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Everyone loves Chanukah. Throughout the ages, whether celebrating it 

halakhically or not, it is a beloved national treasure. You walk on the streets and hear 
people talking about Chanukah presents. On the news, non- Jewish anchors greet each 
other with “Happy Chanukah” as they report on the first night of Chanukah’s festivities – 
Chanukah is newsworthy. From the lights to the latkes, the dreidels to the donuts, it is a 
highlight of the Jewish calendar. 
 

Chanukah is permeating American culture, too. Fifteen years ago, it was Adam 
Sandler’s Chanukah song which received plenty of airtime and featured several 
subsequent versions. Last year, Senator Orrin Hatch of Utah, a Mormon, wrote a catchy 
holiday tune, “Eight Days of Hanukkah,” and the video was posted online. In an 
interview, Senator Hatch discussed how he loves the Jews. “I feel sorry I’m not Jewish 
sometimes...This song means more to me than most of the songs I have ever written. 
People need to know the story of Hanukkah. It was a miracle.” Halevai more Jews should 
share this sentiment! 

 
This year, Chanukah has gone viral. No; not sick. Viral. Viral is the buzzword for 

something that has gained tremendous popularity and name recognition on the internet – 
especially the new social media tools like Facebook, Twitter, and You Tube among 
others. Like a virus, it is very hard to stop such a phenomenon once it achieves 
prominence within the online consciousness. In the last days, one of the top terms on 
Twitter has been “Hanukkah.” Throw in the alternate spellings for the Festival of Lights, 
and it may even rank higher. People are Tweeting about Chanukah for no other reason 
than their desire to be part of the phenomenon. 

 
The biggest hit of this Chanukah season by far, though, is the Maccabeats, a 

group of Yeshiva University students and alumni who formed a singing group. I can say 
that “I knew them when…” they were playing Shabbat sheva berachot in KJ dining 
rooms. They’ve become a quite popular and in-demand act to play at celebrations and in 
front of ever-growing audiences. On their website, they describe themselves as:  
“Strongly committed to the philosophy of Torah u-Madda, the integration of traditional 
and secular wisdom, the Maccabeats perform an eclectic array of Jewish, American, and 
Israeli songs.” Can’t get more in the spirit of Chanukah than that! 
 
 The Maccabeats wrote a song called “Candlelight,” which puts Chanukah lyrics to 
the song “Dynamite” by Taio Cruz. They then produced a video mirroring Mike 
Tomkins’ video of the song, which was then uploaded to YouTube. Now all this fancy 
techno-wizardry and creativity would make any of the Maccabeats’ parents proud, but the 
real nachas comes from the more than one million views of the video on YouTube. 
That’s right – over 1,000,000. (The number is presently over 2.5 million!) In a bit of 
crossover media appeal, they were featured on Channel 2 news the other night, and their 
fame (or at least their 15 minutes of it) is growing. 

 



 2

 Some may see a victory for the Greeks in all of this. Such cynics would call the 
Maccabeats “shtus” (sh’tuyot) or a waste of time. I, on the other hand, see a fantastic 
opportunity. Taking Judaism viral is one of the key lessons of Chanukah, a festival so 
closely associated with pirsumei nisa – the obligation to publicize the miracle. After all, 
publicity and good marketing were essential to having a Chanukah holiday in the first 
place.  
 

Who is the most important person in the Chanukah story? I asked this question to 
Ramaz 3rd graders in our weekly parsha class and got some expected answers – Yehuda 
Maccabee, Antiochus, Matityahu, and God. I got one unexpected response – the person 
who found the oil. The answer I was looking for was the person who told the Jews that 
the miracle of oil was taking place. Think about it. The miracle of the oil took place in the 
Beit Hamikdash, inside the Holy Temple. Not many people would have been allowed in. 
How did word of the miracle travel? Someone had to deliver the news, which then spread 
throughout the entire Jewish community. It was the original viral Chanukah message!   
 

Chanukah, therefore, from its very inception, has been a springboard for reaching 
out and impacting the Jewish community. It is the ideal time on the Jewish calendar to 
create opportunities to enlighten and inspire. They may be small, intimate family 
gatherings. They may be large events like Chanukah parties or public menorah lightings. 
These are great examples of what I like to call PDJs – Public Displays of Judaism. 
Chanukah is uniquely positioned as a holiday with tremendous marketing appeal, and the 
possibilities of spreading the message beyond traditional or affiliated Jews are limitless. 
In a very real sense, Chanukah is the original paradigm for taking Judaism viral. 

 
It is not always easy to put effort into such outreach efforts. Do they really work? 

Are they effective? Rav Yehuda Amital pointed out that “even at the time of the 
Chashmonaim, Torah-faithful Jews were faced with a weighty question: is it worth 
continuing to illuminate the world and to spread the message of Judaism? The price that 
the nation paid for its involvement in Greek culture was high - almost unbearably high. 
But the miracle of the oil was seen and continues to serve as a sort of Divine message that 
we should continue to reach out to all Jews.” As far as Rav Amital sees things, Judaism 
definitely belongs in the public domain. 
 

Bayamim ha-heim, u’bazman hazeh – in those days and also in our times. It is 
even harder today to reach Jews with the message of Judaism. We live in a time when 
being Jewish is a choice, without constant external reminders. Professor Jonathan Sarna 
recently wrote in a symposium about being Jewish today. The query “What does it mean 
to be Jewish?” yields over 14 million hits on the Internet. He goes on to note “that the 
value that is distinctively ours is the idea of klal yisrael, the remarkable notion that ‘all 
Jews are responsible for one another’ whether we know them or not, like them or not, 
agree with them or not. Millions of Jews around the world are alive today because other 
Jews - who never set eyes upon them but felt a strong sense of kinship toward them as 
fellow Jews - reached out to save them or their ancestors during times of persecution. 
Sadly, today less than half of all American Jews feel comfortable embracing the notion of 
klal yisrael. Rather than abandoning this crucial Jewish value, it must be reinforced and 
shared with others.” There is no better time than Chanukah to heed the call to connecting 
with the entire Jewish community. 
  
 Chanukah was an early experiment in Jewish outreach, a chance to take Judaism 
to the streets and the masses. It worked then, and the same approach can work today. We 
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have the tools; we just need the talent and motivation. All traditional Jews have a 
menorah, but its effectiveness depends on where we place it or who else we invite to 
witness its lighting. We need to recognize that all Jews are part of our community. We 
may be members of an Orthodox synagogue, but all Jews are members of our extended 
congregation, our community. Our challenge, like that of the Maccabees, is to share the 
miracle of Judaism with every Jew. 
 
 Nowadays, not everyone feels this way. Rabbi Norman Lamm tells the story of 
how, a few years ago, he met with a prominent Hasidic rabbi. In the course of a pleasant 
conversation, he complained about an article that appeared in a newspaper published by 
this Hasidic group, in which the editor wrote that he doesn’t understand why there is such 
a tumult about Klal Yisrael, when after all, “according to our calculation there are no 
more than about a million people who belong in this group.” Rabbi Lamm asked the 
Rebbe if he and his parents and wife and children and grandchildren would be considered 
part of Klal Yisrael. The Rebbe’s painfully ambiguous and evasive answer was, “Rabbi 
Lamm, you are posing too difficult a question.” If a Jew like Rabbi Norman Lamm 
elicited such ambivalence, imagine the Hasidic rabbi’s response regarding the millions of 
far less committed America Jews! 
 

This is not our tradition. We don’t follow the harsher, more restrictive views on 
who is counted as part of the Jewish nation. Our approach is informed by more inclusive 
sentiments such as those of Rabbi Tzaddok Hakohein, the Rebbe of Lublin. In an 
important passage in his famous work, Tzidkat ha-Tzaddik (number 54) [disturbingly 
censored from most editions], he writes: 

The essence of Judaism is to be called by a Jewish name…he has no other 
attribute except that he is called by the name Israel—that is sufficient… for they 
are connected to one nation.... 
 

This is a sentiment we associate with other great Jewish leaders including Rav Kook and 
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe. This is the outlook that KJ 
embraces, and it is the viewpoint that speaks to the challenge of our times. 

 
 We need to take a page out of the Chanukah playbook in implementing a strategy 
and action plan. If nothing else, the contemporary fascination with Chanukah reinforces 
our confidence that we have the right message and material. We have the substance, but 
we need to get better at delivering the message. The same success we have with pirsum 
on Chanukah needs to be applied to the rest of our religion all year long. We must take 
Judaism viral and connect with as many Jews as possible. It doesn’t have to be on the 
internet or with catchy videos (although they help). We can do it the old fashioned way – 
one Jew at a time. 
  
 I’d like to offer a few suggestions: 
 
 1) Start with a neighbor or a co-worker. Share something Jewish with them. 
 
 2) If you don’t feel comfortable teaching Judaism yourself, refer them to a good 
synagogue or Jewish center. I know of a great shul with a fabulous Beginners Program 
whose web address is www.ckj.org.  
  

3) Mark your calendars now for Shabbat Across America on Friday night, March 
4, 2011. Created by the National Jewish Outreach Program (NJOP) fifteen years ago, 



 4

Shabbat Across America encourages synagogues around the country to open their doors 
to all Jews to celebrate Shabbat in a traditional and meaningful way. You can participate 
in our event at KJ and encourage others to come. Thank God, we always pack the house, 
and it would be a good problem to have to run out of room. If you can’t participate in 
person, consider creating your own Shabbat experience to share with those who may not 
ordinarily enjoy a meaningful Friday night.  

 
Last month, over 200 families of the Boca Raton Synagogue in Florida hosted 

non-affiliated guests for a Shabbat meal. The organizers prepared instructional videos to 
better enable the hosts to create an informative, as well as inspiring, Shabbat experience. 
I look forward to implementing this idea in our community, but, in the meantime, let’s 
take Shabbat viral on March 4th! 
  
 Every night after lighting the Chanukah candles, we sing “Haneirot halalu.” We 
declare that “ein lanu reshut l’hishtameish bahem ela lir’otam bilvad – we have no 
permission to use the candles for any mundane purposes. They are only there to be 
watched.” Today, however, these words should be understood differently. Ein lanu 
reshut – Using the light of the Chanukah candles is not something optional. Rather, yeish 
lanu chovah l’hishtameish bahem – we have an obligation to use the metaphorical light 
of Chanukah - and of Judaism - to engage and inspire. Today, we remember our 
responsibility to spread the light of Torah to the entire Jewish people, to take the beauty 
of our traditions to the masses, and to take Judaism viral.  If the Maccabees - and the 
Maccabeats - can do it, so can we. 


