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“Hanukkah” 

An excerpt from J.D. Eisenstein, 

 Otsar Dinim u’Minhaim (A Treasury of Jewish Law and Lore), 1917;  

Translation © 2015 by Carl M. Perkins  

 

 

Eight days of thanksgiving and praise to God, from the 25
th
 of Kislev until the 

2
nd

 of Tevet, observed by lighting lamps at night to commemorate the victory of 

the Hasmoneans against the Greek oppressors of the Jews.   

 

In the Scroll of Fasting
1
 it is written, “On the 25

th
 of Kislev, the eight days of 

Hanukkah begin, on which we neither eulogize nor fast.”   

 

When the Greeks took over the heichal (Temple sanctuary), they defiled all of the 

(consecrated) oil.  When the Hasmoneans regained control over the Temple, they 

searched for oil and found only one cruse that was sealed with the seal of the High 

Priest. In it, there was only enough oil to burn for one day, but a miracle took 

place, and the priests were able to produce light from that oil for eight straight 

nights.  The next year they established a holiday with the recitation of psalms of 

praise and thanksgiving (B. Shabbat 21b).   

 

Our sages discerned an allusion in the Torah to the observance of Hanukkah.  After 

listing all of the festivals in Parashat Emor (Leviticus 23), the text reads, “And 

they shall bring to you pure olive oil to light a lamp continuously.” ( ְויְִקחּו ֵאֶליָך ֶשֶמן

    .(Leviticus 24:2) ( זַיִת זְָך ָכִתית ַלָמאֹור ְלַהֲַֽעֹלת נֵר ָתִמַֽיד:

 

Ramban (R. Moses ben Nachman, Girona, 13
th
 century), in his commentary on the 

Torah (at the beginning of Parashat B’ha’alot’cha), says that he found in the 

Scroll of Secrets (Megillat Setarim) attributed to Rabbeinu Nissim [R. Nissim ben 

Yaakov of North Africa, 11
th

 century] the following midrash:  “When (at the 

dedication, or hanukkah, of the tabernacle) the tribes offered sacrifices, the tribe of 

Levi didn’t bring an offering. And so God said to Moses: Speak to Aaron and say 

to him, there will be another dedication (hanukkah) which will include the lighting 

of lamps.  I will carry out miracles and salvation to bring about this dedication 

(hanukkah) that will be referred to by your children’s name.  It will be called, the 

‘Dedication [hanukkah] of the Hasmoneans.’  Therefore, this passage (i.e., 

Numbers 8: 1-4, describing the lighting of lamps by Aaron the Priest) is juxtaposed 

with the one describing the dedication of the altar in the tabernacle (i.e., Numbers 

7).”
2
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THE EIGHT DAYS OF HANUKKAH.  There are those who interpret the word 

 ,.as an abbreviation: “Hanu” (i.e., “they rested”) and “k”h” (i.e (”Hanukkah“) חנוכה

“on the 25
th
”).  In other words, the Israelites returned to camp and rested from 

engaging in battle with their enemies on the 25
th

 day of Kislev.  

 

Abudarham also wrote that “Hanukkah” is an acronym:  Hanukkah = H’(het) 

(=eight) N’(nerot) (i.e., lights) U’(v’halachah = “and the law is”) K’ (k’veit = 

according to the school of) H’ (Hillel). 
3
 

 

The first day of Hanukkah (the 25
th

 of Kislev) can fall on any day of the week 

except the third day of the week (i.e., Monday night-Tuesday). (Orech Hayyim 

428)  

 

In the time of Moses, the 25
th

 of Kislev was the day on which construction work on 

the tabernacle in the wilderness came to a close.
4
  Rabbi Hanina explains: On the 

25
th
 of Kislev the construction work on the tabernacle came to a close, but the Holy 

One Blessed be He waited until the month of Nisan to dedicate the tabernacle, for 

in that month, one of the patriarchs, Isaac, was born.  In order to compensate the 

month of Kislev for this slight, the Holy One Blessed be He established the holiday 

of Hanukkah in the Second Temple period during the reign of the Hasmoneans 

(Numbers Rabbah 13, Yalkut Shim’oni, I Kings, Remez 184).  Hence, on the first 

day of Hanukkah the Torah reading begins with the words, “And it was, on the day 

on which Moses completed the work of the tabernacle.” (Numbers 7:1) (Orech 

Hayyim, Ibid.)   

 

Hanukkah always falls just before or during the week that Parashat Miketz 

(Genesis 41-44:17) is read in the synagogue.  A reminder of this is the Masoretic 

note at the end of Parashat Miketz that states that there are 2,025 letters in the 

portion.  The numerical value of the word ner (lamp or light) equals 250.  Eight 

lights (8 x the numerical equivalent of “ner”) = 8 x 250 = 2,000; and the 25 alludes 

to the 25
th

 of Kislev.  (Bnei Yisachar, R. Zvi Elimelech Shapira, in Sefer 

Mita’amim (Isaac Lipetz), 26).   

 

The miracle lasted for eight days because the place from which the olive oil was 

obtained was a four days journey away; hence, the journey back and forth took 

eight days. (Sefer HaRokeach).  Another reason:  (Having been on the battlefield,) 

all Israelites were deemed impure by virtue of contact with the dead.  It was 

therefore impossible for them to prepare pure olive oil until seven days went by 

without contact with the dead [see Numbers 19:11], and one more day was 
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necessary to crush the olives and prepare the pure oil. (Beit Yosef, Orach Hayim, 

670.) 

 

THE CRUSE OF OIL.  The miracle of the victory of Judah Maccabee and the 

Hasmoneans is not mentioned in the Mishnah or the Talmud.   

 

It was repugnant to Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, the author of the Mishnah, that the 

Hasmoneans, though they were not descended from King David, took sovereignty 

for themselves. Therefore, he did not mention the miracle of Hanukah in his 

treatise. (Hatam Sofer, Ta’amei HaMinhagim, 98 b.)  

 

The Talmud records only the miracle of the cruse of oil, which appears first in 

Megillat Ta’anit.  The reason is that, as our Sages have said, one who challenges 

the sovereignty of King David is like one who challenges the Shechinah (God’s 

Presence).  The sin of the Hasmoneans is that they took national sovereignty upon 

themselves, for kingship had already been granted to the tribe of Judah, as the 

Ramban explains at length in his commentary on Parashat Vayechi, on the verse, 

“and the scepter shall not depart from Judah.”  (Genesis 49:10.)   

 

But R. Isaiah Horowitz (the author of Shnei Luchot HaBrit) writes that the 

intention of the Hasmoneans was good and proper, and that their actions were only 

ָֹּצא ִמִלְפנֵי ַהַשִליט“  ,.like a ruler’s inadvertent error,” i.e“ ,(Eccl. 10:5) ”ִכְשגָגָה ֶשי

unintentional. (See:  http://tora.us.fm/tnk1/ktuv/mgilot/qh-10-05.html .) (Shla”h, 

259: page a)   

 

Another reason why the Sages linked Hanukkah with the miracle of the cruse of oil 

and not the Maccabean victory is that they did not wish to arouse jealousy among 

the nations, who would decry the Jewish people celebrating their downfall.  Also, 

they did this in order to associate the holiday with the spirit of holiness and the 

purity of the miracle of the oil, which symbolizes the Torah and our pure religion.   

However, in the blessing, “On the Miracles” -- “Al hanisim”, which was 

established by the Ge’onim (i.e., in or after the eighth century), at a time when the 

Greek empire no longer ruled, we do mention the victory of the Hasmoneans over 

the Greeks (Rabbi Israel Alexandrof, Agadat Pach HaShemen, Warsaw, 652; see:  

http://tinyurl.com/otfyd34 .)   

 

The Order of Lighting the Lamps 

 

The mitzvah of lighting the lamps on Hanukah may be fulfilled from the time that 

the sun sets (and the light of a lamp is beneficial) until the last passersby depart 

http://tora.us.fm/tnk1/ktuv/mgilot/qh-10-05.html
http://tinyurl.com/otfyd34
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from the market, for after that, one can no longer publicize the miracle. (B. 

Shabbat 21b) A hint as to this practice can be traced back to the tradition that “the 

Pillar of Cloud did not depart during the day from the people, nor the Pillar of Fire 

by night.” (Exodus 13:22) (Massechet Sofrim 20:2, p. 341-2, (Higger)).   

 

The mitzvah of lighting is fulfilled by lighting one lamp each day, but in order to 

distinguish one day from the next, we customarily light one additional lamp each 

night.  Beit Shammai (the School of Shammai) stated that on the first night we 

should light eight lamps and diminish the number of lamps each night, but Beit 

Hillel (the School of Hillel) declared that on the first night we should light one, and 

on each successive night add one lamp.  Beit Shammai based their opinion on the 

sacrificial offerings of the holiday, that diminish each day. Beit Hillel justified its 

opinion by declaring that “we increase in matters of holiness; we do not decrease.”  

 

“The law is according to Beit Hillel,” and such is our practice. 

 

All together, we light 36 lamps on Hanukkah. A hint of this comes from the verse, 

ַֽזְַרח־לֹו ַהֶשֶמש  ”,v’yizrach lo ha-shemesh”-- “And the sun shined upon him“-- ַוִי

(Genesis 32:32) which can be understood midrashically to mean, “the shamash 

caused 36 (lamps) to shine.”    

 

It is sufficient for the head of the household to light one set of Hanukkah lamps for 

his entire household.  However, especially pious individuals have each member of 

the household light lamps.  They should each light enough oil to burn for at least a 

half hour.   

 

One places the Hanukah lamp by the entrance to the house on the outside, on the 

left side, in order that upon entering, the lamp is to one’s left and the mezuzah is on 

one’s right, and one enters, as it were, between two mitzvot.  An allusion to this 

practice may be found in the first verse of the Torah portion of the week of 

Hanukkah, namely, “ ַויְִהי ִמֵקץ ְשנַָתיִם יִָמים  ” -- “Vay’hi miketz shnatayim,” “And it 

was, after two years, ….”  The letters of “shnatayim” consist of the first initials of:  

Smol (on the left) Ner (a lamp) Tadlik (you will light); Yamin (on the right) 

Mezuzah (a mezuzah) (Shlah, 249b).  If one lives in an attic, one places the lamps 

in the window nearest the public thoroughfare.  If one is concerned about 

marauders or any other kind of danger, one leaves the lamps on the table, and that 

is sufficient.   

 

The Maharil (R. Jacob Molin; late 14
th

, early 15
th

 century Germany) would begin 

lighting the lamps from the left and would turn and conclude on the right side, 
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thereby fulfilling the Talmudic dictum, “כל פינות שאתה פונה לא יהו אלא דרך ימין” 

“whenever you turn, it should be toward the right,” (Zevachim 62 and elsewhere). 

Our practice is to place the first lamp on the right side, and on subsequent nights to 

begin to light from the most recent candle added on the left side.   

 

It is forbidden to make use of the Hanukah lights for any other purpose, and 

therefore we place alongside the Hanukah lamp an additional lamp that we call the 

“shamash” (“helper”) with which we light the Hanukah lamps.  The Maharil would 

place the shamash above all of the other candles, thereby alluding to: “מגביה שפלים” 

(“magbiah shfalim”; i.e., “the One who raises up those who are low,” from the 

Blessing of Redemption in the morning service).  

 

Another allusion is “ְמִדים ִמַמַעל לֹו ַֹּֽ  seraphim omdim mi-ma’al lo”; lit., “the“) ”ְשָרִפים ע

seraphim are standing above Him;” Isaiah 6:2).  As above, the word “לו” (which 

has a numerical equivalent of 36) stands for the 36 Hanukah candles, and the 

shamashim that we use each night to light them are the seraphim that stand above 

the 36 candles. (Minhagei Maharil, Hilchot Hanukah).  And the candles are 

arranged from north to south. 

 

THE BLESSINGS OVER THE LAMPS 

 

One who lights on the first evening recites three blessings:  (1) Barukh atah 

Adonai Eloheinu Melekh ha-olam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav v’tsivanu l’hadlik 

ner Hanukah; (2) …she-asah nisim la-avoteinu bayamim hahem u’bazman ha-zeh; 

and (3) … shehehiyanu.   

 

From the second night on, we recite only the two blessings, “l’hadlik ner” and 

“she-asah nisim.”  And we recite these blessing before lighting the lamps.  We use 

the formula “l’hadlik ner Hanukah” and not “l’hadlik ner shel Hanukah” such as 

we do on Shabbat (when we say, l’hadlik ner shel Shabbat”) because it is 

forbidden to make use of the light of the Hanukah lamp and thus we say ner 

Hanukah, to indicate that the ner is only for the mitzvah of Hanukah—which isn’t 

the case with respect to the lamp for Shabbat, which we may make use of for the 

needs of Shabbat (Barchi Yosef, 676). 

 

After we light the candles, we recite, “Hanerot Halalu,” which is found in 

Masechet Soferim (2:6), which is mentioned by the Rosh (Shabbat 82) and in the 

Tur and the Shulchan Arukh (Orech Hayyim 6:4).   
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Afterwards, we sing the hymn, “Maoz Tzur Yeshuati” which has six stanzas. The 

author’s name, Mordecai, is indicated in the initial letters of the stanzas.  It is also 

customary to recite Megillat Antiochus (“The Scroll of Antiochus”; see: 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1596-antiochus-scroll-of .)   

 

We include “Al Ha-Nisim” (“On the Miracles”) in the Blessing of Thanksgiving in 

the Amidah and in the Grace After Meals.  Rabbi Yitzhak Napha happened upon 

the house of the exilarch, and thought to include Al Ha-Nisim in the blessing 

“Bonei Yerushalayim,” “The One who Builds Jerusalem” (the third blessing in the 

Grace After Meals).  But Rav Sheshet said to him:  Just as, in the Amidah, it [i.e., 

Al Ha-Nisim] is included in the Blessing of Thanksgiving, so too in the Birkat 

HaMazon it should be included in the Blessing of Thanksgiving (“Nodeh l’cha”;  

i.e., the second blessing of the Grace After Meals) (Shabbat 24a).    

 

In Seder Rav Amram Gaon, the concluding passage of Al Ha-Nisim reads, “Just as 

you have done for them, so too please do perform for us, O Lord, Our God, 

miracles and wonders at this time, and we shall express gratitude to your great and 

holy name, Selah.”  It reads that way in Massekhet Soferim (2:6), but it was the 

custom of Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg not to conclude the passage this way, because 

one should not express a petition in a prayer of thanksgiving, and so is our custom 

today. (See: Shulchan Arukh, Orech Hayyim: 676 and 682.) 

 

LIGHTING THE HANUKKAH LAMP ON SHABBAT 

 

On the eve of Shabbat, we light the Hanukkah lamp first, and afterwards the 

Shabbat lamp, for lighting the Shabbat lamp constitutes accepting Shabbat, and 

once we have done that it is forbidden to light the Hanukah lamp.  It is customary 

to recite the Minchah service before lighting the Hanukkah lamp. (Nahar 

Mitzrayim, Laws of Hanukah, 7) 

 

At the conclusion of Shabbat (i.e., on Saturday evening), we recite Havdalah and 

then we light the Hanukkah lamp.  But if we have heard Havdalah recited in 

synagogue it is permitted first to light the Hanukkah lamp and afterwards to recite 

Havdalah for one’s household.  In the synagogue it is customary to light the 

Hanukkah lamp first and afterwards to recite Havdalah.  And there are those whose 

custom it is to recite Havdalah in the home first, and then to light the Hanukkah 

lamp at the time of the post-Shabbat festive celebration (the Melave Malkah), for 

then there is greater publication of the miracle.  But the Maharil rules that on 

Saturday evening we light the Hanukah lamp first and afterwards we recite 

Havdalah, for the later we recite Havdalah on Saturday night, the better.   

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1596-antiochus-scroll-of
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IN THE SYNAGOGUE 

 

They established the custom of lighting Hanukkah lamps in synagogue for the sake 

of visitors who lack a home in which to light, in the same way as they established 

that kiddush should be recited in the synagogue (on Friday evenings) for the sake 

of visitors who eat and drink in the synagogue (L’vush, 671:8).    

 

In synagogue, we light the lamps between Minchah and Maariv (just like an 

individual who lights in his home; Ibid.).  In the synagogue we also light the lamps 

in the morning, but without a blessing, for the sake of “publicizing the miracle” to 

the worshippers, and also to inform everyone of the number of lights for that day 

so that they know that they should increase that number by one that evening.  But 

an individual does not light the Hanukah lamp during the day, even if he neglected 

to do so the previous evening; see Mahzor Vitry, page 201.   

 

HALLEL AND TORAH READING   

 

During the Shaharit service on Hanukkah, we recite the full Hallel on each of the 

eight days of the holiday. The reason is that on each day we add one light to the 

Hanukkah lamp, and the distinction in the number of lights may be compared to 

the distinction in the sacrificial offerings on Sukkot, on which we recite the full 

Hallel each day. (Abudarham, and see Arachin 10b).  And we read from Parashat 

Naso about the offerings of the tribal leaders and the dedication (hanukkah) of the 

altar, because it is a tradition that the work of the tabernacle was completed on the 

25
th
 day of Kislev, even though the tribal leaders did not present their offerings 

until Rosh Hodesh Nisan.  Since those sacrificial offerings were in honor of the 

dedication of the tabernacle, it’s proper to read of them on that day. (L’vush 684:1)   

 

According to tradition, Moses was on top of Mt. Sinai for a total of 120 days.  His 

third (last) descent took place on the tenth of Tishrei (Yom Kippur).  On that 

occasion, he heard God say, “I forgive you,” and on that occasion it was said to 

him, “Make me a sanctuary.” Since everyone knew that they had been forgiven, 

they were joyous in their work and made the tabernacle with haste, and they 

finished the work on the twenty-fifth of Kislev.  They kept the tabernacle folded up 

until the first of Nisan, at which point Moses put it up.  The entire time that it was 

folded up (i.e., from the 25
th
 of Kislev to the 1

st
 of Nisan) the people were crying 

out and complaining to Moses:  “Why wasn’t it put up right away?  Is there 

something wrong with it?”  But the Holy One, Blessed be He, decided to associate 

the joy of the tabernacle with the month in which Isaac was born, etc.  The Holy 
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One said: It is my responsibility to compensate the month of Kislev (in which the 

tabernacle was completed).  How did He do that?  With the dedication of the 

Temple in the days of the Hasmoneans, etc.  (P’sikta, Parashat, “v’tishlam kol 

hamlachah,” Siddur Rashi, 319).  For the Torah reading on Hanukkah, see:  Tikun 

Hasofer v’haKorei page 133, and Avodat Yisrael page 481.) 

 

WOMEN 

 

Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said:  Women are obligated to light Hanukah lamp for they 

too were included in the miracle.  However, they are permitted to work (Shabbat 

23a).  But it is customary for them not to do work while the Hanukkah lights are 

burning, in order to recognize that it is forbidden to make use of their light.  And 

they imposed a stringency on themselves not to do work even according to any 

other light, because redemption came by means of a Jewish woman (Judith) 

(Minhagei Maharil, Laws of Hanukah; Mateh Moshe, 994; and see: Rashi Shabbat 

21a.)   

 

EATING CHEESE AND PLAYING WITH THE DREIDEL    

 

We eat dairy foods and cheese on Hanukah to commemorate the miracle, for Judith 

fed the enemy milk and cheese (Kol Bo, 44; and the Ran, brought by the Rama, 

Orech Hayim 670.) 

 

It is customary for children to play with a toy called a dreidel, which is a four-

cornered piece of wood or lead.   On the four sides are inscribed the four letters 

gimel, shin, nun, and heh, one letter on each side.  The toy spins on its centerpoint.   

 

This is so because in the parashah of the week, Vayigash, which often falls on 

Hanukkah, it says, “And he sent Judah “Goshnah” (i.e., toward the Land of 

Goshen), and this refers to the King Messiah, for “Goshnah” in gematria (gimel = 

3; shin = 300; nun = 50; heh = 5; total: 358) equals “messiah,” (mashiach; mem = 

40; shin = 300; yod = 10; chet = 8) and also, “The Lord has reigned, the Lord does 

reign, the Lord shall reign.”
5
 (B’nei Yissachar, in Sefer Mi’taamim, p. 26.)  
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1 Megillat Ta’anit; see: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Megillat_Taanit . 
2 This, therefore explains the juxtaposition of Leviticus 23 (which includes the festivals) 
and Leviticus 24: 2 (which includes the description of the lamp to be lit by Aaron and the 
priests continuously).   
3 This refers to the practice of lighting one lamp on the first night, and increasing the 
number of lamps each night; see below.  
4 See Numbers 7:1. 
5 Adonai = 26; mem = 40; lamed = 30; khaf = 20; yimloch: yod = 10; mem = 40; lamed = 30; khaf 

= 20.  Therefore, “The Lord has reigned” = 116; “The Lord does reign” = 116; and “The Lord 

shall reign” = 126.  116 + 116 + 126 = 358. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Megillat_Taanit

