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brilliant. 

 

4. Syrians, Greeks, Hellenists or Yevanim? 
We sometimes hear of Greeks, Syrians or even 
Hellenists in the Chanukah story. So who ex-
actly were the interlopers who were expelled 
by the Maccabees? All of the above! After the 
death of Alexander the Great, his empire was 
broken up: the Seleucid Greek Empire was 
based in Syria, and the Ptolemaic Empire had 
its base in Alexandria, Egypt. The soldiers sta-
tioned in Judea belonged to the Syrian Greeks. 
And who are the Hellenists and the Yevanim? 
The very same people: Hella is the Greek word 
for Greece, and Yavan is how we say it in He-
brew. 

 

5. Is Your Menorah in the Doorway or at a 
Window? 
The most common custom (outside of Israel) is 
to light the menorah at a window. In Mishnaic 
times, however, the menorah would be placed 
outside, on the left side of the door leading in 
from the street. 

 

This led to a unique law. Normally if a person 
placed a candle in the street, and a straw-
bearing donkey brushed by too close, the own-
er of the candle would be responsible for the 
ensuing conflagration. On Chanukah, however, 
he would be exempt because he was doing 
a mitzvah. 

 

Why was the menorah placed to the left of the 
door? Because the mezuzah is placed on the 
right side. With the mezuzah on one side and 
the menorah on the other, you are literally sur-
rounded by holiness. 

 

The harsh realities of the diaspora, both socio-
political and meteorological, forced the meno-
rah to an indoor doorway, and some communi-
ties developed the custom to put it on the win-
dowsill instead. Even today, many people prefer 
to light in a doorway, surrounding ourselves 
with the mitzvahs of mezuzah and the meno-
rah, just as in ancient times. 
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Jessica: I was going to serve sweet potatoes with 
Thanksgiving dinner, but I sat on them. 

Rachel: What are you serving now? 

Jessica: Squash 
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Chanukah 
2 December - 10 December 

¨ First light is on Sunday 2 December. Make 
sure to light the Menorah at home every 
evening after nightfall for 8 days. 

¨ Full Hallel is recited daily. Recite Al 
Hanissim  in the Amidah and Bentching. 

¨ Have a Chanukah Party. Tell the story, 
enjoy latkes or doughnuts and give your 
children Chanukah Gelt. 
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There is high drama in the Bible this week 
as we read the story of Joseph and his broth-
ers. Technicolour dream coats, sibling rival-
ry, terrifying pits and attempted fratricide 
dominate the Parsha proceedings.  

 

When the brothers plot to actually kill Jo-
seph, Reuben, the eldest, makes a valiant 
effort to save Joseph's life and suggests that 
instead they throw him into a pit. That 
would be sufficient to teach him a lesson and 
no blood need be shed. In fact, according to 
Rashi, the Torah itself testifies that Reuben's 
intention was to save Joseph from the pit. 

 

But destiny had a different plan. 

 

While Reuben was away, the brothers sold 
Joseph into slavery. When he returns to res-
cue him, the boy is gone, and he rends his 
garments in grief.  

 

But where was Reuben when the sale took 
place? Why wasn't he there with his brothers 
at the time? Where did he suddenly disap-
pear? 

 

Rashi gives two possible explanations. 1) It 
was his turn to go and serve his aged father. 
The brothers had a roster and Reuben's time 
had come, so he was back at the ranch. 2) 
Reuben was busy doing Teshuvah 
(Repentance) with sackcloth and fasting 
because he had interfered with his father's 
sleeping arrangements (Genesis 35, 22). 

 

I remember hearing the Lubavitcher Rebbe 
ask. According to the second opinion, Reu-
ben left Joseph in the pit to go and busy 
himself with "sackcloth and fasting," i.e. his 

7KH�&KLOG�LQ�WKH�3LW 
E\��5DEEL�<RVV\�*ROGPDQ 

own repentance for his sins. So, let's take a look 
and see what happens as a result. Reuben is ab-
sent, so Joseph is sold into slavery. He is sold and 
resold and eventually is taken down to Egypt. 
There he is imprisoned on false charges and, one 
day, rises to sudden prominence by successfully 
interpreting the Pharaoh's dreams. He becomes 
Viceroy of Egypt, then meets his long-lost broth-
ers when they come searching for food during the 
famine. After revealing his true identity, he brings 
his father Jacob and the entire family down to 
Egypt where he supports and sustains them. 

 

And that is precisely how the Jews became slaves 
in Egypt. It all started with Joseph being taken 
from the pit and sold to the Egyptians. Why? 
Because Reuben decided to be busy doing 
Teshuvah! I remember the Rebbe thundering, 
"The whole Egyptian exile can be traced to Reu-
ben's ill-timed Teshuvah! When a young Jewish 
boy is languishing in the pit, that is not the time 
for Teshuvah. That is the time to save a Jewish 
child!" 

 

Of course, Teshuvah is a wonderful Mitzvah. In a 
way, it is the greatest mitzvah of all because in 
can repair the damage done by failing to observe 
all other mitzvahs. And yet, there is a time to do 
Teshuvah and a time to save lives. And when a 
life is in danger, even Teshuvah really must wait. 

 

The analogy of the Jewish child in the pit reso-
nates powerfully today. It is not only about saving 
lives physically, but also spiritually. How many 
millions of Jewish children are at risk spiritually? 
And how many Jews, indeed how many Rabbis, 
become preoccupied with their own personal 
spiritual upliftment while ignoring the plight of 



young people "in the pits?"  

 

It is a sobering thought and one that de-
mands a response. 
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Jacob settles in Hebron with his twelve sons. 
His favorite is 17-year-old Joseph, whose 
brothers are jealous of the preferential treat-
ment he receives from his father, such as a 
precious many-colored coat that Jacob makes 
for Joseph. Joseph relates to his brothers 
two dreams he has which foretell that he is 
destined to rule over them, increasing their 
envy and hatred towards him. 

 

Shimon and Levi plot to kill him, but Reu-
ben suggests that they throw him into a pit 
instead, intending to come back later and 
save him. While Joseph is in the 
pit, Judah has him sold to a band of pass-
ing Ishmaelites. The brothers dip Joseph's 
special coat in the blood of a goat and show 
it to their father, leading him to believe that 
his most beloved son was devoured by a wild 
beast. 

 

Judah marries and has three children. The 
eldest, Er, dies young and childless, and his 
wife Tamar is given in levirate marriage to 
the second son, Onan. Onan sins by spilling 
his seed and he, too, meets an early death. 
Judah is reluctant to have his third son marry 
her. Determined to have a child from Judah's 
family, Tamar disguises herself as a prostitute 
and seduces Judah himself. Judah hears that 
his daughter-in-law has become pregnant 
and orders her executed for harlotry, but 
when Tamar produces some personal effects 
he left with her as a pledge for payment, he 
publicly admits that he is the father. Tamar 
gives birth to twin sons, Peretz (an ancestor 
of King David) and Zerach. 

 

Joseph is taken to Egypt and sold to Potiphar, 
the minister in charge of Pharaoh's slaughter-
houses. Potiphar's wife desires the handsome 
and charismatic lad; when Joseph rejects her 
advances, she tells her husband that the He-
brew slave tried to force himself on her and 
has him thrown in prison.  
 

In prison, Joseph meets Pharaoh's chief but-
ler and chief baker, both incarcerated for offend-
ing their royal master. Both have disturbing 
dreams, which Joseph interprets; in three days, he 
tells them, the butler will be released and the 
baker hanged. Joseph asks the butler to intercede 
on his behalf with Pharaoh. Joseph's predictions 
are fulfilled, but the butler forgets all about Joseph 
and does nothing for him. 
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Nowadays, it seems that success comes first, pris-
on only later. But with true success, it works the 
other way around. 

 

In the Torah portion of Vayeishev we read 
of Joseph’s exploits. Sold into slavery by his 
brothers, he winds up enslaved to Potiphar, “a 
prominent Egyptian” (Genesis 39:1). But Joseph 
is no ordinary slave; rather, his master quickly 
realizes “that G‑d is with him, and all that he 
would do, G‑d would make successful in his 
hand.” As a result, Potiphar “appointed him over 
his entire household.” 

 

But trouble is brewing. Joseph, “handsome in 
form,” attracts the attention of his master’s wife. 
When Joseph rejects her advances, she sets him 
up, landing Joseph in prison. But it is not long 
before the new kid in the cell block has taken 
charge of the ward. “G‑d was with Joseph, and 
He endowed him with charm.” As a result, the 
warden appoints Joseph to run the prison, “and 
everything that was done there, he would do.” 

 

A close reading of the differences of wording in 
the Torah’s descriptions of Joseph’s two success-
es—in Potiphar’s home and in prison—reveals 
the key to true and ultimate success. 

 

Where G‑d has slated you for success, there are 
two possible paths along which you can tread. 
You can assume a mindset and perception that it 
is the hand of man that attains success, with the 
apparent support and assistance of G‑d. Or else, 
you can see the hand of G‑d as the source of your 
success, with human endeavour serving as a mere 
vehicle through which the divine blessing is 
channelled. 

 

In his days as a slave, Joseph’s perception was that 

logize on them, and one may not fast on them. 
This is because when the Greeks entered the 
Sanctuary, they defiled all the oils that were in 
the Sanctuary. And when the Chashmonean 
monarchy overcame them and emerged victori-
ous over them, they searched and found only 
one cruse of oil that remained with the seal of 
the High Priest. And there was sufficient oil 
there to light the candelabrum for only one day. 
A miracle occurred, and they lit the candela-
brum from it for eight days. The next year, the 
sages instituted those days and made them holi-
days with the recitation of Hallel and prayers of 
thanksgiving. 

 

But there’s more. Seven represents all that is 
found within this world. There are seven days 
of the week, seven classical planets and seven 
musical notes. In fact, the world itself was creat-
ed in seven days. 

 

Then there is the number eight, which repre-
sents that which is above, that which does not 
fit into the neat slots that hold the bits and piec-
es of our lives. The number eight evokes the 
transcendent and the G‑dly. Eight is the number 
of miracles. 

 

2. Light After Dark 
The Chanukah candles must burn after night 
falls, since their purpose is to bring light into 
darkness. But they need to be lit early enough 
that someone will be around to see them. The 
lights need to be seen so they can serve their 
function of reminding others of the great mira-
cle G‑d wrought. 

 

3.  You Light a Hillel Menorah 
In the days of the Talmud, there were two ma-
jor academies of learning: Hillel and Shammai. 
The House of Hillel taught that every night of 
Chanukah we add another candle—as we do 
today. The House of Shammai, however, main-
tained that we begin with eight lights on the 
first night and light one less flame every night, 
ending Chanukah with a single flame. Tempted 
to try the Shammai template? The time to do 
that is yet to come. Tradition tells us that 
when Moshiach comes, we will follow the rul-
ings of the House of Shammai. But until then, 
there is a beautiful lesson to be learned from the 
Hillel model. Add more light every night. Every 
little bit of lights add up to create something 

his success was achieved by his own hands—
with G‑d’s help, of course. “All that he would 
do, G‑d would make successful in his hand.” 
As a prisoner, his perception changed—“G‑d 
was with Joseph, and He endowed him with 
charm.” There is no mention made of Joseph’s 
hands: his success is not of his own doing, but 
stems entirely from a supernal source. 

 

The key to success in this world is to make 
place for G‑d’s blessing in your life. The less 
full of yourself you are, the more room you 
leave to be filled by the G‑dly presence and the 
bountiful blessings that come with it. Where a 
bloated ego fills your entire being, there's no 
room left for G‑d. 

 

The experience of slavery afforded Joseph a 
healthy dose of humility. As his own self-regard 
shrunk, G‑d’s presence in his life only grew, 
and success came to his hand. Still, “his hand” 
was a dominant factor, though sufficiently hol-
lowed to allow G‑d’s blessing to fill it. 

 

When Joseph became a prisoner, he was utterly 
shattered. This further diminution of self paved 
the way for a more complete divine occupation 
of his being. Now his success was no longer 
limited to his own hands; it arrived from a 
source completely over his head. 

 

This, then, is the jailhouse route to success. To 
bring yourself divine blessing and abundant 
success, a bit of jail time might be required. But 
perhaps Joseph’s is an extreme case. The rest of 
us can begin by placing our ego under lock and 
key. 
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1. Eight Nights=Miracle Lights 
Why is Chanukah eight nights long? The Tal-
mud asks and answers: 

 

The sages taught: On the 25th of Kislev, the 
days of Chanukah are eight. One may not eu-
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