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Shabbat Chanukah 
Text: 

 
 

On the day that Moses finished setting up the Tabernacle, he anointed 
and consecrated it and all of its furnishings, as well as the altar and its 
utensils. When he had anointed and consecrated them, the chieftains of 
Israel, the heads of the ancestral houses, namely, the chieftains of the 
tribes, those who were in charge of enrollment, drew near and brought 
their offering before the Lord: [Bamidbar 7:1-3] 
 

Commentary: 
 

A.  In the days of Mattathias son of Yohanan, the heroic Hasmonean 
Kohen, and in the days of his sons, a cruel power rose against your people 
Israel, demanding that they abandon Your Torah and violate Your mitzvot. 
You, in great Mercy, stood by Your people in time of trouble. You 
defended them, vindicated them, and avenged their wrongs. You 
delivered the strong into the hands of the weak, the many into the hands 
of the few, the corrupt into the hands of the pure in heart, the guilty into 
the hands of the innocent. You delivered the arrogant into the hands of 
those who were faithful to Your Torah. You have revealed Your glory and 
Your holiness to all the world, achieving great victories and miraculous 
deliverance for Your people Israel to this day. Your children came into 
Your shrine, cleansed Your Temple, purified Your sanctuary, and kindled 
lights in Your sacred courts. They set aside these eight days as a season for 
giving thanks and chanting praises to you.  [Chanukah prayer in the 
Amidah] 
 
B. “What is Chanukah? For the rabbis have taught: Commencing with 
the twenty-fifth day of the month of Kislev there are eight days upon 
which there shall be neither mourning nor fasting. For when the Greeks 

ת ה ְלָהִקים אֶׁ ת-א ַויְִהי ְביֹום ַכּלֹות מֹשֶׁ ש אֹתֹו ְואֶׁ -ָכל-ַהִמְשָכן ַויְִמַשח אֹתֹו ַויְַקדֵּ

ת ָליו ְואֶׁ ת-כֵּ ַח ְואֶׁ ש אָֹתם.-ָכל-ַהִמזְבֵּ ם ַויְַקדֵּ ָליו ַויְִמָשחֵּ ל   כֵּ י יְִשָראֵּ ב ַויְַקִריבּו נְִשיאֵּ

י בֵּית ֲאבָֹתם ם ָהעְֹמִדים ַעל  ָראשֵּ י ַהַמטֹת הֵּ ת  ַהְפֻקִדים.-הֵּם נְִשיאֵּ -ג ַויִָביאּו אֶׁ

ש גְֹלת ָצב ּוְשנֵּי ָעָשר ָבָקר ֲעגָָלה ַעל-ָקְרָבנָם ִלְפנֵּי יְהָוה שֵּ ְשנֵּי ַהנְִשִאים ְושֹור -עֶׁ

ָחד ַויְַקִריבּו אֹוָתם ִלְפנֵּי ַהִמְשָכן.  ְלאֶׁ



entered the Temple, they defiled all the oil that was there. It was when 
the might of the Hasmonean dynasty overcame and vanquished them 
that, upon search, only a single cruse of undefiled oil, sealed by the High 
Priest, was found. In it was oil enough for the needs of a single day. A 
miracle was wrought and it burned eight days. The next year they 
ordained these days a holiday with songs and praises." (B. Shab. 21b] 
 
C. A Chanukah Prayer: We are the Miracle! As we celebrate the 
festival of lights and this season of miracles we are reminded 
that the real miracle of Chanukah is not the bit of oil that burned for eight 
days nor the military victory of the Maccabees. We are the real miracle! 
We are here to tell our story! Empires have risen and fallen; our faith has 
been challenged. Our people attacked. Yet we are here to light the candles 
that remind us who we are: a people, united in history and in faith. No 
matter our differences we share a common bond, we recall a single story, 
we celebrate an ancient-modern land, we speak a holy language, we learn 
words that extend from Sinai to our own day. With each passing year, may 
the light grow brighter, and the challenge more compelling to carry on not 
by might nor power but through the spirit of nationhood and faith. [Rabbi 
Mark Greenspan, Rabbinical Assembly prayer for first day of Chanukah] 
           
             

Questions: 

1. According to each source, what is the reason we observe 
Chanukah? What is the “real” miracle of Chanukah? In your opinion, 
which one is the “true” reason? 
  
2. What is the “truth” in each statement? What does each one teach 
us about the meaning of Chanukah? Why is the passage from Bamidbar 
read on Chanukah? What does it add to our understanding of Chanukah?  
 
3. Which of these statements is also a particularly American reason 
to celebrate Chanukah? Which one might you use if you were teaching 
non-Jews about Chanukah? Is Chanukah, in its core a “children’s” holiday 
or does it have real meaning for adults as well?  
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