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In both 2002 and 2011, UJA Federation’s study of the New York Jewish community revealed 

that lighting candles on Chanukah ranks higher than almost any other activity on the Jewish 

calendar. There are more Jews lighting Chanukah candles than fasting on Yom Kippur. And the 

number of Jews who observe Chanukah is actually double the number of Jews who light candles 

on Friday night.  

 

I’m not a sociologist, but one could imagine many explanations for this phenomenon. Chanukah 

is easier than most other observances; it’s inexpensive; and it’s seasonally connected to popular 

holidays in other religions.  

 

From a rabbinic perspective, though, it’s fascinating to notice the correlation between the 

demands of הלכות חנוכה and the astounding upsurge in the holiday’s popularity.   

 

So many of the הלכות speak directly to the issue the candles’ public visibility: 

• They can’t be lit too low to the ground or too high, lest they escape the view of 

onlookers; 

• We light the candles at an entryway or a window to maximize visibility; 

• We light them early in the evening when the streets are still abuzz with people; 

• And if multiple people are lighting adjacent to one another in the same home, they must 

be sure to leave sufficient space between the Menorahs so that passersby will be able to 

differentiate one lamp from the next. 

 

If the entire goal of these הלכות is for the candles to be seen, then at least in 21
st
 century America, 

we can count Chanukah as a great historical success. On the West Side of Manhattan, it’s almost 

a given that there will be a Menorah in the window of every dry cleaners, bank and liquor store.  

 

The question is: Why is this so important? Why do we devote an entire holiday to the project of 

 ?of making these candles seen – פרסומי ניסא

 

There are surely many answers to this question, but I’d like to argue that one of the goals is to 

sensitize us to the ever-important question of just what it means to be seen or unseen. 

 

When it comes to this issue, nowhere in the Torah is this contrast clearer than in the reunion of 

Yosef and his brothers in our parsha this morning. Twenty two years have passed since they’ve 

last seen one another.  

And twice the Torah tells us who recognized whom (42:7): 

 ַוּיְַרא יֹוֵסף ֶאת ֶאָחיו ַוּיִַּכֵרם ַוּיְִתנֵַּכר ֲאֵליֶהם

  

Yosef recognized his brothers but made himself unrecognizable to them. 

  



 

And then again in the very next line (42:8): 

  ַוּיֵַּכר יֹוֵסף ֶאת ֶאָחיו ְוֵהם �א ִהִּכֻרהּו:

Yosef was able to recognize them, but they failed to recognize him.   

 

No one is really bothered by the fact that Yosef recognizes his brothers. A group of ten siblings 

from Canaan, speaking Hebrew, was surely a dead giveaway. 

 

But חז"ל do spill a lot of ink wondering why the brothers fail to recognize Yosef. 

 

And there are really three streams of thought on this issue. 

 

As the Midrash writes, when they last saw Yosef at the age of 17, he was beardless, whereas now 

he sported a beard. To put it differently, the passage of time placed Yosef outsides the bounds of 

recognition.  

  

A second approach argues that Yosef looked fully Egyptian. He was dressed differently, he went 

by a different name and spoke a foreign language. It was the context that made Yosef un-seeable.  

 

Finally, Rashi suggests a revolutionary answer. When the Torah tells us that the brothers failed 

to recognize Yosef, Rashi writes, the comment has no temporal or contextual significance. It’s 

axiomatic and eternally true. What the Torah is telling us is that the brothers never recognized 

Yosef. For to recognize someone is treat them like an insider. It’s the act of transforming the נכר, 
the stranger, into one who is ניכר, into one who is known to you. They never saw Yosef as a 

brother. They never really saw Yosef at all. 

 

Chanukah is fundamentally a celebration of the triumph of the Jewish people over the threat of 

acculturation. בימים ההם בזמן הזה. That Judaism is thriving today is miraculous. In the aftermath of 

pogrom and persecution, expulsion and inquisition, massacre and holocaust, that this room is full 

of individuals committed to the perpetuation of our Torah and our Mesorah is nothing short of 

extraordinary. It would have been so much easier for our ancestors to opt out or conceal their 

Jewish identities. But they chose the high road instead.   

 

So it’s precisely at such a moment that we need to pause and consider those who are not here. Or 

to put it differently, to pause and consider the people who we’re not seeing. In all likelihood, it’s 

for one of three reasons that we’re not seeing them: 

 

Some of them are absent because too much time has passed. Perhaps, as a child or at an earlier 

life stage, they felt a sense of connection. But now they’ve moved on to other things and their 

ties to the Jewish community are just too tenuous. Time can make people less visible.   

Some of them are absent because of context. The lure of acculturation is a powerful one. When 

Jews start looking, sounding and acting like everyone else, it’s hard to pick them out of a crowd. 

Perhaps we see them as people, but it’s harder to see them as Jews.  

 

And some of them we just never noticed to begin with. These are people on the margins of our 

community. Socially or maybe financially they never quite fit. So they have been and continue to 

be all but invisible to us.  



 

When it comes to the first two categories – when it comes to Jews who have slipped through the 

cracks of our communal embrace – Chanukah is a perfect metaphor. If there are Jews whose 

Jewishness has been lost in the shadows, then it’s our duty to cast our light upon them.  

 

Think of your Jewish co-workers or neighbors that you see at holiday parties. How many of them 

would turn down an invitation for a Shabbat dinner? And even closer to home, who are the 

people who feel estranged from their community and from the Judaism we love? What happened 

to the person who used to sit behind us? There are so few organic contexts in which to connect 

Jewishly with unaffiliated or under-affiliated Jews. Chanukah is a layup. Let’s not let it go by the 

boards.  

 

But the third category is a little harder. And by this I mean the people we never really noticed in 

the first place.  

 

For those of you who were with us last Shabbat, you know that Chanukah marks the yarhzeit of 

Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung. He was an extraordinary communal leader, but he was also an extraordinary 

 on a personal and human level. Whenever there was a Jew in need – whether it was on בעל חסד

86
th

 St. or half way around the world, Rabbi Jung 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.  

 

As Ralph Ellison famously wrote, “I a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids – 

and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people 

refuse to see me.” 

 

Whether we’re conscious of it or not, there’s a whole universe of individuals and families – 

many of them right here on our block or around the corner – who you will never see. Or if you 

do see them – you’ll never know that they’re in distress.  

 

The only way to recognize them, the only way to see them, as Rashi writes, is to treat them like 

our brothers and sisters. As a community, it’s the Rabbi Jung Fund that allows us to do this. So 

once a year we ask you for your support so that The Jewish Center will always be in a position to 

help.   

  

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 and 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 our commitment to never turn a blind eye to those in need – but rather to see them, 

to notice them and help them feel the embrace of The Jewish Center family.   


