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Following the kindling of the Chanukah lights we sing Maoz Tzur. It is a beautiful 
poem that reviews Jewish history and specifically the exiles that we experienced. In the 
stanza that addresses the Chanukah story we mention that the Greeks defiled the oil – 

כל השמניםטמאו  . However, a miracle occurred and from the one jar of oil that was 
untouched –   ה נס לשושניםהקנקנים נעשומנותר , they were able to kindle the lights of the 
menorah and, as we know, it burned for eight days until they could manufacture a new 
batch of oil. What strikes me as curious about this is the phrase טמאו כל השמנים, the 
Greeks defiled the oil. Why did the Greeks, in fact, defile the oil? Seemingly, when the 
Greeks entered the Bais HaMikdash they should have destroyed the jars of oil or 
poured them down the drain. Why did they defile it rather than destroy the oil? 

As we know, the essence of the battle between the Greeks and the Chashmonaim was 
philosophical. There are two categories of enemies that we have faced over the course of 
history. One category are the enemies that are anti-Semitic. They do not care what we 
believe or practice, they simply cannot tolerate the existence of Jews in the world. The 
Nazis ימ"ש were an example of this enemy. They didn’t differentiate between religious 
or non-religious. Even if someone was not halachically Jewish, but according to their 
definition the person was Jewish, they wanted them dead. The only solution is to 
annihilate the Jewish People and eradicate them from earth. Haman was another 
example of this type of enemy. He wanted Jews dead and there was nothing that they 
could do or behavior they could change that would have helped. Once his hatred was 
activated, there was nothing that could be done to change his mind. 

The other category of enemy are those that have no issue with our physical existence, it 
is our spiritual existence that they oppose. During the crusades and the inquisition, the 
Christians offered Jews with the choice between Christianity or death. Those who 
converted were not killed. They did not hate Jews, they despised Judaism.  

The Greeks of the Chanukah story fall into this category. The fundamental issue the 
Greeks had with the Jewish People was their Judaism. The Greeks believed in the 
beauty of the physical and the perfection of the intellect. What they did not believe in 
and what they opposed so vociferously was the Jewish belief in spirituality. What you 
see is what you have. It has to be measured or quantified in some way to exist. Spiritual 
matters cannot be quantified in any physical way. The Greeks did not oppose the Torah 
as a work of wisdom. In fact, they had it translated into Greek. It is an important piece 
of literature that contains wisdom. They wanted access to that so that they could study 
it. However, the belief that it contains the wisdom and instructions from the Creator of 
the universe and that there was a spiritual component to the Torah was intolerable, as 
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far as they were concerned. The war which is highlighted in Al HaNisim was not the 
primary issue. There was a philosophical battle, a battle about whether a spiritual 
dimension exists. When that debate could not be resolved and the Jews adamantly 
refused to adopt the Greek philosophy of the world, a war resulted, and the miracles of 
the battle occurred.  

I think it is for this reason that we declare in Al HaNisim: וטמאים ביד טהורים, the impure 
in the hands of the pure. What does the fact that we are pure, and the Greeks are 
impure have to do with the miracle of the military victory? The impurity of the Greeks 
doesn’t make them any stronger or more capable warriors and the purity of the Jews 
doesn’t make them any weaker or disadvantaged as warriors. Why then is this 
mentioned? This contrast is mentioned because it highlights the essential debate 
between the Jewish People and the Greeks. Purity is a spiritual concept, and it was our 
belief in spiritual matters that led to war. 

The Greeks specifically defiled the oil rather than destroy it because it fulfilled their 
mission and goal. They had no issue with oil being used as fuel to illuminate a room, 
they just could not tolerate that it would be used in a spiritual pursuit. For the same 
reason the Greeks did not destroy the bais hamikdash. As an ornate structure, they could 
appreciate its existence. However, as a place to worship a spiritual G-d, it was 
intolerable and thus they “defiled” it, thereby demonstrating their belief that the 
structure is nothing more than a structure, completely devoid of anything spiritual. If it 
was truly G-d’s home and His presence occupies the building, how could they use it in 
pursuit of things that G-d despises? How could He tolerate idolatry in His home? It 
must be that Hashem does not exist and there is no such thing as spirituality. 

Similarly, Chazal refer to this era as Galus Yavan – the Greek exile, which seemingly is a 
misnomer. An exile, by definition, means to be away from one's home, while either 
being explicitly refused permission to return or being threatened with imprisonment or 
death upon return. Factually, this did not occur. Throughout the entire story, the Jews 
remained in Eretz Yisroel. How then could it be accurately characterized as Galus 
Yavan? The answer is that although physically, the Jewish People remained in Eretz 
Yisroel and the bais hamikdsh remained standing, spiritually, they were in exile. The 
Greeks denied access and the pursuit of anything spiritual, including use of the bais 
hamikdash and from this perspective it constituted and was effectively an exile in the 
spiritual realm. 

Since the concentration of the Greeks was to deny us our connection to spiritual 
matters, we celebrate the yom tov spiritually as opposed to physically. On Purim we 
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celebrate by partaking of a festive meal. On Chanukah there is no obligation to have a 
festive meal. The mode of celebration is  ת ולהלללהודו  – to give thanks and praise. We 
celebrate spiritually by connecting to Hashem and expressing our appreciation that we 
have access to spiritual pursuits. It also serves as a reminder that we must examine and 
consider things from their spiritual perspective. The Greeks believed that all that exists 
is what is physical and what can be measured and quantified. They only saw the 
surface of what exists and denied the existence of a spiritual dimension. We believe in 
the existence of the soul and the ability to connect with Hashem. This is one of the 
ongoing challenges that we face. To not look at things superficially and to realize that 
there is a spiritual dimension to everything that exists is the essence of the yom tov of 
Chanukah. 

 

This week’s Drashot are sponsored by Ellen and Al Cohen in 
honor of the Yahrzeit of Gertrude Edelheit, Gittel bas Leib 

Zelig z"l 
To sponsor future drashos, please contact Ralph Siegel (ralph@siegel5.com) or Ellen Cohen 

(ecohen1916@gmail.com) 


