
Beit MOrasha

The Holiday of Chanukah creates a wonderful educational opportunity to step put of the 
rush of our daily lives, and consider the ideas, values and modern day relevance of this 
special holiday.

This IDF Chanukah Kit offers ideas to discuss and consider together as we look more deeply 
into the educational significance and values that arise from the story of Chanukah.

Primary Themes 
 � Miracles or Personal Responsibility? 

 � The Challenge of Chanukah: Jewish uniqueness or integration? 

 � "Kiddush Hashem":  Values that are worth risking one’s life 

BACKGROUND: History, Customs and Ideas
History

The festival of Chanukah occurs on the 25th of the month of Kislev and continues to the 3rd 
of Tevet, during the rainy season, approaching the height of winter in Israel.  Chanukah, the 
“Festival of Lights,” symbolizes this season when each day grows shorter until we reach the 
shortest day of the year (December 21st) and daylight begins to gradually increase.  Our 
Chanukah customs mirror nature in this respect, as we light the holiday candles according to 
the order ordained by the School of Hillel - a tradition that has been carried out for the past 
two thousand years.  According to this tradition we continually add candles and light, going 
from one to a total of eight.  

There is no Biblical basis for the Festival of Chanukah.  We learn its traditions from the 
Mishnah and the Talmud, and from the Book of the Maccabbees that was lost from Jewish 
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tradition but was restored to us from Greek and Latin translations in the Apocrypha, which 
contains books not included in the canon of the Hebrew Bible.

Chanukah has two names: Chanukah (“dedication”), based on the purification of the Temple 
and the subsequent dedication of the new sacrificial altar in the Temple by the Maccabbees; 
and “Festival of Lights”, based on the use of candle lighting as a central feature of the 
celebration of the holiday.  

Alexander the Great of Macedonia conquered the Land of Israel from the Persians in the year 
332 b.c.e.  After his death, his empire was divided into the Seleucid Empire (based in Syria) 
ruling over the northern portion of the Middle East, and the Ptolemaic Empire (based in 
Egypt) ruling over the southern portion, including Israel.  The Ptolemies were tolerant of the 
Jews, giving them cultural, religious, and national autonomy.  But in the year 200 b.c.e., Israel 
passed into the hands of the Seleucids under the rule of Antiochus III, father of Antiochus 
IV who fought the Hasmoneans.  The Seleucids attached great importance to promoting 
Hellenistic culture in their realm.  Within a short time Hellenistic influence even infiltrated 
into the priestly families in Jerusalem.  Political and cultural friction between Hellenistic Jews 
and more traditional Jews was inevitable.  Decrees against traditional Jewish practices were 
made and, as a result of this, a war broke out to remove the yoke of foreign government from 
the Jewish nation.  

One must remember that the confrontation was not only between the Hasmoneans and the 
Seleucid Hellenistic rulers but also against the Hellenistic ruling classes and priestly classes of 
Jerusalem.  But the majority of the people, and especially those from rural areas (such as, for 
example, the Hasmoneans), were opposed to and fought against the adoption of the foreign 
culture’s customs.

At the center of this movement stood a family of Priests, the father – Matityahu (in Latin 
“Matathias,” in English “Matthew”) and his five sons: Shimon, Yochanan, Yehuda, Elazar and 
Yonatnan from the city of Modi’in in the front range of the Judean Hills. In our tradition this 
family was known as the Hasmoneans or the Maccabbees.  The rebellion erupted in 167 b.c.e.   
Matityahu and his sons were joined by peasants from the surrounding villages and, together, 
they formed a small and untrained army which hid in the mountains and began to fight the 
Seleucid army.  After a series of winning battles, the rebels - under the leadership of Yehuda 
the Maccabbee – succeeded in re-capturing the Temple.  They purified it in 164 b.c.e.  

After an additional series of battles, in one of which Yehuda the Maccabbee was killed, the 
Hasmoneans succeeded in establishing an independent state in the Land of Israel and also 
to extend its territory.  The Hasmonean dynasty ruled the country for about a hundred years, 
until 63 b.c.e. 



Central Customs of the Holiday

Chanukah is a holiday associated with oil – olive oil.  Many use 
it for kindling the Chanukiyah ("Menorah") to symbolize the 
conclusion of the olive picking and olive oil pressing season.   In 
the eras of both the First and Second Temples, this was one of the 
principal industries in the Land of Israel.  This agricultural aspect is 
background for one of the explanations for the establishment of 
the eight-day holiday – "in that the Greeks had defiled all the oil; 
in that the oil had come from the Galilee, and it was an eight day 
journey to bring the oil to Jerusalem.  

"It was an eight day journey each way but the combined 
trip of going to the Galilee  and returning to Jerusalem 
only took a total of eight days – that was the miracle" 
(Ozar Hageonim on Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat, page 21B).  

According to this tradition the Hasmoneans sent emissaries to 
the Tribe of Asher (in the Galilee) to obtain olive oil since all of the 
oil in the Temple had been defiled by the Greeks.  The round trip 
took eight days which was precisely the time that the remaining 
oil in the Temple lasted – that is the “miracle” according to this 
explanation.

The major foods associated with Chanukah are those rich in oil – 
jelly donuts (“sufganiot”) in Israel and potato pancakes (“latkes”) in 
the Diaspora.

There are two traditions for lighting candles or oil during 
Chanukah.  According to the School of  Shammai, one lights all 
eight candles on the first night and, each night thereafter, reduces 
the amount of candles lit by one.  According to the School of Hillel, 
on the first night one lights one candle and adds another on each 
subsequent night.  The custom that all Jewish communities have 
adopted is that of the School of Hillel.

Games using tops (in Yiddish: dreidle; in Hebrew: s’vivon) were 
widespread among all ancient lands and were found both in 
Babylonian ruins and in Egyptian graves.  Likewise, in Greek and 
Roman excavations dice similar in design to the dreidles of our 
time have been uncovered.  The Jews changed the meaning of 
the letters Nun-Gimmel -Hey-Shin which were written on the tops 
(whose meanings were originally rooted in the games played with 
ancient dice) to Nes-Gadol-Haya-Sham (“a great miracle happened 
there”) and in Israel to   Nes-Gadol-Haya-po (“a great miracle 
happened here”).



POINTS TO PONDER

 � National sovereignty then and now - The Hasmonean Dynasty held sway 
for approximately one hundred years.  What lessons can we apply to Jewish 
sovereignty in Israel today?

 � Cross-cultural relations - The influence of Hellenism and anti-Hellenism in the 
past vs. the cross-cultural influences of the present.

 � From the story of military victory to the tradition of miracle and symbolism -  As 
a consequence of the tragedy of the Bar Kochba Rebellion that failed (in 132 c.e.) 
and the destruction of the Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel, the memory 
of the initial, short-lived Hasmonean victory was replaced by the memory of the 
Divine victory of a miracle.  The story of the miracle of the jar of oil first appears 
in the Babylonian Talmud that was compiled over six hundred years after the 
purification of the Temple by Yehuda the Maccabbee and his army.  The Chanukah 
candles continued to be kindled in Jewish households through every generation 
of the Dispersion, and their light continues to shine two millennia later after the 
national revival of the Jewish People.  

 “HaNerot halalu – these lights that we kindle for the miracles and for the wonders . . . that You did 
for our ancestors in those days and in these times" 

Miracles or Personal Responsibility?

The story of the miracle of the jar of oil appears in the Babylonian Talmud.  It begins with a 
short passage about the war of the Hasmoneans vs. the Greeks but at the center of the story 
is the miracle of the jar of oil: when they entered the Temple mount, the Greeks had defiled 
all the oil there, and when the Hasmoneans triumphed and conquered them, they searched 
and didn’t find more than one jar of oil, hidden in the signet of  the High Priest, which only 
contained enough oil for one day,  but miraculously lasted eight days (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate 
Shabbat, page 21B).

As a result of this, the story of the miracle of the oil became the central story of the Festival of 
Chanukah.  Despite this, however, we don’t forget the great and lengthy confrontation of the 
Hasmoneans against the Seleucids – called “the Greeks”.  Testimony to the importance of the 
conflict of the Hasmoneans can be found in the “al hanisim” prayer that is recited daily during 
the days of Chanukah both as part of prayer services and as part of the blessing after meals:

Al Hanisim “For the miracles and for the redemption and for the heroism and for 
the deliverance and for the wonders and for the mercies and for the wars which you 
carried out for our ancestors in those days and today.  

In the days of Mattathias, son of Yochanan the High Priest, the Hasmonean, and 
his sons; when the evil Greek Empire ruled over Your People Israel; compelling them 
to forget Your Torah and to transgress the laws You desire.  And You, in Your great 
mercy, stood with them in their hour of trial.  You advocated their cause, advocated 



their justice, vindicated their vengeance; You delivered the strong into the 
hands of the weak; the many into the hands of the few; the unclean into the 
hands of the pure; the evil into the hands of the righteous; the strangers into 
the hands of those engaged in Your Torah – making Your Name great in 
this, Your world.  And for Your People Israel, You granted a great deliverance 
and redemption like this day.  And afterwards your children came into the 
sanctuary of Your Temple, cleared Your palace, purified Your holy place, and 
kindled the lights within the gates of Your holy place; and established these 
eight days of Chanukah, to give thanks and to praise Your great Name.”

The struggle of the Hasmoneans for political and spiritual independence has evolved 
into a symbol of the Zionist struggle for the establishment of an independent Jewish 
state.   Therefore, the real importance of the Festival of Chanukah from a Zionist 
perspective is as a celebration of national heroism and liberation. Today, when the 
State of Israel is decades old, we can ask ourselves whether the establishment of 
the State was a miracle, a unique event that took place in May 1948 and concluded 
the struggle for an independent Jewish state.  Or whether we are yet in the midst of 
a continual process of the establishment of a State, which is still young and at the 
very beginning of its struggle for existence and for the development of its national 
character? 

The words of Rabbi Kalisher, one of the harbingers of Zionism, offer food for thought 
on the subject:

“The redemption of Israel – one shouldn’t think that, suddenly, G-d will 
descend from heaven to earth and say to His People ‘ Go . . .  and ‘He will 
gather them in Jerusalem’ and He will make a wall of fire for them . . . not in 
the rush of one days’ time; rather Israel’s redemption will come little by little, 
Salvation will come very slowly.”

Society in the State of Israel today, as in all of its history, is faced with many 
difficulties, and we must ask ourselves if we take what we have for granted? 

The State of Israel isn’t a miracle that occurs once but rather a continual process with 
ups and downs with which we must contend on a daily and even hourly basis.

“We who daily bear the heavy responsibility on our shoulders of protecting 
national freedom, know that after fifty-six years of independence the 
existence of the State of Israel can not be taken for granted. “A country is 
not given to a people on a silver platter.”  This is a mission that must be 
accomplished anew every day".    
Former IDF Chief of Staff, Major General Moshe Ya’alon, Dec. 26, 2004



“Everyone is a single light and we are all an eternal light”

This song is one of Israel’s most beloved Chanukah songs.  It does not mention either 
the Maccabbee valor, or the miracle of the jar of oil but, rather speaks of light that 
brings an end to darkness.
When we look at the reality of our times, the question becomes whether we can perceive the 
light in our lives.  We all view the existence of the State of Israel as an established fact, and we 
neither see nor remember the difficulties that accompanied its establishment.  And perhaps 
we are incapable of imagining the path that was taken by those who built the state from the 
beginnings of Zionism until our times.  The question is whether we are capable of seeing the 
light that is within the state and not just the dark.

When one enters a lighted room, one forgets the darkness that’s outside and it 
appears to him that the light in the room is the natural light; it appears obvious but 
then one suddenly begins to see the defects in the room – the dust, the broken chair 
leg, the tattered edges on the rug. (from the holiday archives of Beit-HaShita)

 “There is something about the little lights standing one next to the other.  Every day another 
little candle is added.  One more candle doesn’t add much light but each candle has its own 
unique meaning.  No single candle is exactly like its neighbor.  Today is not like yesterday only 
in that another little candle is added.  Each one of us is like another candle on a Chanukah, 
appearing as if another person doesn’t add a lot to the world.  But the truth is that every one 
of us is one that makes the difference between yesterday and today.  

This is what each and every one of us is called upon to do on Chanukah.  Just 
as the Hasmoneans realized that they alone could change the course of history 
with their determination and their will power, every one of us should feel that he 
can change history.  Everyone is a single light and we are all an eternal light; not 
many little lights, but one great eternal light.  When every one of us knows his 
significance as one little light, he can join other lights to make one great light.”  
Rabbi Yaron ben David, rabbi of Kibbutz Be’erot Yitzchak, from the archives of Beit HaShita

POINTS TO PONDER

 � Is it my job as a leader to make those I lead feel that their role is meaningful?

 � How do we inspire those we influence to feel that their actions are really 
significant when they are individuals in a larger society (“every one is a small 
light”)?



The Challenge of Chanukah: Jewish uniqueness or integration? 

 “Flower by flower, we will weave a great bouquet” (from one of the Chanukah songs)

May God enlarge Yefet and let him dwell in the tents of Shem (Genesis, chapt. 9,  verse 27)

“The substance of all beauty is in the secret of the meter in changing movements, 
or in the secret of the congruence between interchanging elements, until meter and 
congruence turn the exchange itself into part of a single whole.” (the Maharal of Prague)

One of the central messages of the Festival of Chanukah is the confrontation with the Greeks 
and the triumph over them.   A primary ingredient in the confrontation was opposition to 
Hellenization. One may say that this was a conflict between two cultures, while the people of 
Israel and the Maccabbees aspired to observe the principles of their faith and the uniqueness 
of their customs.

The encounter with Greek-Hellenistic culture was neither the first nor would it be the last 
with a foreign culture. It is apparent that alongside the battle there was a certain influence 
and assimilation of different aspects of Greek-Hellenistic tradition that have become an 
inseparable part of Jewish and Israeli culture. 

Today, the State of Israel and the Jewish People as a whole also interface with many cultures, 
and are especially influenced by American culture.  We also find ourselves in contact with 
various cultures from throughout the world as a result of the Aliyah (Jewish immigration to 
Israel) that we encourage.  The Festival of Chanukah is an opportunity for us to ask ourselves 
how we feel about these cultural contacts.   

 “In the course of our long history, the Jewish People  has been intertwined with a 
number of major cultures, both influencing them and absorbing from them.  All 
these influences neither devalued nor diminished the uniqueness of the People 
of Israel’s culture in all its generations.  It is the standard for contemporary 
Israeli/Jewish culture that it renews itself by absorbing the best of the scientific, 
technological, social, political, artistic, and intellectual creations of modern culture.  
But it doesn’t surrender its uniqueness.  In a national framework it creates a complete 
synthesis between content derived from outside and traditional Jewish content.  
Nevertheless, there are extremely conspicuous signs of assimilation and the blurring 
of our unique national identity, a tendency to self-denigrate and to mimic everything 
from outside.” Prof. Eliezer Schweid, Libra, December, 1987



“It is fanaticism to say today that the American cultural empire is completely 
devouring us; that in a little bit even the Hebrew language won’t remain . . . it 
appears that there is room for both, if you really create something unique, then even 
the ‘big supermarket’ won’t devour you.”  
Abba Kovner, poet and leader of the partisan fighters in the Vilna Ghetto, one of the founders of the Diaspora 
Museum collections, To Light a Candle From the Sparks By Our Place 14,  1984

We no longer break beautiful Greek idols . . . because we know, we have our world, 
a world which is sublime, deep and valuable, the product of our spirit and our inner 
identity. “  Dr. Moshe Glickson, philosopher, author, journalist

POINTS TO PONDER 

 � How do we create an integration of diverse cultures that won’t cancel each other 
out?

 � Is it important to emphasize Israeli culture?  How?

 � What are the possibilities and the dangers in being open to influences of foreign 
cultures?

 � In my society are we open to other cultures?  How is this expressed? Is this helpful 
or harmful?

“Kiddush Hashem”: Values that are worth risking one’s life

 “All the deeds that one does . . .  speaking calmly with others, discussing matters 
kindly, greeting others pleasantly, this is ‘the sanctification of the Holy Name.’”   
The Rambam (Maimonides), one of the great commentators in Judaism and simultaneously one of the great 
Medieval philosophers 

The sanctification of the Holy Name is a broad concept, expressing the Jewish responsibility 
to spread the knowledge of God  and  belief in God through exemplary ethical behavior and, 
when necessary, self-sacrifice in the name of Faith.  The expression “those that Sanctify God’s 
Name” in reference to Jewish religious martyrs, appeared for the first time in the Maccabbean 
era and is one of the symbols and values of the Festival of Chanukah.



“And the Torahs that they (the king's servants) found, they ripped up and burned, 
and everyone found in possession of a Torah or who sought to study Torah, the 
sentence of the king was to kill him.  And the sentence of the king was also to kill all 
women who circumcised their sons. . . .And many of the Israelites strengthened and 
resolved themselves and did not eat anything impure and chose death over impurity 
rather than violate the Holy Covenant and so they died.” Book of Maccabbees I, chapter 1

The subject of Sanctification of the Holy Name in those times is remembered especially due 
to a story told in the second Book of the Maccabbees about a mother and her seven sons* 
who refused to obey the King’s order to bow to pagan gods and who were then executed by 
the King.  In the course of generations the concept of Kiddush HaShem became associated 
with the courageous deeds of Jewish communities in the Diaspora from the Crusades to 
the time of the Holocaust, who sacrificed themselves for their faith.  In the State of Israel 
the concept has been expanded beyond the exclusively religious to include one who lives 
according to his values no matter what difficulties are placed in his path – and especially one 
who is willing to lay his life on the line in defense of his country.

* the name Hannah  was added to the story in the ninth century in the book Josephon.

 “Man is a creature of moral strength, who faces value judgments that determine 
his behavior, who tries to substantiate in both life and death a value higher than 
his individuality.  One who believes in certain values knows that the thing that gives 
meaning to one’s life, that which makes one a complete human being, does not only 
originate from within oneself but, rather, in values that are inculcated within ones 
being . . . There are borderline situations when one faces a decision: to deny that 
which grants meaning to one’s life, or to die and, by doing so, to grant and to admit 
that there are values superior to one’s life . . .” Ehud Luz, Shdemot 29, 1968

“Kiddush HaShem  (the sanctification of God’s Name) as I understand it, is when 
one sacrifices ones life for that which one holds dearer than ones own life.  I think 
Sanctification of God’s Name isn’t only for those who are religious: every cemetery 
over a century of Zionism is a Sanctification of God’s Name by parents burying sons 
because the young son gave his life for something that was more dear to him than 
his own life . . .”  Arieh Ben Gurion, founder of the Holiday Institution at Kibbutz Beit HaShita. In the 

television movie “Unetaneh Tokef” directed by Yehudah Yaniv



The following material was originally published in Hebrew as part of the Cycle of the Jewish Holiday Series developed for 
Identity and Purpose - Beit Morasha’s Jewish and Zionist Identity Program for the Israel Defense Forces.

Conducted in collaboration with the IDF Education Corps, Identity and Purpose is a pluralistic, multi-dimensional leadership 
training program that cultivates “commander educators” who are equipped to strengthen the Jewish and Zionist identity of the 
soldiers under their charge, increase their awareness of Jewish values, and heighten their motivation for meaningful military 
service. 

Beit Morasha is proud to present this English adaptation, which was prepared by Rabbi Fred Schwalb and edited by Gila 
Weinberg for use in Jewish communities throughout the world. 

Similarly, the oath sworn by a soldier mobilized into the IDF speaks of assent to the call-up by 
the state, beyond the private individuality of the sworn-in soldier:

“I hereby swear allegiance to the State of Israel . . . to dedicate all my strength and to 
even sacrifice my life for the sake of the Homeland and for the freedom of Israel.”

 “Man’s desire for meaning is a primary force . . . This meaning is unique and specific 
in that this man alone is compelled and able to fulfill it . . . It is within man’s power 
to live and even to die for the sake of ones ideals and values . . . Human existence is 
principally extending beyond ones nature rather than fulfilling oneself” Man in search 
of Meaning   Victor Frankel, one of the founders of the Existential approach to Psychotherapy,  Dvir Publishing, 
1970

Kiddush HaShem, as demonstrated in the texts above, represents the willingness to rise above 
personal considerations, for the sake of values. This is still true for us in the State of Israel 
today.

POINTS TO PONDER

 � What is the importance of values and to what extent do they guide us in our daily 
lives?

 � What are the values for which I am willing to sacrifice myself?

 � Is it true that life is the most important and precious value?


