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Good Shabbos; Good Chodesh and a Freilichen Chanukah, everyone. 

 

I want to thank Hillel and Dena Soclof for sponsoring the drasha in memory of Dena’s father, Aron 

Bernstein.  May his neshama have an aliya and may Hillel and Dena be rewarded for their support of the shul 

with bracha, hatzlacha, and good health. 

 

The Gemara in Shabbos  21b famously asks מאי חנוכה? What is the story of Chanukah? 

 

The first part of the story is pretty well known.  After the untimely demise of “Alexander the Great” at the 

young age of 32, in 323 BCE, the Greek Kingdom split into three parts, and was extremely successful in 

assimilating (Hellenizing) a large part of the world to Greek culture.  Antiochus IV Epiphanes, ascended to 

the Seleucid (Syrian-Greek) throne in 175 BCE. In an effort to solidify his empire and fashion his own 

legacy, Antiochus IV worked diligently to Hellenize all of the people living under his control.   I Maccabees 

1:42 records: Moreover king Antiochus wrote to his whole kingdom, that all should be one people.   

 

Early on in his tenure, Antiochus, with the help of his personally appointed a secular Kohen Gadol, Jason, 

who had a gymnasium erected in Yerushalayim, within direct sight of the Temple. This gymnasium would 

serve as a center of Hellenistic education. These changes attracted many Jews, particularly Jewish youth.  

 

Some of the Jewish population, however, was stunned by the introduction of Greek culture into their holy 

city and refused to embrace it in any way. Antiochus therefore intensified his efforts. He outlawed core 

Jewish practices as sacrifices, Shabbos observance, circumcision, and Torah study, all punishable by death.  

I Maccabees 1:46-49 records: 

46) And forbid burnt offerings, and sacrifice, and drink offerings, in the temple; and that they should profane 

the sabbaths and festival days:  

47) And pollute the sanctuary and holy people: Set up altars, and groves, and chapels of idols, and sacrifice 

swine’s flesh, and unclean beasts:  

48) That they should also leave their children uncircumcised, and make their souls abominable with all 

manner of uncleanness and profanation: To the end they might forget the law, and change all the 

ordinances.  

49) And whosoever would not do according to the commandment of the king, he said, he should die. 

Simultaneously, he introduced pagan activities and worship amongst the Jewish populace. When his edicts 

were violated, Antiochus responded with intense cruelty.  

 

Most significantly, the Beis Hamikdash was contaminated. On 15 Kislev, 168 BCE, an idol was erected 

there. Ten days later, on 25 Kislev 165 BCE, exactly three years before the Chanukkah miracle, a pig was 

offered as a pagan sacrifice upon the altar.  

 

Josephus Flavius records in his work Antiquities 12:255-256: 

And indeed many Jews complied with the king’s commands, either voluntarily, or out of fear of the penalty 

that was announced. But the best and noblest men did not pay him attention… every day they underwent 

great miseries and bitter torments; for they were whipped with rods, and their bodies were torn to pieces, 

and were crucified…. They also strangled those women and their sons whom they had circumcised… And if 

there were any sacred book of the law found, it was destroyed, and those with whom they were found 

sorrowfully perished as well.  

 

By the time of the Chanuka story, a majority of Jews in Israel were assimilated…the sad meaning of   רבים ביד

 clearly describing ,זדים ביד עוסקי תורתיך many in the hands of the few, as evidenced by the language of ,מעטים

the internal struggle within the Jewish nation.  As Rav Yaakov Kamientzky points out in 'במחיצת רבנו עמ 

 is not the language used to describe our battles with outsiders; it רבת את ריבם דנת את דינם the language ,קמ"א 

highlights internal struggle. ...ובאמת עיקר המלחמה  בזמנים ההם היה בין הפרושים ובין המתיוונים הישראלים. 
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Traditional Jews responded with a tremendous resilience and strength of spirit, despite the threat of painful 

torture and death. They resisted passively, preferring martyrdom to revolution.  In 166 BCE, the struggle 

finally boiled over. Igniting the smoldering spark of Jewish resistance against the Seleucids was the elderly 

Matisyahu the Kohen, from the Chasmonaim family. He, together with his five sons, would permanently 

change the face of Jewish history.  Persecution had forced Mattisyahu to Modiin, a small town situated to the 

northwest of Jerusalem. There, he and his family hoped to be spared the brunt of the Hellenistic efforts that 

were previously concentrated in Jerusalem. However, before long, Greek troops arrived at Modi’in. They 

instructed the Jews to meet in the town square where the pagan ritual, which included the sacrifice of a pig to 

Zeus, would take place. As the town elder and a priest, Mattisyahu was called upon to perform the sacrifice 

(I Maccabees, 2:17-18).   Mattisyahu glanced at the swine, the animal of abhorrence to the Jews. It was then, 

amongst the fearful anticipation of the local villagers, and under the watchful glare of the Greek soldiers, that 

he uttered his firm refusal. 

 

I Maccabees, 2:21-22 

G-d forbid that we should forsake the law and the ordinances! We will not hearken to the king’s words, to go 

from our religion, either on the right hand, or the left.  

 

Defying Mattisyahu’s heroic stance, a hellenized Jew came forward to sacrifice the pig. At that moment, the 

elderly kohen stabbed him and killed the Greek commander as well. He then faced the crowd. Echoing the 

words spoken by Moshe following the sin of the Golden Calf some 1,500 years prior, Mattisyahu challenged 

them,  

 

I Maccabees 2:28 

And Mattisyahu cried throughout the city with a loud voice, saying, Whosoever is zealous of the law, and 

committed to maintaining the covenant, let him follow me. מי לה' אלי!  Echoing the battle cry of shevet Levi 

after the sin of the Golden Calf. 

 

The war had officially begun.  Mattisyahu’s son, Yehuda, was the practical leader and military strategist 

behind the eventual success of the Jewish revolt. He inspired thousands to take up arms in the battle for the 

preservation of Judaism, and devised strategies for the Jewish forces to outmaneuver and defeat the larger, 

more sophisticated Greek army and all the Jewish sympathizers. 

 

Yehuda Maccabee is one of the great heroes in Jewish history. He is often viewed as a brave warrior and 

military genius, who led his men to victory against seemingly insurmountable odds. However, his true 

greatness stemmed from the fact that he never lost sight of what they were fighting for, and the real Source 

of his success.  In a famous speech he gave to reassure his troops who questioned their chances, he said: 

 

I Maccabees, 3:17-22 

17) When they saw the host coming to meet them, said unto Yehuda, How shall we be able, being so few, to 

fight against so great a multitude and so strong, seeing we are ready to faint with fasting all this day?  

18) Unto whom Yehuda answered, It is no hard matter for many to be shut up in the hands of a few;  

19) and with the God of heaven it is all one, to deliver with a great multitude, or a small company:  

20) For the victory of battle stands not in the multitude of an host; but strength comes from heaven. They 

come against us in much pride and iniquity to destroy us, and our wives and children, and to spoil us:  

21) But we fight for our lives and our laws.  

22) Wherefore the Lord himself will overthrow them before our face: and as for you, be not afraid of 

them. 

Yehuda Maccabee’s heroism was rooted in his unbending commitment to the mesorah and unyielding faith 

in Hashem.  

 

But what exactly happened on Chanukah?  What are we celebrating on 25 Kislev? 
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The Gemara in Shabbos 21b cites Megillas Taanis as follows 

שכשנכנסו יוונים להיכל טמאו כל השמנים שבהיכל, וכשגברה מלכות בית חשמונאי ונצחום,   :תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף כא עמוד ב

בדקו ולא מצאו אלא פך אחד של שמן שהיה מונח בחותמו של כהן גדול, ולא היה בו אלא להדליק יום אחד, נעשה בו נס והדליקו 

 נה אחרת קבעום ועשאום ימים טובים בהלל והודאה. ממנו שמונה ימים. לש

 

It was on that day of 25 Kislev,, exactly 3 years from when a pig was offered in the Beis Hamikdash, that 

they returned and retook the Beis Hamikdash and relit the menorah with a flask of pure oil that was 

miraculously preserved and found.  That one flask of oil lasted for 8 days until they were able to procure new 

oil.  To commemorate that miracle and episode, we celebrate Chanuka for 8 days. 

 

We tend to think that the war ended on that day.  But the wars would rage  for a long time, before Jewish 

sovereignty was restored.    Battles continued in and out of Jerusalem for many years to come… 

 

The Artscroll book entitled Chanukah by Rabbi Hersh Goldwurm records on pg 55-56 

“It is apparent from the history up to this point, and even more so from the events described below, that the 

triumph celebrated by Chanukah was a partial one at best.  Although the Temple area had been liberated 

and the service reinstituted, parts of Jerusalem and nearly all of the countryside were still under Syrian-

Greek and Hellenist control.  Even the Kohen Gadol was a renegade Jew.  Total independence came only 

many years later—but for that no festival was proclaimed.  That a festival was proclaimed in the absence of 

a military or diplomatic victory in any conventional sense of the word gives us an important insight into the 

nature of the celebration.  Mattisyahu and his sons—Yehuda and his brothers—risked their lives for spiritual 

freedom, the purity of the Temple, and the integrity of its service, not for freedom from foreign bondage.  . 

.when religious freedom was wrestled from them, they rebelled.  When it was regained, they celebrated.” 

 

The Levush famously wrote in 'סימן תר"ע סי' בthat Chanukah was set up only ולהלל להודות , to praise and exalt 

Hashem, and not למשתה ולשמחה, for physical celebration, because it was a battle for the Jewish soul.  It was 

an uprising based purely on spirituality. 

ו מזה לכפור בדת ח"ו, ובעזרתו יתברך לא לכך לא קבעום אלא להלל ולהודות, ולא למשתה ושמחה, כלומר כיון שהם רצו למנוע אותנ 

 הפיקו זממם וגברה ידינו, לכך קבעו אותם לחזור ולשבח ולהודות לו על שהיה לנו לאלהים ולא עזבנו מעבודתו,  

But what does the miracle of the oil teach us?  They were still fighting…isn’t this a premature celebration? 

 

The miracle of the oil was a message from Hashem, that if we were still committed to Him, He was still with 

us as well.  And when you have confirmation that Hashem is with you---you already know the end of the 

story and can celebrate.  In the middle of the darkness, he literally gave them light, and faith in a bright 

future. 

 

We learn this lesson in Parshas Miketz which tells the story of Yosef’s rescue from prison.   

  ...תניא, רבי אליעזר אומר: ..., בראש השנה יצא יוסף מבית האסורין:דף י' תלמוד בבלי מסכת ראש השנה

It was taught, R’ Eliezer said, … on Rosh Hashanah, Yosef went forth from prison.  

 

Picture the scene.  Yosef had been thrown in a pit by his brothers, he was sold into slavery in a foreign land, 

accused of a crime he did not commit, wasting away in a prison cell, despairing of ever getting out. Two 

years have passed since his last best chance of freedom, when he helped a prison mate who was freed, and 

then promptly forgot about him. Suddenly he hears a jangling of keys, and the guards burst into his cell and 

begin to rush him out. You barely get out the words, “What’s happening? Where are you taking me?” And a 

few simple words come forth from the guards’ lips. “You’ve been summoned to see the king”.   

 

The Torah, throughout its narrative, describes the place where Yosef  is imprisoned as משמר ,the guarded 

area, or הסהר בית ,jail. But Yosef calls it something else. He calls it בור - the pit. As readers of the Yosef story 

we know what בור represents—his abandonment at the hands of his brothers… 
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And so when the text says Yosef is rushed out of the pit we understand that this unexpected moment, 

summoned to the king… Yosef is thinking about another King…. 

ר ו   :בראשית )פרשת מקץ( פרק מא פסוק טז ה ֵלאמ ֹ֖ ְרע ֹ֛ ף ֶאת־פ  ן יֹוֵסֵ֧ ע  ה:י ַּ֨ ים ַיֲעֶנֶ֖ה ֶאת־ְש֥לֹום ַפְרע ֹֽ י ֱאֹלהִִּ֕ ְלָעָדָ֑  בִּ

 

Yosef is still separated from his family, unsure of his fate, but this is his Chanuka miracle of oil, he knows he 

will be rescued from the pit, because he sees a clear sign that he is in the hand of the King of Kings… 

 

Similarly, it was the miracle of the oil that reminded them of why they were fighting, and reassured them that 

although the struggle was not over, Hashem was with them and they would survive. 

 

In 1965, on the first night of Chanuka, the Ponovezher Rav spoke at the dedication of a new Beis Medrash 

in Moshav Yesodot, a small moshav founded after the war by Holocaust survivors.  He began his address to 

these survivors by asking the following question:  In “al hanissim” after thanking Hashem for the miracles, 

redemption, bravery, and salvation, we thank God  על המלחמותfor the wars.  But why, he asked, are we 

thankful for the wars?  Why do we not leave it as thanks for the victories in war?   

 

His answer was that it is still too early to thank God for the victory—because we have not yet arrived at the 

final victory.  The real battle with Greece was a battle for the soul of the Jew—a conflict of culture and 

ideology that continues today.  It is the battle Jews have faced for the past 2,000 years.  To be thankful for 

the milchamos, the wars, means that we are thankful that we are still willing and able to fight the ongoing 

war for spiritual survival.  In his words: 

"רק על דבר אחד יש בידינו יכולת להודות גם כיום: על עצם הדבר שאנו נלחמים, על כך שגם במצבים הקשים ביותר, כאשר 

הטומאה מאיימת להשתלט ולכבוש הכל, יהודים אינם נכנעים ואינם אומרים נואש, אלא נלחמים בכל כוחם על יהדותם! )הרב  

 מפונוביז' ח"ג( 

If the Ponovezher Rav felt that we were still fighting the war of culture and assimilation in Israel of 1965, 

how he would respond to the 21st century predicament of modern Jewry?  The culture war certainly 

continues…the battle for the Jewish soul is still raging, maybe today like never before.  But we are thankful 

that we are still in the fight.  We are thankful that so many Jews take pride in their Jewish identity and in 

their connection to Hashem, His Holy Torah, His people , and the Promised Land of Israel.  And we need to 

remember that we are still in this fight only because of the ideology of the Maccabim, who were ready to 

fight for their values… 

 

In the words of Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch in his Collected Writings, Volume II, p. 210: 

It was not the courage of the Hasmoneans, nor the sword of the Maccabees…for whom (Chanukkah) was 

decreed. Lights are its symbols, not signs of might and dominion. It was not Judah Maccabee who defeated 

Antiochus of Syria; it was the Jewish light which gained the victory over the dazzling luster of Hellenic 

splendor. The spirit which Mattisyahu had harbored in his priestly breast and had nurtured in his children, 

was the rock upon which the Hellenic evil was smashed.  

 

When we light our menorahs each year, we are not just celebrating a battle of long ago…we are committing 

to continue the struggle in each generation to preserve Jewish identity…a literal fulfillment of  

 .to transmit our beautiful heritage and tradition to the next generation of Jews בימים ההם בזמן הזה

 

That is why we highlight the miracle of the oil...that represents the essence of our struggle, yesterday and 

today.  We are still living in the middle of story—and Chanukah helps us strengthen our faith in the Nevua of 

Zecharya 2:14—the end of the story--  ה׃ ָֽ ְך ְנֻאם־ְיהו  ֶ֖ י ְבתֹוכ  ֥ א ְוָשַכְנתִּ ֹ֛ י ִהְנִני־ב  ֹון ִכֵ֧ ת־ִציּ֑ י ב  ֶ֖ ְמחִּ י ְושִּ ִנִּ֥  ר 

Shout for joy, Fair Zion! For lo, I come; and I will dwell in your midst—declares the LORD. May we merit 

to see this day soon…amen. 

 


