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British author Howard Jacobson recently won the Man Booker Prize, the highest literary 

honor awarded to an English novelist. Given his new acclaim, I was disappointed to see 

his rather scathing critique of Chanukah in an opinion piece published in the New York 

Times earlier this week.  

 

Why celebrate Chanukah, he wonders? He finds fault with every aspect of the holiday: 

• The historical narrative seems to him improbable and irrelevant;  

• The songs we sing are too simple;  

• And even the game of dreidel is parochial and archaic. 

 

“The cruel truth,” he writes, “is that Hanukah is a seasonal festival of light in search of a 

pretext.” Full of irony, he suggests, “Instead of the dreidel, give the kids their own cars 

for Hannukah, in memory of the oil that should have run out but didn’t.”  

 

On reading Jacobson’s piece I’m saddened on a number of levels. First, because his 

sentiments are surely representative of other disaffected Jews who have trouble 

connecting to our mesorah. I’m also sad for those on the fence, for whom seeing this 

outlook in print only serves to validate their feelings of apathy or indifference toward 

religious practice. And on a purely visceral level, it’s hard to read about a holiday so 

precious to us being trivialized and reduced to fodder for literary sport.   

 

Parshas Miketz always falls out on Shabbos Chanukah. And I don’t think it’s an accident. 

Because there’s an important thematic connection between the two. If we can tease it out, 

we may just be able to formulate a cogent response to Mr. Jacobson’s disheartening 

critique. 

 

The gripping story of Yosef and his brothers is moving along apace. Yosef’s star has 

risen. His economic policy has made Egypt a regional superpower. Just as Yosef had 

predicted, a devastating famine begins to sweep across the land. His brothers come to 

Egypt in the hope of bringing back provisions to sustain to their families. When Yosef 

recognizes them, he accuses them of being spies and takes Shimon as his captive.  

 

But here the story stalls. There’s a stalemate. Yosef has made his demands quite clear. 

Unless the brothers support their claim to having a younger sibling at home – unless they 

produce Binyamin – Shimon will not be released. But Yaakov won’t allow his beloved 

youngest son to leave his house. Reuven tries to persuade his father to meet the demands 

of the Egyptian viceroy, but Yaakov remains intransigent.  

 

So we’re stuck. 

 

What moves the story forward? 
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The character whose argument ultimately carries the day is Yehudah. And while there are 

many compelling components to the case he makes, there are two words upon which the 

text turns.  

 

 Yehudah says. I will be my brother’s guarantor. Should the situation call for אנכי אערבנו

it, I will give myself up to protect my brother.  

 

At this, Yaakov relents and agrees to send his tender Binyamin. On a local level, 

Yehudah has persuaded his father that this is the best course of action for his family. But 

on a more global level, I would submit that we’ve been waiting for someone to give a 

speech like this since the early chapters of ספר בראשית.  

 

The first time we’re introduced to siblings of any kind, things don’t go so well. Kayin 

murders his brother Hevel.  

 ויאמר ה' אל קין אי הבל אחיך?

Hashem asks Kayin – where’s your brother? 

 ויאמר קין לא ידעתי. השומר אחי אנכי.

And Kayin responds: I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?  

 

The answer to this question – and this often gets missed – is yes. You are your brother’s 

keeper. Or at least you should have been. Yet in virtually every successive generation this 

failure is repeated. Sibling rivalry doesn’t always result in fratricide, but there’s certainly 

an ongoing saga of friction and factiousness in the days of the patriarchs.  

 

Given this context, what Yehudah offers up is nothing short of extraordinary. For the first 

time, someone steps up and takes responsibility for his brother. Finally, someone is able 

to answer God’s question in the affirmative and declare in no uncertain terms: Yes – I 

will be my brother’s keeper. I take full responsibility.  

 

The story of Chanukah is fundamentally the same story: As our mesorah has it, a man 

named Yehudah refused to sit idly by as his brethren were being persecuted. Together 

with his brothers, Yehuda Hamaccabe led a fight to restore the Temple and the priesthood 

and guarantee freedom of worship for all of his extended brothers and sisters.  

 

When we light our candles each night, we commemorate the Chanukah miracle. But we 

would do well to remember too that this was but a part of a much larger narrative: a 

narrative guided by the hands of those who lived by the ethic of Yehudah.  

 

Mr. Jacobson misses this profound and enduring message: Chanukah reminds us that 

when we’re willing to say אנוכי אערבנו – when we’re willing to take responsibility for our 

extended family that we call the Jewish people – we’re capable of shaping the future of 

our collective story.  

 

Naturally, Mr. Jacobson’s piece generated a number of letters to the editor. The best one 

came from Hillary Kessler-Godin of Teaneck, N.J.  
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She writes: 

 

“I invite Howard Jacobson to spend a night of Hanukkah with our family. Our children 

excitedly embrace the story of an improbable Jewish military victory as a wondrous 

miracle; our five hanukkiot blaze each night against a window papered with homemade 

holiday decorations; we sing numerous Hanukkah songs in Hebrew and English; we spin 

the dreidel; and, yes, our children receive presents. . . .  

“When one’s own history and festivals are fully embraced, taught and celebrated 

positively, children feel no need to yearn for the holiday of another religion.  

Hanukkah, with its own rich history to explore, needs no pretext, and joy needs no 

feigning.” 

 

It’s so clever because her form mirrors her content. By inviting a Jew who feels 

marginalized to spend Chanukah in her home, Ms. Kessler-Godin captures the very 

essence and ethic of the day: What better way to celebrate Chanukah than to take 

responsibility for another Jew and expose them to the warmth and light of her own home.   

 

As many of you know, Chanukah marks the yarhzeit of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung. He was the 

Yehudah Hamaccabe of his generation. When traditional Judaism was a fledgling and 

struggling entity in this country, he took responsibility for those around him. He lifted up 

an entire community, bestowed dignity upon it, endowed it with a sense of meaning, and 

nurtured it with constant attention and encouragement. If there was a Jew in need – on 

86
th

 St. or half way around the world – he made it his business to help.  

 

We established the Rabbi Jung Memorial Fund not only to pay tribute to his memory, but 

to perpetuate his legacy of chesed and his acts of charity that earned him a reputation as 

one of the great Jewish leaders of the 20
th

 century. Through this fund, The Jewish Center 

is able to help those in need with both discretion and dignity.  

 

Let me ask you a question: What do you on Channukah if you’re traveling and won’t be 

in your own house to light candles? The Shulchan Orach writes the following: 

  שולחן ערוך אורח חיים סימן תרעז 

צריך לתת פרוטה לבעל הבית להשתתף עמו בשמן של נר חנוכה; ואם יש  אכסנאי שאין מדליקין עליו בביתו,

 . לו פתח פתוח לעצמו, צריך להדליק בפתחו

 

You have two choices: If you have your own separate entryway, you can light there. Or if 

not, you can give a prutah – a small sum of money – to your host and that will make you 

a partner in his or her lighting of the menorah.  

 

When it comes to giving tzeddakah in our own community, this halacha serves as a 

particularly apt metaphor. If you have an open door – if people are coming to you directly 

– you can perform the mitzvah yourself.  

 

But if they’re not coming directly to you – there’s an alternative. Enter into a partnership. 

You make the contribution and the bigger institution will be your agent. The בעל הבית – 

when he or she performs the mitzvah – will have you in mind and will represent you.  
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I would venture to guess that for most of us, those in need are not coming directly to our 

doors. Of course we get solicitations and phone calls from a plethora of wonderful 

organizations that do extraordinary work. And we should support them as vigorously as 

we can. 

 

But there’s a whole other universe of individuals and families – many of them are right 

here on our block or around the corner – who will never call you to ask for help. But they 

always know that they can call The Jewish Center – and because of our chesed fund – 

they know we’re always here to help. 

 

So this morning I ask you to give your prutah – I ask you stand up and take responsibility 

for the members of our community who can’t support themselves. Become a partner in 

the extraordinary acts of chesed that occur on a daily basis.  

 

Every day people call on us in their moments of need. 

• Someone’s fallen behind and can’t make the rent; 

• A family’s breadwinner is out of work and the tuition costs are just too much; 

• Or someone is sick and their insurance just won’t cover enough of the bill. The 

list goes on.  

 

The Jewish Center is able to help in cases like these through our chesed fund. And each 

time we do, it affirms that the members of our community have not only risen to the 

occasion, but that we are willing to declare אנכי אערבו – that the well-being of our brothers 

and sisters is our responsibility.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


