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Julie and I have developed an interesting Chanukah tradition since we were married. In
2014, when we moved to Nashville from New York, we could not find any of our
menorahs. After some absent-minded and more focused searching, we finally figured
out where they must be. There was one last moving box which we never opened. We
found it and sure enough, there were our menorahs and a few candles.

In subsequent years, despite working in shuls and Jewish education, Chanukah has
somehow snuck up on us. Suddenly, it is the day of Chanukah and despite having a
week’s worth of celebrations and plans lined up, we are missing a critical item: Candles!
We would search and sometimes we would find a few old candles, hopefully at least
one or two that would not be broken.

This year, when we moved I specifically put aside our menorahs downstairs, knowing
exactly where to find them. But some traditions are very hard to break…and so it was
that on Thursday afternoon, we were both searching frantically upstairs and downstairs
for a tiny box of candles, which we might have seen or unpacked during the move but
certainly could not locate. Julie did ultimately find one small box of candles, which we
hope will last us at least a few days. (Not until this year, did I realize that we are actually
inadvertently acting out part of the Chanukah story!)

This morning, I would like to explore this theme of searching for the oil, beginning in an
unusual place. It turns out that if you look really hard, you can find small cruses of oil
hiding in a few stories in the Tanakh. The Shach (the 17th century Halakhist Shabbatai
ben Meir HaKohen) points out that there are three times in Tanakh where a small jug of
oil appears. Each time, it is associated with some kind of supernatural or godly
experience.

The first two jars of oil appear in the stories of Yacov, which we only just concluded. In
Parshat Vayeitzei (Breishit 28:18), The Torah tells us that “early in the morning, Jacob
took the stone that he had put under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on
the top of it.” ק ֹ֥ מֶןויַּצִ הּ׃שֶׁ֖ עַל־ראֹשָֽׁ . For Yacov to create a makeshift altar after his dream of
angels, he needed a small container of oil.

Then just last week we read of a pach katan, a small jar that appears in the narrative
according to the Gemara in Chullin 91a (and Rashi’s comment on Breishit 32:25): Jacob



was left alone. And a figure wrestled with him until the break of dawn. On this famous
line, Rashi says, Yacov was left alone, צ"א(חוליןעֲלֵיהֶםוחְָזַרקְטַנּיִםפַּכִּיםשָׁכַח ): He had
forgotten some small jars and he returned for them. According to this interpretation,
after going back across the river for a few small jars, Yacov wrestles with an angel and
has his named changed to Yisrael.

There is another miraculous story involving a small jug and oil, which we also read
recently although its fairly obscure. The Haftarah for Vayera (II Kings 4) opens with an
obscure story of a woman whose husband, a disciple of the prophet Elisha, has recently
died. She cries out to Elisha, “Your servant my husband is dead, and you know how
your servant revered God. And now a creditor is coming to seize my two children as
slaves.”

What does Elisha do in response? He asks the woman what she has, to which she
replies, ין יתִכלֹ֙לְשִׁפְחָתְ֥�אֵ֣ יבַּבַּ֔ מֶן׃אִם־אָס֥וּ�כִּ֖ שָֽׁ , “Your maidservant has nothing at all in the house,
except a jug of oil.” Elisha instructs her to borrow other empty vessels from the neighbors,
as many as she can find. Once she has her set of ancient tupperware, Elisha tells her to
pour oil into all the other vessels, and the oil just keeps flowing out, until all the other
pitchers are full. The woman is told to sell the extra oil and in doing so, pays off the
creditor thus saving her children.

In each of these stories, there is a jar of oil. But perhaps more important are the
characters and the events around the oil. Yacov first furnishes oil in order to recognize
God’s presence after his dream. Later he returns for this same jug of oil and undergoes
his most profound spiritual transformation. Elisha imagines that even with an empty
pantry, one jar of oil could somehow provide freedom for a family.

What do these various stories add to our understanding of Chanukah, that we don’t
already know from the most famous oil? Almost any young child could basically
paraphrase the following passage from the Gemara (Bavli Shabbat 21a):

שֶׁהָיהָשֶׁמֶןשֶׁלאֶחָדפַּ�אֶלָּאמָצְאוּוְ�אבָּדְקוּונְצְִּחוּם,חַשְׁמוֹנאַיבֵּיתמַלְכוּתוּכְשֶׁגָּבְרָה
.אֶחָדיוֹםלְהַדְלִיקאֶלָּאבּוֹהָיהָוְ�אגָּדוֹל,כּהֵֹןשֶׁלבְּחוֹתָמוֹמוּנּחָ

And when the Hasmonean monarchy overcame them and emerged victorious over
them, they searched and found only one cruse of oil that was placed with the seal of the
High Priest, undisturbed by the Greeks. And there was sufficient oil there to light for only
one day.

We tend to focus on this final line and the next part of the story of course, that the oil
lasted eight days.
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Yet this year, I have been thinking not of the oil, but of the Chashmonaim, חַשְׁמוֹנאַיבֵּית
מָצְאוּוְ�אבָּדְקוּ . The ones who searched.

Before finding a jar of oil, they had to believe that one could be found. Imagine how
many broken or tarnished jugs of oil there might have been. What are the odds that
there was one left?

Perhaps, then, this gemara is teaching us more than the history of Chanukah. Rather, it
is teaching us about a character trait that was present in the Maccabees and present in
their biblical forerunners as well. They looked for something small and holy because
they believed that there could be holiness even in something small.

Consider also that they didn’t know anything about oil lasting for many days. The search
itself was propelled by faith. They believed that it would mean something if they were
able to light the menorah in the Temple, with pure and authentic oil, for just one day.

There is actually a related Halakhic question that comes up, asked by the Beit Yosef,
Rabbi Yosef Caro, which my friend colleague Rabbi Hart recently wrote about:

The Beit Yosef asks the following question about the “miracle” of the first night, which
you may have thought of: If there was enough oil to burn for one day, shouldn't the
miracle of Chanukah be considered to have occurred for only seven days? What exactly
was the miracle on the first day?

This question has prompted over 100 different answers over the centuries. Rav
Soloteichik and Rabbi David Hartman offer the following answer:

The first day's miracle was not about the oil lasting; it was about the Maccabees' choice
to light the menorah at all. Facing the reality of a destroyed Temple, knowing well that
the oil was insufficient to last, they still searched for oil and chose to light. This act of
hope and resilience was itself a profound miracle. A human miracle.

Chanukah then, is not just about miracles, it is about those people in our tradition and in
our lives who seek out or perceive the miraculous - the presence of God - in a small
action or a small moment.

Chanukah always comes during a time of seasonal darkness but this year the darkness
has felt deeper and heavier, a darkness we can feel like the one that we read about in
Yetziat Mitzrayim.
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For me personally, there has been one particular thing that has continued to inspire me
and sustain me during this time: I have never felt more connected to every single
Jewish person, in Chicago, in North America, in Israel. I have never felt such a sense of
amiyut, of people hood, a deep feeling of relationship with the entire Jewish people.
This sense of solidarity, of “we’re-all- in-this-togetherness,” has remained a radiant
brightspot for many of us during this time.

From the Chanukah story, we learn the how important it is to search for moments and
experiences of light. This requires a certain level of faith and hope that our efforts will be
meaningful, that what we build or create or find will inspire or help others.

But we must also discern for the light which is already there, that which is small but
miraculous. We must search for God’s presence in the world even as we seek to
expand it. And if there is one model that we can look to in our tradition, a person who
does this more than any other biblical character, it is Yosef, whose story we began this
morning.

In a few weeks, Yosef will say to his brothers, “ ה םועְַתָּ֗ םֽ�א־אַתֶּ֞ נּהָאתִֹי֙שְׁלַחְתֶּ֤ יהֵ֔ יםכִּ֖ הָאֱ-�הִ֑ ,
So, it was not you who sent me here, but God. Somehow, Yosef saw the hand of God in
his entire life and journey. It’s easy to see this in hindsight, but Rabbi Mattisayu
Salomon, the Mashgiach Ruchani of Beit Midrash HaGavoah (BMG) in Lakewood says
there is even a detail in our parsha that suggests God’s presence even in the beginning
of the Yosef story.

When Yosef is taken down to Egypt, he is brought down by a caravan of Yishmaelites
not transporting hides but one “bearing gum, balm, and ladanum” (37:25). Rabbi
Salomon imagines the impact of this detail, once Yosef noticed and realized this. “If God
arranged the caravan should be sweet-smelling substances…Joseph must have inhaled
the sweet smell into his nostrils and been pleased. He must have been in a serene state
of mind…God would take care of him and lead him along the right way. This was faith.”

At its core, Chanukah is a holiday of faith. It calls on us to believe, courageously and
resiliently, that a dark present can be light again one day, that there may still be small
jars of oil on the other side of the river or hidden in the basement, that we have
forgotten until now.

May we follow in the footsteps of the Yacov, Yosef, Elisha and the Maccabees. May we
seek out sources of light and use them to provide light and warmth to those around us.
Shabbat Shalom and Chag Urim Sameach.
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