
Chanukah was conceptually a difficult holiday for our Rabbis — should it be 
celebrated as a religious event — the miracle of the oil lasting for 8 days and the miraculous 
triumph of the few over the many — or is it to be recognized as a nationalistic military victory? 
The two are conflated in the Al HaNeesim that we recite in the Shemoneh Esray and in the 
Birkat HaMazon. Most troubling to our Rabbis was the rapid evolution of the Hasmoneans into a 
ruling dynasty that merged Malchut and Kehuna, that adopted Hellenistic culture and that, for 
the most part, aligned itself with the Sadducees. As such, the holiday was taught to us, and to 
our children, as a rapid victory over the “Greeks” allowing the Jews to recapture Jerusalem, gain 
independence,  rededicate the Bayt HaMikdash and restore daily sacrifices. Voila! The revolt 
was inspired by Matityahu the Hasmonean “and his sons” — there is no further mention of the 
Hasmoneans. The history, in fact, was anything but simplistic, and our Rabbis refused to 
canonize Sefer HaMaccabim, a history of the revolt, particularly because of its Hasmonean 
authorship.   

The ”Greeks” of course were the Seleucids whose empire included Syria and 
much of Anatolia (but it also included Hellenized Jews). The Seleucid  empire was expanded in 
the period 200-198 BCE to include Judea after the victory of King Antiochus III (the “Great”) 
over the Ptolemaic dynasty who ruled Egypt. In the period 173-170 BCE King Antiochus IV 
“Epiphanes” imposed the worship of Zeus on Judea, prohibited all Jewish rituals, and in 168 
BCE, defiled the Bayt HaMikdash by introducing the sacrifice of unclean animals and idol 
worship. The religious edicts of Antiochus precipitated the Maccabean Revolt which began in 
167 BCE, a revolt inspired by Matityahu HaCohen, with the fighting being led by his son Judah 
Maccabee. In 164 BCE, Jerusalem was captured, and the Temple was restored, which we 
celebrate on Chanukah. Significantly, the Maccabees were unable to capture the Akra fortress 
within the City overlooking the Temple Mount, and the Seleucids were able to retain control of it 
for another 23 years until 141 BCE. Thus, the rededication of the Bayt HaMikdash did not signal 
the war’s end as suggested by Al HaNeesim.  

Judah Maccabee was declared Kohen Gadol; however, he continued leading the 
fighting against the Syrians (and their Hellenized Jewish allies), falling in combat in 160 BCE. 
Judah was succeeded by his brother Jonathan as Kohen Gadol and military leader, but he was 
also killed fighting the Syrians in 142 BCE. Jonathan, in turn, was succeeded by his brother 
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Shimon who politically governed Judea with the title of Kohen Gadol. In 141 BCE, Shimon 
succeeded in finally capturing the Akra in Jerusalem and extended Judea’s territory to the 
Mediterranean coast with the capture of Joppa (Yaffa). Significantly, Shimon enlarged the 
Temple Precinct, leveled the Temple Mount, and extended the Temple platform towards the 
south (the “seam” on the Eastern wall is visible marking the end of that extension).

In 134 BCE, Shimon was assassinated and was succeeded by his son John 
Hyrcanus I as Kohen Gadol. Hyrcanus ruled Judea for 30 years extending its territory into the 
Galil, along the Mediterranean coast, across the Jordan River and occupied Idumea in 125 
BCE, forcibly converting the population. Hyrcanus rebuilt the walls and towers of Jerusalem, 
both fortifying the city and expanding it. He successfully defended Jerusalem against a 2-year 
siege by the Seleucids resulting in the final acknowledgment by the Seleucids of Hasmonaean 
rule over Judea. Hyrcanus died in 104 BCE and was succeeded by his son Judah Aristobulus I. 

The reign of Judah Aristobulus I lasted only one year, but was noteworthy in that 
he ruled both as Kohen Gadol and also assumed the title of King, thus merging the Kehuna and 
Malchut in one person and earning the enmity of the Pharisees. Aristobulus was taken ill and 
died in 103 BCE and was followed by his younger brother Alexander Yannai who ruled Judea 
from 103-76 BCE both as Kohen Gadol and King. Alexander Yannai extended the territory of 
Judea along the coast from Mt. Carmel to Gaza and the entire Jordanian rift except for the city 
of Philadelphia (Amman). Following his death in 76 BCE, his widow Salome Alexandra 
(ShlomTzion HaMalkah) ruled for the next nine years until 67 BCE as regent, with her elder son 
John Hyrcanus II serving as Kohen Gadol and her younger son Judah Arisobulus II serving as 
commander-in-chief of the army.  

Following the death of ShlomTzion HasMalkah the years 69-63 BCE were marked 
by a civil war between Hyrcanus II and Judah Aristobulus II. In 63 BCE Pompey laid siege to 
Jerusalem and conquered it after 3 months with the assistance of Hyrcanus II. Judea effectively 
became a Roman province and Hyrcanus II was appointed Kohen Gadol and Ethnarch with 
broad civil authority. In 57 BCE Hyrcanus II was removed as Ethnarch, and civil authority 
became exclusively Roman. The years 57-48 BCE was a period of repeated minirevolts against 
Rome led by Aristobulus II and his sons. In 48 BCE Julius Caesar defeated Pompey with the 
support of Hyrcanus II. Caesar then confirmed Hyrcanus II as Kohen Gadol and restored him as 
Ethnarch. 

In 40 BCE Matthias Antigonus, the son of Judah Aristobulus II, with the assistance 
of the Parthians, deposed his uncle Hyrcanus and expelled the Romans. That same year Herod 
traveled to Rome, where he was proclaimed King of Judea by the Senate. He led a Roman 
army to Judea, defeated the Parthians, deposed Antigonous, married a Hasmonean princess, 
and then ruled as a client king of Rome until his death in 4 BCE. During Herod’s reign he rebuilt 
the Bayt HaMikdash, but he also executed his Hasmonean sons ending the dynasty.

Learning and Growing Together as a Community   •   Learning as Legacy  
Click here to see past issues of The Collective Conversation

The            Collective Conversation is a project of the  
Young Israel of Scarsdale and the YIS Living Torah Fund

Reserve a favorite parsha • Celebrate a family simcha • Honor a legacy 
Contact Jordan Bryk jordan.bryk@gmail.com or Jeff Berger jsberger@gmail.com 

https://www.yisny.org/academy-of-jewish-studies.html
mailto:jordan.bryk@gmail.com
mailto:jsberger@gmail.com

	Back by popular demand!

