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Several of our Rabbis throughout the ages (eg R’ Soloveitchik in   5762דברי השקפה  p21 et 
seq) have considered the relationship between a given sidra and the time of the year. In the 
case of  חנוכה, this was clearly  חז"ל’s understanding, from the time of the  מדרש רבה onwards. 
The מדרש quotes from ( קץ ׂשם לחשך 28.3איוב‘ :) ’ - that  הקב״ה placed a limit on the darkness 
that would dominate the world. Specific linkages are then established between the  קץ of 
this week’s פרשה (the limitation for  יוסף’s suffering in prison) and the חושך of   וחשך על פני
"ל חז that (ad loc מדרש רבה  and בראשית א:ב ) תהום   took to refer to the dominance of the third 
of the great empires, i.e. Greece. A parallel is clearly being drawn between the two 
contexts; we now explore this more widely.  

 

 describes the meteoric rise of Yosef from slave to become viceroy of the פרשת מקץ
superpower of the age. However, from his perspective, he is a man harshly jettisoned by his 
family, after much friction with his brothers. In  יעקב ,ארץ כנען and family live in distress, not 
least because of severe famine. Their salvation lies in seeking food from Egypt. As the well-
known story plays out, the brothers go to Egypt and are put through difficult trials by  יוסף as 
he tests whether their attitudes and behaviour have changed, to be illustrated in respect of 
his brother  בנימין. After this, the brothers and  יעקב come down to Egypt, initially in 
prosperity, but embarking on a downward spiral. In time they will be reduced 
socioeconomically and then fundamentally attacked – physically, culturally and 
ideologically. The hidden light for them is the long-held promise that, one day, ‘ פקד יפקד’, 
HaShem would ultimately remember them. 

 

From several sources (e.g. Books of Maccabees, Josephus etc), we know that in the 
aftermath of the untimely death of Alexander the Great – who had ruled the superpower of 
his day and had dealt very positively with the Jews –the Greek Empire fragmented, with 
separate major, sovereign blocs emerging in Egypt, ruled by the Ptolemies and in the North 
and East under the Seleucids. In the early period, Judea was under the control of the 
Ptolemies and commercial and ideological interaction between the Jewish people and the 
Ptolemaic Greeks was considerable, with a great deal of acculturation by the Jews to the 
latter’s Hellenistic philosophy and way of life. Among several episodes, the translation of 
the Torah into Greek around 245 BCE under the aegis of Ptolemy Philadelphus (an event 
later marked by a Fast on the 8th of Tevet) was considered by the Rabbis an especially 
catastrophic point.  

 

 

In 198 BCE, the Seleucid king, Antiochus III (‘the Great’) achieved a decisive victory in the 
battle of Panium. In the early years of his reign, there were indications that the Jews in 
Judea might benefit. However, a disastrous combination of internecine fighting among 
some senior Jerusalem Kohanim, endeavouring to play off their Egyptian and Syrian 
overlords with bribes, coupled with strenuous efforts to outdo each other in the 
Hellenisation of Jerusalem, finally converged with a second defeat by the Ptolemaic 
Egyptians of Antiochus IV. (He was also known as ‘Epiphanes’, considering himself a divinity 
incarnate, rather like Pharaoh in the time of משה). Retreating from Egypt, Antiochus 
embarked on a frenzied drive to eradicate all traces of Jewish practice and worship, under 
his infamous ‘Edict of Intolerance’. The Temple was turned over to idolatrous worship on 
25th Kislev 168 BCE. Many practices -  שבת, ברית מילה, ראש חודש and  תורה study were singled 
out but family life in general and domestic privacy were prime targets of the regime.  

The heroic efforts of a small but indescribably brave group of traditional  כהנים, instigated by 
Mattityahu of Modi’in and his sons were rewarded by הקב"ה with a great and miraculous 
victory in 165 BCE followed by the rededication of the  בית המקדש, after exactly three years, 
with the miracle of the פך השמן, the cruse of pure oil burning for eight days. These events 
were followed by further victories and, for several years, peace, prosperity and true Jewish 
dominion over  ארץ ישראל.   As described by רמב"ם (in 3.1  הלכות חנוכה מלכות לישראל    חזרה‘   (
 .sovereignty was restored for over 200 [more] years –יתר על מאתים שנה

Both scenarios– that of  יוסף and his brothers and that of the events of  חנוכה – have common 
elements such as internecine strife leading to crisis and the seeking of economic relief via 
Egypt. Likewise, in both scenarios, there was a major threat of assimilation to the point of 
extinction of Jewish tradition and values. Paradoxically, this was at least as intense during 
the latter period, when the Jewish people was resident in  ארץ ישראל, as in the former, when 
the domicile was in Egypt.  

Rabbi Soloveitchik (see Days of Deliverance 2007 p160-166) notes that both events required 
active human heroism. Although passively waiting for the ישועת ה' is sometimes indicated, 
for their challenges, both  יוסף and יהודה המכבי had to take the initiative and fight. Both sets 
of circumstances also led to the combination of temporal and spiritual leadership; consider 
 s two dreams - of material prosperity and of the sun, moon and stars - and the’יוסף 
Maccabees’ union of  מלכות and  כהונה. Seeing the lights of חנוכה, we know that these 
possibilities remain alive, בע"ה to be realised soon in the days of the משיח.  
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