this 
8me.”   

This phrase reminds us that the miracles of the ancient world are s8ll being done in the exact 
same manner.  We are s8ll celebra8ng the concept of the miracles and the reason why we were 
worthy to have miracles done on our behalf.   



The yevanim tried to force our ancestors “to forget the Torah.”  The story of Choni teaches that 
the principles of Torah are eternal and worthy of miracles.  When we light the candles on 
Chanukah that too is what we are celebra8ng—that we are commi[ng our life to an eternal 
cause—the cause of Torah. 

You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qCCBp-auyyw

