
Torah Portion: Miketz 
(Book of Genesis) 

 
“When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them; but he pretended to be a stranger, and 
spoke harshly to them. . . For though Joseph recognized his brothers, they did not recognize 
him.” (Gen. 42:7) 
 
 The celebration of Hanukkah and the reading of the story of Joseph occur at the same 
time each year.  It might be coincidental, then again it may be completely explicable.  Hanukkah 
is an historical account of fervently identifiable Jews (the “Maccabees”) fighting to protect their 
religious institutions from the forces of assimilation.  The Joseph story recounts the life of a 
tormented Jewish youth who rises to power in Egypt by disguising his Jewish background and 
assimilating into ancient Egyptian culture.  In the case of the Maccabees, they win out in their 
campaign to preserve their Jewish tribal identity and cultural/religious legacy.  Joseph comes to 
realize one cannot run away from who he is by pretending to be someone else.  Only when he 
comes to terms with his Jewish background does Joseph find true happiness and fulfillment. 
 
 It is no secret that Hanukkah is the most popular holiday in the Jewish calendar.  More 
Jews participate in Hanukkah than any other holiday in the year.  Why? There are a number of 
sociological explanations (it’s easy to do, it’s done at home, it takes place in close proximity to a 
major Christian holiday, etc.), however they don’t explain why an unaffiliated or disaffiliated 
Jew would still care enough to consider lighting a Hanukkah candle.  Could it be the memory of 
earlier times in one’s life when the family gathered together on Hanukkah to light candles, sing 
holiday songs, and celebrate their Jewish heritage?  Of all the trappings of Jewish life-tallit, 
kipah, kashrut, synagogue etc.-these little Hanukkah candles, burning for 30 minutes or less one 
week each year (8 days, to be exact!) bear a greater influence on one’s Jewish identity than any 
object, ritual or other celebratory moment of the year. 
 
 In 1983, Peter Yarrow, the Jewish member of the legendary folk singers Peter, Paul & 
Mary, wrote the lyrics for their Hanukkah song, “Light One Candle” underscoring the absolute 
importance of this often-described “minor” holiday: 
 

Light one candle for the strength that we need 
To never become our own foe 

And light one candle for those who are suffering 
Pain we learned so long ago 

Light one candle for all we believe in 
That anger not tear us apart 

And light one candle to find us together 
With peace as the song in our hearts 

 
Don't let the light go out! 

It's lasted for so many years! 
Don't let the light go out! 

Let it shine through our love and our tears. 

 
Rabbi Howard Siegel 




