
Hanukkah and Anti-Semitism 

 

 

ָהַרִּבים ִלְרׁשּות ַהְּסמּוָכה ַּבַחּלֹון ַמִּניָחּה  ַּבֲעִלָּייה ָּדר ָהָיה ִאם .ִמַּבחּוץ ֵּביתֹו ֶּפַתח ַעל ְלַהִּניָחּה ִמְצָוה ֲחנּוָּכה ֵנר :ַרָּבַנן  ָּתנּו . 

ְוַדּיֹו ֻׁשְלָחנֹו ַעל ַמִּניָחּה  ַהַּסָּכָנה ּוִבְׁשַעת . 

 

 

The Sages taught in a baraita: It is a mitzvah to place the Hanukkiah at the entrance to one’s house on 

the outside, so that all can see it. If one lived upstairs, one places the Hanukkiah at the window adjacent 

to the public domain. And in a time of danger, when the Non-Jewish rulers issued decrees to prohibit 

kindling lights, one places the Hanukkiah on the table and that is sufficient to fulfill one’s obligation. 

Talmud: Shabbat 21b 

 

 

3 Options:  

House on the outside 

Upstairs: Window near public view 

Danger: Table 

 

 

Time Of Danger (Sakanah) 

 

In Tractate Soferim of the Land of Israel, which dates later, the ruling on the placement of the lamp is as 

follows: "One is commanded to place it at the entrance, close by the public domain, so that 

the mezuzah is on the right and the Hanukkah lamp on the left" (20.3, p.342). Since, in contrast to the 

parallel Babylonian text, there is no explicit indication of "outdoors" here, one cannot say whether 

Tractate Soferim referred to a lamp that stood outside or, in the spirit of later rulings, to a lamp placed 

inside the house, near the entrance. Be that as it may, the fact that Tractate Soferim does not mention 

placing the menorah on the table helps establish that the origin of this custom, and of the danger 

associated with it, comes from Babylonia. 

Thus, it is possible that the Tosafists were correct in associating the time of danger mentioned with 

the rise of Babylonian fire-worshippers, known by the peculiar name of "friends;" the danger became 

apparent when they were closely affiliated with the Babylonian rulers and their edicts against the 

Jews. Because they worshipped fire, these "friends" used to remove lamps from Jewish homes 



(Babylonian Gittin 16b-17a); Rav even allowed Hanukkah menorahs to be moved on the Sabbath to 

safeguard them from these fire-worshippers (Shab. 45a). Thus, the permission granted to place the 

Hanukkah menorah on the table might have to do with the Babylonian "friends," although we cannot 

say for certain. Dr. Yosef Tavori, Bar-Ilan University, Miketz 

 

 

 

Moshe Walter, “The Movement of the Chanukah Menorah Indoors” 

 

Rabbinic Decree:  

(Why do we place the Hanukkiah indoors if the Talmud says the ideal is outdoors, outside of the home?) 

This question, although contemporary in nature, has troubled halachic authorities for over 800 years. 

The earliest halachic authorities to raise the question were the Ohr Zarua and Baal HaIttur. Commenting 

on the Talmudic ruling that “The requirement is to place the Chanukah menorah by the doorway of 

one’s house from the outside, and in time of danger, he should place the menorah on his table and 

that is sufficient,” the Ohr Zarua asks: “Today, when there is no danger, I don’t know why we do not 

light the menorah outdoors?” 

While the Ohr Zarua leaves the question unresolved, which in and of itself requires understanding, the 

Baal HaIttur seems to suggest a cryptic answer to the question. The Ittur writes: “Once the custom was 

instituted, based on danger, it was established. One who can place the menorah outside, should place 

it outside, and if not [outside, then] in [the entrance to] his doorway.” Rabbi Meir Yonah ben Shmuel, 

in his commentary on the Ittur, Petach HaDevir, suggests that the Ittur means that even if there is no 

longer any threat or danger, once the original danger relocated the placement of the menorah, the 

menorah should continue to be lit inside. 

 

 

 

 

 

Eternal Danger 

The Rishonim (11-15th cent Rabbis)  explain that the danger that the Talmud was referring to was 

certainly not life threatening, as one is not commanded to perform a positive mitzvah if there is risk to 

one’s life. The Ritva explains that even “fear of pain or hatred like in France” is enough to bring the 

menorah indoors. The Rivash writes that “since the hand of the nations is upon us, and we are unable to 

fulfill the mitzvah properly,” the menorah is lit indoors. These early sources clearly indicate that lower-

level danger or possible danger is sufficient reason to not light outside one’s home. 



Based on the Rishonim’s definition of sakanah (danger), this author would suggest another reason why 

the menorah should not be lit outside one’s home, even today, in America. Over the centuries the Jew, 

Jewish home and Jewish community have continually been threatened physically and spiritually. At 

times it was more dangerous and at times it was less dangerous; at times there was a greater sense of 

acceptance and serenity and at times less. Rabbinic authorities understood that even during quiet and 

peaceful times things could change. As such, to constantly change the menorah’s positioning based 

upon the Jews’ relative safety in a particular year or decade has no precedent in any area of halachah. 

This understanding may better explain the position of the Ittur referred to earlier. The Ittur writes that 

once there was a situation of danger, that becomes the status quo assumed for determining halachic 

practice. 

Rav Moshe Sternbuch suggests a similar proposal to explain our contemporary practice. He writes that 

although one community or country finds itself to be safe and secure and may light the menorah 

outside, other communities that are not as privileged may want to follow suit. As a result, communities 

that do not have the same physical safety level will begin to light outside, which could ultimately be 

dangerous. Rav Sternbuch understands that until there is universal peace for Jews across the world, 

Jews living in an independently safe country may not light outside. 

 


