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SHEDDING LIGHT ON SPINNING OBJECTS                                                          R’ EYTAN FEINER
Chanukah/Purim
Twice a year we seem to be especially fond of spinning objects. On Chanukah and Purim, it is often not just the youngsters who take in hand the dreidel and gra'ger, respectively, and spin them aplenty until exhaustion takes over. But there is a noticeable difference in the spinning that piques our curiosity: During Chanukah we spin while holding the protruding top piece of the dreidel; on Purim, however, we hold the gra'ger from the bottom part and then begin to turn. Naturally preferring to view it as more than mere coincidence, how are we to understand this intriguing discrepancy?

The midrash (Shir HaShirim Rabba, 5:3) relates that G-d wishes to constantly bestow only abundant blessing upon His nation—but we must initiate with an "is’a’rusa di’li’tasa,” an inspiration from below. If we create an opening the size of but an "eye of a needle," then G-d, in turn, will respond with an inspiration from above, by "opening up the gateway to a large banquet hall."
 In other words, if we take the first step- albeit a miniscule one- in performing good deeds, G-d will reciprocate with an outpouring of supernatural kindness from the heavens above. Through even meager amounts of Torah, teshuva, and ma’asim tovim, we can open the gates to allow for boundless inspiration from above, often even taking the form of miracles.

Contrasting Purim and Chanukah

Their lives hanging on a delicate thread in the claws of a menacing Haman, the Jewish People united in sincere prayer and repentance
 to create an inspiration from below worthy of G-d's promise to reciprocate. Their collective efforts to rescind the harsh decree issued against them were successful in opening up the gates of heaven for many hidden miracles that brought about their salvation. It was a tremendous effort of repentance on the part of the Jewish People, and Haman was subsequently destroyed. While reading Megillas Esther on Purim, we spin the gra'ger from below upon hearing Haman's name, to proudly demonstrate that we initiated the overwhelming response from the heavens above; first the bottom part spins, and only then does its upper part follow in kind.

On Chanukah, however, our prayer and repentance were not as sincere. But a mere handful of Chashmonaim led the charge, while most of our nation failed to display the requisite inspiration from below to warrant abundant blessing from above. Rather than joining all together to combat the negative Greek influence as a unified am, large numbers actually assimilated and tragically converted
-- something we saw none of Purim time. And yet G-d showered us with miracles regardless, extending His mercy and ensuring victory, though we stood undeserving of His open involvement. 
On Chanukah we spin dreidels upon which are inscribed the first letters of the words, "neis gadol ha'yah sham," a great miracle happened there. We rejoice with our dreidels, but we spin them specifically from their top part to constantly remind ourselves that Chanukah was a time when miracles came gratis, when G-d bestowed His infinite compassion upon His people and things began to spin down to us in the form of undeniable miracles. On Purim the spinning begins from below, on Chanukah it begins from above.
 Is’a’rusa di’li’tasa vs. is’a’rusa di’li’ei’la.
  

How interesting, then, that we often "play dreidel" by spinning it for money. Whether it lands on the gimmel and the winner takes the whole pot, or the shin and money is all lost- well, that's all up to caprice: one is at the mercy of a fate totally outside his control. The dreidel’s lively action all transpires only upon leaving our hands, and we're also unsure as to how long the spinning will last. If we don't take the necessary steps in triggering G-d's promise to reciprocate in a favorable fashion, then we leave ourselves up to simply hoping for the best, longing for G-d's undeserved mercy. 
Purim time, on the other hand, we can proudly spin our noisy gra'gers as a sign we've played a significant role in bringing about Haman's demise. Just as the cacophony emitted from our gra'gers is not very pleasing to the ears, our fasting, crying, and heartfelt repentance might not always look and sound so pretty either. But it gets the job done. When we do our part, we can rest assured that G-d will do His. And thus, as opposed to the Chanukah top left to spin on its own, the gra'ger's spinning speed and duration is controlled by us. Quite apropos, this symbol of our Purim initiative and victory never leaves our hands while the spinning takes place… All the more fascinating, of course, when we remember that the Purim scare all began with Haman’s lots (from where the holiday even borrows its name), just like the whimsical dreidel—but this time, we ourselves fostered a miraculous escape from such a fate.       
Continuing to piggyback on the above distinction, perhaps we might add the following as well: Contrasting these two spinning symbols, yet another differentiating feature comes to mind. Most gra’gers are spun while being clutched firmly by the entire hand, while the dreidel is grasped by the mere tips of one’s fingers. Not so surprising, of course, in light of the above. We were far more involved in the victory symbolized by the revolving gra’ger and, hence, this victory ‘flag’ belongs firmly in our hands. Our involvement in the miracle highlighted by the spinning dreidel, on the other hand, was relatively miniscule, represented, perhaps, by the fact that only the mere tips of our fingers- and not even all the fingers…- come into contact with this symbol of what was essentially inspiration from above. G-d really did the spinning, illustrated by the minimal contact of but the very tips of our [ma’aseh] yadayim…

Even the size of our Purim victory ‘flag’ stands out far more than the tiny dreidel-- most gra’gers easily outsize most dreidels. After all, from our perspective, there is so much more to be proud of. And with our Purim victory gra’ger (“ra’a’shan,” noisemaker in Hebrew) we make plenty of noise, while the dreidel spins almost completely in silence…On Chanukah, it was G-d Who provided all the noise of the victory cheers, while most Jews stood quietly on the sidelines. Many gragers also require far more effort to get them going than do their dreidel counterparts-- just as we put in far more effort Purim time so many years ago…                     

Hand vs. Fingertips

Our distinction drawn above regarding how we grasp these spinning objects could, perhaps, be taken yet deeper. Purim marks the destruction of Amalek, the belligerent nation that originally attacked on our way to Har Sinai, at a place called Ri’fi’dim. Chazal (Mechilta- see also Sanhedrin 106a, Bechoros 5b) understand that the name alludes to a rifyon yadayim, as the people weakened in their Torah learning, thus making themselves vulnerable to the enemy. Turning now to the episode recorded at the close of parshas Beshalach, we notice the constant emphasis on “hands” as the word “yad” [or a conjugation thereof] is repeated seven times in the mere nine pasuk narrative! B’nei Yisroel initially faltered with their “yadayim,” thus mandating a tikkun specifically via “yadav emunah” and the like.
 In the wake of the lifting and strengthening of the hands in tefilla [and Torah], the Jewish People were destined for victory.    
Purim, a time that, once again, saw the destruction of Amalek and, with it, a reacceptance of the Torah (Shabbos 88a) and chizuk yadayim in our intensity in learning (especially Torah she’bi’al Peh- Tanchuma, parshas Noach, #3), is thus an apropos time to highlight the yad once more. And thus we take our grager, our victory ‘flag,’ firmly in hand (our symbolic “mateh haElokim bi’yadi”…), lift it up (“ka’asher yarim Moshe yado vi’gavar Yisroel…”), and spin it around- specifically from the bottom- to mark our role in Amalek’s destruction.
And now to the contrasting Chanukah. It was only a handful of the Jewish People that took arms in hand and battled the Greek forces. The majority remained on the sidelines, but certainly rejoiced upon victory and when the menorah was at last rekindled in the Beis HaMikdash. But the lighting of the menorah itself only makes use of the fingers: one typically doesn’t hold the candle used to kindle a flame by clutching it in the palm of his hand- it is, rather, grasped firmly and carefully by the fingertips alone. Hence, if the culmination of victory over the Greeks was expressed by the lighting of the menorah, then it is only appropriate that the dreidel, the victory ‘flag’ commemorating those miracles, also be taken solely by the tips of the fingers…                                 
The Different Nusachs
This distinction between the two holidays is fleshed out in their contrasting liturgies as well. In "Al HaNissim," we find mention in the passage for Chanukah of G-d having fought their [the Jews] battle, and having avenged their vengeance. In the blessing recited at the conclusion of the reading of Megillas Esther, however, we encounter instead: "You [G-d] fought our battle, avenged our vengeance." To consider it our battle, our war, and our victory, we must take the all-important initiative. It was specifically on Purim that we, as a unified nation, took collective action in a heartfelt effort to inspire and evoke G-d's boundless mercy and compassion. We all put in the time with several days of serious and sincere prayer and repentance. In stark contrast, the miracle on the battlefront against the far superior Greek army was a total gift from G-d in response to the noble sacrifice of but a few select individuals. Indeed, it was their battle, not ours.
 
This Chanukah, let's get the inspiration started from below. We must do our utmost to unite and work together as individuals and as a People on growing in all areas of spirituality, and hopefully we'll trigger 
G-d's mercy and miracles like never before. As a unified nation this time around, let's increase our learning (Menorah: chochmas haTorah), charity (Chanukah gelt…), mesiras nefesh for mitzvos uma’asim tovim (the milchama), dedication to avodah/prayer (chanukas ha’bayis), and the like--

And let's start spinning those dreidels upside-down…                     

� See Shu”t Eysan Aryeh, siman 75, #3.





� In actuality, they were united in even more ways—see R’ Zalman Sorotzkin’s beautiful insight in his Chut Shel Chessed commentary on Megillas Esther, p. 37.  





� See the comments of R’ Yitzchak Flakser in his Sha’arei Yitzchak, vol. 7 (Siach Yitzchak section), pp. 134, 139.


   


� Ta’amei HaMinhagim, Inyanei Chanukah, #859, citing the Korban Ani in the name of the “Ritza”.





� See B’nei Yissaschar, Ma’amarei Chodshei Kisleiv-Teives, ma’amar 4, #115 (see also #24). Regarding the first instance in which HaKB”H “passed over” the usual requirement of an is’a’rusa di’li’ei’la, see the remarks of the Skverer Rebbe in his sefer on Chumash, parshas Vayeitzei.    





� See also Chut Shel Chessed on Megillas Esther, p. 14. 





� Ta’amei HaMinhagim, ibid., kuntrus acharon, quoting Eizor Eliyahu. See also R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky’s explanation appearing at the end of Derech Sicha (bi’urei tefilla, p. 661), and in his Bi’ur al Birkas HaMazon, p. 51.  





