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Happy Hanukkah! I hope your week has been filled with light and love. Hanukkah is our Hag 

Urim, our Festival of Lights. We light our Hanukkiyot each night in order to persumei nisa, 

“publicly proclaim the miracle.” What is that miracle we are proclaiming? The rabbis of the 

Talmud famously teach that the miracle of Hanukkah is that the small cruse of oil that was only 

expected to last for one day, instead burned for eight days. But that is not the miracle mentioned 

in our liturgy. 

 

During Hanukkah we add a prayer to our daily liturgy which begins with the words al hanisim 

“for the miracles.” It states: “You delivered the strong into the hands of the weak, the many into 

the hands of the few, the corrupt into the hands of the pure of heart, the guilty into the hands of 

the innocent.” According to our liturgy, the miracle was the unexpected victory of the weak over 

the strong, the military victory of the Maccabees over the Syrian-Greeks. 

 

So what is the miracle of Hanukkah? Perhaps first we need to take a step back and ask, what is a 

miracle? When we think of miracles, we tend to think of them as events when God reaches down 

and changes the workings of nature. Examples from TaNaKh include parting the sea, making a 

donkey talk, or having the sun stand still in the sky. But a long Rabbinic tradition teaches that 

miracles are not supernatural but natural events. Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632 – 

1677) taught that people look for God’s presence only outside of nature, when God changes 

nature. But the proper place to see God’s presence is in nature itself. 

 

The Hebrew word for miracle is nes, a word that also means “banner.” A miracle is not a change 

in the laws of nature. Rather, it is a natural but unexpected event. Something happens that can be 

explained, but behind it we see the banner of God. A miracle is a totally natural event that points 

towards divine intervention. Our liturgy teaches that miracles happen every day. So, the victory 

of the Maccabees over the more powerful Syrian-Greeks and the small jar of oil inexplicably 

lasting for eight days may be the reasons we celebrate Hanukkah, however, our survival as the 

Jews throughout history in the face of those who would destroy us is the true miracle. 

 

This Hanukkah I have been thinking a lot about something Alex Weinberg teaches our youngest 

students. As he teaches them about the miracle of Hanukkah, he talks about the miracle of the 

oil, but even more, he stresses that each of them, each and every child is the true miracle of 

Hanukkah. 

 

Yes, the stories of the Maccabees and of the small jar of oil are compelling, but the continued 

miracle of Hanukkah is all of us; it is the miracle of our light, the miracle of our children, the 

miracle that we understand that it is our job to help illuminate our world. 

 

We do not need to look beyond nature, to the supernatural for miracles. Rather, we must simply 

look at ourselves. This Hanukkah and in the weeks and months to come, may we choose to be 

miracles in our world. 

 

Hanukkah Sameah and Shabbat Shalom. 


