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Introduction

T he festival of Chanukah is a time not only of joy and celebration, 

but of quiet reflection and introspection. Our Sages teach us (see 

the commentaries on Mishlei 6:23) that the lights that we kindle reflect 

the inner light of Torah that burns bright in our national memories as 

well as in our individual homes.

That inner light is the Ohr Torah, the “Light of Torah,” and represents the 

mission of Ohr Torah Stone. We are here to illuminate the world with the 

teachings and ethics of Torah, ensuring the relevance of our heritage by 

engaging both world Jewry and Israeli society.

With that goal in mind, I am very pleased to share with you these Torah 

thoughts, written by select members of our faculty, to enlighten your 

Chanukah celebration. The contributors to this volume represent the 

hundreds of outstanding Torah scholars and educators who comprise an 

integral part of the Ohr Torah Stone family.

Thank you for your continued support. Together, we will continue to 

dispel the darkness and radiate the light of Torah throughout the world. 

Please accept my best wishes to you and your family for a wonderous 

and joyous Chanukah.

RABBI DR. KENNETH BRANDER 

President and Rosh HaYeshiva of  
Ohr Torah Stone 



The Miracle of Lights or of Victory
RABBI DR. SHLOMO RISKIN

Founder, Chancellor Emeritus and Rosh HaYeshiva of 
Ohr Torah Stone

T he festival of Chanukah celebrates the victory of 
a small band of Hasmonean believers in G-d. We 

also celebrate the triumph of Jewish traditions over the  
massive forces of the Hellinistic ruling class of Judea 
together with the military might of Greek-Syria, whose 

misguided goal was to transform Jerusalem into a Greek city-state. As we recite 
in our Al HaNissim (“for the miracles....”) prayer in each Amidah and Grace After 
Meals throughout the eight days of the holiday, it was a 
victory of “the powerful in the hands of the weak, the many 
in the hands of the few, the impure in the hands of the 
pure, the wicked in the hands of the righteous, the guilty 
sinners in the hands of those who were occupied in your 
Torah....” As such, Chanukah fits perfectly into the rubric 
of all Jewish holidays: the bad guys wanted to destroy us, 
G-d enabled us to beat them, so let’s eat (latkes) and give 
praise to our Divine Protector.

The question is: Why wasn’t that great military victory  
sufficient? Why did G-d have to create yet another  
miracle — which effectively teaches the same lesson about 
the small amount that stretches and expands to become a 
much more significant amount — of the small cruse of pure oil sufficient for one 
day, which managed to bring light to the menorah for eight days (a period of time  
necessary for the Judeans to procure more oil, as explained by Maimonides in his 
“Laws of Chanukah”)? Furthermore, they did find enough oil for one day; hence, if 
the miracle was only for the requisite seven additional days, why do we celebrate 
the festival for eight (and not merely) seven days?

The sainted Rabbi Elijah of Vilna (of the 18th century), known as the Vilna Gaon, 
notes that if one counts from the very first word of the Bible, Bereishit (“In the 
beginning”), the twenty-fifth word is ohr, “light,” as in the verse, “and the Almighty 
declared ‘Let there be light’ (Genesis 1:3).” When we remember that the military 
victory — and onset of the festival of Chanukah — takes place on the twenty-fifth 
of the Hebrew month of Kislev, and that Chanukah is known by the Book of  
the Maccabees and by the Second Commonwealth historian Josephus as the 
“Festival of Lights” (Chag HaUrim) after the miracle cruse of oil, the “coincidence” 
noted by the Vilna Gaon is nothing less than startling. And in order to under-

It was a victory of  
“the powerful in the hands  
of the weak, the many in  
the hands of the few, the  
impure in the hands of  
the pure, the wicked in  
the hands of the righteous,  
the guilty sinners in the  
hands of those who were  
occupied in your Torah....” 



stand in depth the message of this “coincidence,” we must bring to mind a most  
profound insight of my teacher and mentor, Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik.

“Why does our Bible open with the story of the creation of the cosmos and not 
with the first of the commandments?” queries our classical commentator Rashi. 
Answers Rabbi Soloveitchik, the story of the creation of the world includes the 
very first commandment, as well. After all, the central injunction of our Bible is the 
command that we “walk in (G-d’s) ways,” act in accordance with the basic “traits” 

attributed to the Divine: “Just as He is compassionate, so 
must we be compassionate; just as He is filled with loving 
kindness, so must we be filled with loving kindness.”

Similarly, if G-d created the world, we too must emulate 
that creativity; we too must become creators. And if the 
Almighty stood at the abyss of the darkness of the deep 
and created light — and indeed, that was His first act of 
creation — so must we enter places of darkness and bring 
light. This is precisely the meaning of “perfecting the 
world,” tikkun olam, the G-d-given task to Israel to be “a 
light unto the nations.” (See the Aleinu prayer, prescribed 

to be recited after every statutory prayer.) All it takes is a little bit of light to push 
aside a great deal of darkness. 

Rabbi Prager, sainted editor of the Beit Yaakov magazine and acclaimed witness 
of the Holocaust, writes of a young boy in Auschwitz whose Bar Mitzvah was the 
first day of Chanukah. He painstakingly collected scraps of oil to craft a makeshift 
“candle,” and invited a small group to celebrate with him after midnight in his “bunk.” 
In the blackness of the night, in the hell-hole of Auschwitz, a small band of wasted, 
frightened Jews huddled together to watch the Bar Mitzvah boy light the “candle,” 
intone the blessings, join with him in the traditional Chanukah songs. Just as they 
were beginning to feel themselves transported to an almost forgotten time of love 
and light, a Nazi guard entered, shot into the air and barked at the youth at the center 
of the nocturnal activity to put out the candle. The Bar Mitzvah looked unwaveringly 
into the eyes of the Nazi.

“We Jews do not extinguish light,” he said. “We make light.”

Inexplicably, the Nazi guard turned and strode out without a word.

The Jewish mission in the world is to add to G-d’s light and push away the world’s 
darkness, which, unfortunately, remained from the beginning and threatens to 
overwhelm creation. That is what it means for us to function as G-d’s partners. 
And that was the higher meaning of the miracle of the menorah light; we added 
our “human” light and our act of “enlightenment” to G-d’s initial light at the time of 
creation. And that is likewise the miracle of the first day: our realization that we 
must add our own light to the already existent Divine light in order to perfect an 
imperfect (incomplete) world.

His first act of creation —  
so must we enter places of 
darkness and bring light.  
This is precisely the meaning 
of “perfecting the world,”  
tikkun olam, the G-d-given  
task to Israel to be “a light  
unto the nations.”



The Message in the Candles
RABBANIT SALLY MAYER

Rosh Midrasha, Maria and Joel Finkle Overseas  
Program, Midreshet Lindenbaum

T he festival of Chanukah commemorates an  
incredible miracle. When the Beit Hamikdash was 

rededicated by the Hasmoneans after their military  
victory, a small flask of oil sufficient enough to light the 
menorah for one night, lasted eight. However, there have 

been other miracles which seem far greater than this one in Jewish History and 
we, as a nation, do not celebrate them. For instance, there is no holiday for the 
splitting of the Jordan River when the Jews crossed into Eretz Canaan. There is no 
holiday celebrated to remember the sun stopping for Yehoshua during his battle  
in Giv’on, and the list goes on. So, why is the miracle of the oil lasting eight days 
instead of one so special? Further, there were many miracles in the time of  
the Beit Hamikdash, described frequently in the Talmud, why do we specifically 
celebrate this one? 

Perhaps the answer lies in the special symbolism of the menorah in the Beit  
Hamikdash, and the particular time this occurred. The Talmud (Yoma 21b) teaches  
that there were five ways in which the second Temple was inferior to the first,  
one of which was the lack of the shekhina, G-d’s holy presence. The Gemara in 
Shabbat tells us that what testified to the shekhina’s presence was the western 
lamp of the menorah, which had the same measurement of oil as all the rest but 
lasted longer than them all. For the forty years that Shimon Hatzadik served as 
Kohen Gadol (High Priest) during the second Temple, the daily mini miracle of the 
menorah, that small sign that G-d was involved in the Temple service, returned 
for a time (Yoma 39a). However, after his death, it would occur only sporadically. 

The Hasmoneans fought valiantly to rededicate the  
second Temple, but it was a diminished Temple, missing 
its signature miracles that showed Hashem’s favor. When 
Hashem returned the daily miracle that happened in the 
first Temple and multiplied it by eight, imagine the joy 
and celebration amongst the Jewish people! This wasn’t 
just a supernatural occurrence, but a clear sign from G-d 
that He approved of our efforts and is willing to join us 
once again in the Beit Hamikdash. This indeed warrants a 
yearly celebration, and it takes on added meaning as we pray  
daily that Hashem should return His shekhina to Jerusalem 
once again and grant us the full redemption. 

This wasn’t just a super- 
natural occurrence, but  
a clear sign from G-d that  
He approved of our efforts  
and is willing to join us  
once again in the Beit  
Hamikdash.



The Precedent for the Final  
Redemption

RABBI CHAIM KANTEROVITZ

Senior Rabbinical International Educator at OTS  
and Director of the OMEK program

I n his assessment of the causes, and aftermath of 
the historical events that led to the establishment of 

the festival of Chanukah, Rambam (Maimonides 12th 
century Spain) writes towards the end of the first law:

ָָּדם  ִמי ָרֵאל  ִיׂשְ יעוּ  ְוהֹוׁשִ וֲַהָרגוּם  דֹוִלים  ַהּגְ ַהּכֲֹהִנים  מֹוַנאי  ַחׁשְ ֵני  ּבְ  “...ְוָגְברוּ 
ָנה ַעד  ָרֵאל יֶֶתר ַעל ָמאַתִים ׁשָ ְוֶהֱעִמידוּ ֶמֶלְך ִמן ַהּכֲֹהִנים ְוָחְזָרה ַמְלכוּת ְלִיׂשְ

ִני.”  ֵ ן ַהּשׁ ַהֻחְרּבָ

“...and the sons of Chashmonai the high priests overcame them and slay them and 
redeemed Israel from their hands and they appointed a king from amongst the 
Priests and the Kingship was returned to the Jewish people for over two hundred 
years until the destruction of the second Temple.” (Laws of Chanukah 3:1)

The emphasis of Rambam here on the Kingship is striking. It would seem that 
Jewish Sovereignty is the dominant theme of this festival. It is even more puzzling 
that the monarchs of the house of Chashmonai were not known for their devotion 
to the Jewish faith. In fact, historically the opposite was true. Decadence and 
not only disregard for life, but often outright acts of atrocities, accompanied this 
ruling class. 

If so, what is Rambam emphasizing here? There is no doubt that Jewish Sover- 
eignty in Eretz Yisrael plays a significant role in our outlook and perspective,  
especially in our generation, when we have been blessed with a Jewish State in 
our Homeland.

Yet looking deeper there is more to this comment than meets the eye. 

Sefat Emet (Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, 19th Cent Poland) in his teachings 
on Chanukah offers further insight…

“...על שם החינוך כי הוא הכנה וחינוך לגאולה העתידה...”

“...it is named (Chanukah) from the word Chinuch (educating) for it is a preparation 
and education towards the future redemption…” (Sefat Emet Chanukah 5647)



In deciphering the question as to the significance associated with Chanukah  
and the message meant for all time, Sefat Emet sees it as a preparation for the 
time when Jewish Sovereignty shall be restored in Eretz Yisrael, and the final  
redemption shall be complete.

Whereas on every other such occasion, power and authority were simply trans-
ferred from one gentile Kingdom to another, this time the Jewish Kingdom  
actually regained sovereignty and established its own monarchy. 

In fact, the Shulchan Aruch (Code of Jewish law) rules that 
when one encounters the ruins of a Judean city one should 
render ones garments and read the verse “Your holy  
cities have become desolate.” The Mishnah Berurah, in 
an illuminating comment, teaches that the issue is Jew-
ish Sovereignty. So that if there is a city in Eretz Yisrael 
with a Jewish Majority, but under non-Jewish rule, one still  
renders one’s garments and reads this verse. 

Yet the reverse is also true. A city under Jewish Sovereign-
ty is no longer considered desolate, and therefore one need not tear one’s clothes 
as a sign of mourning or recite the aforementioned verse. (S.A: O.C 561-M.B: 2) 

The kindling of the lights and recitation of a complete Hallel are both functions of 
the Temple service, in Temple times, under Jewish Sovereignty. Our sages estab-
lished this festival, with all of its practices, as a way to keep the national memory 
of such time alive. It is a message of hope and anticipation for a time that as a 
nation we will return to our homeland and shine again as a light unto all peoples, 
heralding a new era for the completion of the final redemption. 

The Women of Chanukah
PNINA OMER

Director, Yad La’isha: the Monica Dennis Goldberg Legal 
Aid Center and Hotline for Agunot 

L ighting Chanukah candles is an obligation as well as  
a privilege for women. This is clearly illustrated and 

accepted within Jewish law “... for they, too, were present 
at that miracle”, according to the Shulchan Aruch (Code  
of Jewish Law). This precept also appears in the Gemarah 

(Talmud), but doesn’t specify what this miracle is, or who the woman who may have 
prompted this miracle was. Rashi, alone, refers to this in his commentary, writing “for 

A city under Jewish  
Sovereignty is no longer  
considered desolate, and  
therefore one need not tear 
one’s clothes as a sign of 
mourning or recite the  
aforementioned verse.



the Greeks had decreed that all married virgins must cohabit first with the (Greek) 
general, and a miracle occurred because of a woman”. 

During the period of the rishonim, the miracle was associated with Judith, the  
high priest Yochanan’s daughter, and the author of the Mishnah Berurah, the  
commentary known as Ramah on the Shulchan Aruch, and others share this idea. 

There is a Midrash found in ancient manuscripts on Chanukah. In it, Yochanan’s 
daughter is described as someone who resolutely defied the Greek’s decree to 
give herself over to the hegemon, the Greek governor. This caused her brothers 
to mount an active opposition that would result in the beheading of the hegemon, 
and a reprisal by the monarchy in the form of a siege on Jerusalem. The end of 
the Midrash appears in the Book of Judith, and relates to how another woman, 
a widow named Judith (who was like any modern female superhero – beautiful, 
rich, and completely righteous) beheaded the general who command the siege of 
Jerusalem, just moments before the city capitulated, ultimately saving the nation.

In the original source, which appears in the Book of Judith, the widow beheaded 
Holophernes, a warlord in the service of the king of Assyria, unconnected to the 
Greek rulers. However, in the Midrash that we read, these two stories were inter-
twined and merged, so over the years, the daughter of Yochanan, the high priest, 
merited to have her name tied to the other Judith, and would receive credit for the 
warlord’s beheading as if she had done it herself. This tradition was also adopted 
by the commentators.

Nevertheless, it turns out that both Judith, the daughter of Yochanan the high 
priest, as well as the other Judith, proved themselves exemplary figures worthy of 
being etched into our collective memory. Both women were observant, righteous, 
trailblazing, and virtuous. 

The daughter of Yochanan the high priest, who demanded justice for the offence 
committed against her sisters, was prepared to pay a high social price to preserve 
their dignity. While the rest of the nation looked on and kept silent, Judith sparked 
a remarkable social revolution.

Judith, who is described as a woman who poured her heart 
out before Hashem: in prayer, tears, and fasting, knew how 
to make the transition between speaking (with Hashem)  
and taking action. She took the initiative, wisely and  
courageously, and succeeded in penetrating deep into  
the enemy camp, outdoing all of the generals who had  
previously failed in this endeavor.  

These two are national heroines living within us, and it befits us to bring them 
back to life.

While the rest of the nation 
looked on and kept silent, 
Judith sparked a remarkable 
social revolution.



We should renew the tradition, which was abandoned for various reasons, and 
insist that every mother and daughter light Chanukah candles, “because they, too, 
were present when the miracle occurred”. They, too, prompted the miracle, and we 
must bear in mind that miracles always begin within us.

Chanukah; for All and for Us
RABBI YEHOSHUA GRUNSTEIN

Director of Training and Placement for the Beren-Amiel 
and Straus-Amiel emissary programs

T he private and public symbiosis of the Chanukah 
candles is vital in halakha: why are they lit in the 

home, but facing the outside? 

Both the Talmud and Rambam’s code illustrate to us the 
story that lead up to the catalyst of this mitzvah; the lightning of the candles for 
eight days. It seems the Ancient Greeks strived to omit the Jewishness from the 
Jews both privately, inside their homes and publicly, in the Beit Hamikdash. 

Therefore, since the aim of the Greeks was to destroy the Jewishness of our  
nation; privately and publicly, we purposefully commemorate the miracle of  
Chanukah echoed through the Chanukiya. It is connected to the home, but it is 
facing outwards towards the street. Here we learn that a Jew is both internal and 
external, and that it is vital to annually express the importance of their Jewish-
ness privately and publicly. 

The private expression of a Jew manifests itself through the different aspects of a 
Jewish home such as: keeping kosher, Shabbat and placing mezuzot on the door. 
The external expression is displayed by: being honest in business, paying taxes, 
and respecting the community around you.

Before Chanukah, Yaakov’s story is read in the weekly Torah portion. When enter-
ing Shechem he conveys this idea (Beresheit 33/18): 

“ויחן את פני העיר”; אמר רב: מטבע תיקן להם, ושמואל אמר: שווקים תיקן 
להם, ורבי יוחנן אמר: מרחצאות תיקן להם )מסכת שבת דף ל׳׳ג:( 

“And he (Yaakov) encamped before the city;” Rav said; he made a monetary system 
of coins for them. Shmuel said; he made a marketplace for them. Rabbi Yochanan  
said; he made bathhouses for them (Tractate Shabbat 33b.) 



Here Yaakov teaches us that while staying internally Jewish (pre-Sinai), he was 
also at the forefront of promoting social justice. He made a monetary system, 
a market and a place to keep proper hygiene. The items on this list, while being 
external, all have roots inside the Torah.

So, once a year we publicly declare that we are Jews  
defying the Greek’s attempt to encourage assimilation, 
to separate between Jews and Judaism. Within modern  
assimilation a Jew prioritizes Jewishness second and 
acting like everyone else first. The Chanukiyah is placed 
inside the home but facing the public, exemplifying that 
our values should prevail in both; one should not prioritize 
one over the other. 

There is a halakha of “הדלקה עושה מצווה“ / Lighting the lights is the Mitzvah; 
that if the candles were lit in a place that they were most likely to stay lit, for 
the obligatory time, there is no need to relight (code, OC 675/2). While promoting 
Torah values of honesty and justice to the world, we need not allow the latest 
‘fashion’ or ‘fad’ to ‘blow out’ our Jewishness. We have no excuse not to better 
our world even if these passing tends may influence us. The story of Chanukah 
illustrates that we have an obligation to express Jewish values both privately and 
publicly and we must ‘weather the storm’ to help promote a better tomorrow for 
everyone. 

“If it was Extinguished,  
One is Not Bound to Relight it”:  
A Dvar Torah for Chanukah.

ATIRAT GRANEVICH

Fellow, Susi Bradfield Women’s Institute for Halakhic 
Leadership (WIHL)

T he flickering lights in the Chanukiyah are truly 
heart-warming. These candles, melting away under 

the flames, draw our gazes and publicize the wondrous 
miracles that the Holy One, blessed be He, performed 
for us in those days. With this in mind, the halakha  

exempting us from relighting a candle that went out seems puzzling. According 
to halakha, even if the candle had burned for just a split second, we have fulfilled 
the mitzvah. This is a difficult commandment to fulfill. It is quite natural to want 

The Chanukiyah is placed  
inside the home but facing  
the public, exemplifying that 
our values should prevail in 
both; one should not prioritize 
one over the other. 



to relight an extinguished candle, just as we would correct any other mistake, so that 
the candle can burn alongside all the other burning candles. Yet Jewish law tells 
us that we mustn’t be overzealous. We must understand that we don’t control  
everything, we aren’t responsible for everything, and our 
only obligation is to light the candle. Whatever happens 
after the candle was lit is no longer our responsibility. 

Another halakha helps us elaborate on this perspective. 
During Chanukah, we are allowed to use any kind of 
wick, oil or wax to light the Chanukah candles. This list  
includes the wicks and oils that we may not use to keep 
the commandment of lighting the Shabbat candles. It isn’t 
necessary to seek out choice materials for Chanukah.  
We may fulfil our obligation with the most basic of  
materials available. 

These two mitzvot can be explained through the notion that by using simple and 
accessible materials, by resisting the urge to re-light an extinguished candle, and 
by ceasing all other activities while lighting these candles, we are providing more 
space for the Divine Presence. The festival of Chanukah commemorates the  
Hasmonean struggle against the phenomenon of trying to resemble the Greeks 
and adopting their culture. They did this under the banner of “Whoever stands 
with Hashem – come to me!”. However, before long, the Hasmonean dynasty  
forgot this motto and became corrupt. 

The festival of Chanukah beckons us to struggle against the darkness in two 
ways. The first is to kindle the fire, actively spreading the light and banishing the 
darkness, which is echoed in the expression: “Turn away from evil and do good”. 
The second, no less important but discussed less than the first, is to “let go” in 
that will let the light of the Holy One, blessed be He, influence and enrich the 
world. As we exclaim in our prayers: 

“His glory fills the entire land”. 

Jewish law tells us that  
we mustn’t be overzealous.  
We must understand  
that we don’t control  
everything, we aren’t  
responsible for everything,  
and our only obligation is  
to light the candle.



A Light that Gradually Diminishes, 
a Light that Gradually Intensifies 

RABBANIT BILI RABENSTEIN

Rosh Beit Midrash, Israeli Programs,  
Midreshet Lindenbaum

The Sages taught in a beraita:

The basic mitzvah of Chanukah is to have a light kindled 
each day by a person, the head of the household, for  

himself and his household. 

And the mehadrin, i.e., those who are meticulous in the performance of mitzvot, 
kindle a light for each and every member of the household. 

And as for the mehadrin min hamehadrin, Beit Shammai says: On the first day one 
kindles eight lights and, from then on, gradually decreases the number of lights 
until, on the last day of Chanukah, he kindles one light. And Beit Hillel says: On the 
first day one kindles one light, and from there on, gradually increases the number 
of lights until, on the last day, he kindles eight lights. (Babylonian Talmud, 21b)

Various explanations were given for the dispute between the disciples of Hillel 
and those of Shammai, tying it to their other disputes that have each stemmed 
from their polarizing viewpoints. In this essay, I suggest associating this dispute 
with a beraita that appears in Tractate Avoda Zarah, describing the two seasons 
of the year that were instituted by Adam. It reads as follows:

(With regard to the dates of these festivals), the Sages taught: When 
Adam the first man saw that the day was progressively diminishing (as 
the days become shorter from the autumnal equinox until the winter 

solstice) he said: Woe is me; perhaps because 
I sinned the world is becoming dark around 
me and will ultimately return to the primordial 
state of chaos and disorder. This is the death 
that was sentenced upon me from Heaven. He 
arose and spent eight days in fasting and prayer. 
Once he saw that the season of Tevet, i.e., the 
winter solstice, had arrived, and saw that the day 

was progressively length-ening after the solstice, he said: Clearly, the 
days become shorter and then longer, and this is the order of the world. 
He went and observed a festival for eight days. Upon the next year, he 

Clearly, the days become  
shorter and then longer,  
and this is the order of the 
world. He went and observed  
a festival for eight days. 



observed both these eight days on which he had fasted on the previ-
ous year, and these eight days of his celebration, as days of festivities.  
He, Adam, established these festivals for the sake of Heaven, but they, 
the gentiles of later generations, established them for the sake of idol 
worship. (Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Avodah Zarah 8a)

According to this beraita, Adam was horror-struck when he encountered the  
natural phenomenon of diminishing daylight. He feared that the darkness would 
ultimately prevail, resulting in a world that was pitch-black. This anxiety lead him 
to impose on himself a regime of prayer and fasting. When the days grew longer, 
Adam decided to declare a festival.

Rabbi Yoel Bin-Nun highlighted the connection between this bereita and the festival  
of Chanukah. He noted that Chanukah always falls on the shortest days of the 
year, immediately before the trend reverses, and the days become increasingly 
longer. He also mentioned the linguistic connections between this beraita and the 
“mai chanukah” (“what is Chanukah”) beraita in Tractate Shabbat (page 21b) of the 
Babylonian Talmud, which ends with the words “the next year (after the Chanukah 
miracle), the Sages instituted those days as holidays...”.

I’d like to point out the connection between the story about Adam and the dispute 
between the disciples of Hillel and Shammai regarding the way the Chanukah  
candles are supposed to be kindled. Linguistically, the expressions “gradually  
diminish” and “gradually intensify”, which were said in relation to the number of 
candles kindled on Chanukah, resemble the expressions used in the beraita cited  
above regarding the extension and contraction of daylight hours throughout the 
year. Semantically, the two sources project a similar image: in both cases, the 
light (either sunlight or candlelight) is not static. It is dynamic. It waxes and wanes.

I would suggest that the dispute between the two Talmudic schools of thought  
actually concerns the question of which of the holidays instituted by Adam was 
set as the holiday of Chanukah. Was it the first, characterized by prayer and fasting 
(as Beit Shammai would have it), or is it the second, such as the festival that Adam 
observed once he realized that he had been spared (as Beit Hillel would have it).

This leads to the divergent natures of the holiday itself: according to Beit Shammai, 
this is a time for praying and fasting, while Beit Hillel claims that it should be about 
praising Hashem and giving thanks. This second approach sees Chanukah as a histor-
ical, one-time event that should be observed with festivities, while the first approach 
understands it as a recurring experience that will renew itself each and every year.  
At all times, the days of Chanukah are a time of testing, one that carries the potential 
of making amends while calling us to prayer. 

May it be the will of Hashem that we merit to celebrate a holiday that embraces all 
of these aspects: amends, prayers, praise to Hashem and thanksgiving.



The Flame and the Light
RABBI DR. KENNETH BRANDER

President and Rosh HaYeshiva of Ohr Torah Stone 

B eit Shammai and Beit Hillel offer differing views on 
the kindling of the Chanukah lights.

Beit Shammai’s reason for requiring a continual 
decrease from eight (Chanukah) lights to one 
is so that the various kindlings correspond to 

the bull (sacrifices) of the Sukkot festival, and Beit Hillel’s reason for the  
continual increase from one light to eight is the principle that in sacred 
matters we elevate, and do not lower, the degree of sanctity. (Shabbat 21b)

The above explanation, that the decreasing number of Chanukah lights is in some 
way connected to the sacrifices of Sukkot, seems perplexing. After all, what is the 
connection between the lights of Chanukah and the sacrifices of Sukkot? 

In order to explore this issue, we must recognize that this disagreement between 
Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel is not limited to the fires of Chanukah but also emerges 
when discussing the bracha recited over the lighting of the havdalah candle.

Beit Shammai says: the text of the (havdalah) blessing over the flame is 
“Blessed are You … King of the Universe who created illumination on the 
(original) fire,” bara ma’or ha’esh. Beit Hillel says: “Blessed are You… who 
creates the illuminations of the many fires”, borei me’orei ha’esh. 

Fire is a unique creation. Adam and Eve were shown by G-d how to extract fire 
from nature (Bereishiet Rabba: 12). It was the first piece of matter to be created 

in partnership between G-d and humankind. The Talmud’s 
explanation that Beit Shammai compares the candles to 
the sacrifices on Sukkot while Beit Hillel explains that one 
increases in holiness serves to connect these two issues, 
Chanukah and the Shabbat havdalah experience, are one 
conceptual argument between the two schools of thought. 

When we recite havdalah after Shabbat, we are celebrating 
our reentry into the creative role we play in society. Ha-
vdalah is a call to all of our senses to reengage, reminding 
us of the responsibility we have as G-d’s junior partners in 
completing the creative process. Both Beit Shammai and 

Beit Hillel recognize that the fire of Chanukah and havdalah represents human-
kind’s ability to affect society, to dispel the darkness in the world around us. 

Both Beit Shammai and  
Beit Hillel recognize that  
the fire of Chanukah  
and havdalah represents  
humankind’s ability to  
affect society, to dispel  
the darkness in the world 
around us.



For Beit Shammai, the concern of what can occur to humankind as the social 
player is frightening. Perhaps he/she will not affect change but will rather become 
part of the darkness. Therefore, Beit Shammai suggests that any time fire, the 
original creative act of humankind and G-d, is used as a paradigmatic example of 
our engagement into society — there is concern. For Beit Shammai, when lighting 
the Chanukah lights, the model must be the sacrifices of Sukkot, for on Sukkot we 
offer sacrifices for the seventy nations of the world, decreasing the amount daily, 
concluding with sacrifices ONLY celebrating the unique relationship between G-d 
and the Jewish people. Similarly, with havdalah, the key concern is to remind us 
that our creativity must always be rooted in our engagement with G-d. Therefore, 
Beit Shammai suggests that on Saturday night we recite a blessing that heralds 
back to that original creative experience, to remind us of the original rendezvous 
between G-d and humankind. Hence, according to Beit Shammai, the blessing 
celebrates fire in the singular past tense, retreating to this original experience. 

Beit Hillel does not disagree with the concerns of Beit Shammai but suggests that 
when eish is used as part of the ma’seh mitzvah, we must use it to focus on the po-
tential of humankind in our various creative endeavors. On Chanukah, we ascend 
in holiness, recognizing that we are never to retreat but must continue to add light 
in all our efforts to impact society and dispel the darkness. On motzei Shabbat, 
at the moment that we reengage with our creative talents, our focus must not be 
to withdraw to that original creative experience but rather, me’orei ha’esh – our 
capacity to create new lights and new energy in the world. 
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