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REKINDLING THE SPARKS OF HOLINESS                                                                  R’ EYTAN FEINER

Chanukah
The money and presents are always sweet treats, the dreidel playing loads of fun, and let us not forget the oft-gluttonous consumption of too many latkes and sufganiyot. But the highlight of Chanukah, of course, is the lighting of the candles, a time when family unites to commemorate the overt wonder of the miniscule amount of oil that miraculously lasted for eight days. The victory on the battlefront was no less spectacular but it is specifically the neis of the pach shemen that is cited in gemara Shabbos (21b) as the reason for the establishment of the festival known to us as Chanukah,
 and thus we celebrate for a duration of eight days. Surely, then, if we were to name this momentous period we would, naturally, attempt to highlight or, at the very least, noticeably encompass this miracle of the oil within the festival’s title; a name, after all, is our means of relating to the true essence of the day. And yet we find in “Chanukah” almost no hint whatsoever
 to the very miracle for which it was established in the first place-- what exactly was going on in the mind of our Sages?

The Meanings of “Chanukah”

Let us, then, explore the various reasons cited for the festival’s name. The word “Chanukah” can be divided into the two smaller components of the word “chanu,” they rested, and the number, “chof-heh”, referring to the twenty-fifth day of Kislev, the date on which the resilient Chashmonaim vanquished their mightier opponents and finally rested from battle.
 Although this reason is mentioned by several halachik commentaries,
 the Shibulei Haleket (#189) avers that it only serves as a siman, not an actual reason, for the title of “Chanukah.” Albeit an interesting remez, our senses tell us there has got to be something more…

Another reason offered takes us back to the days of Moshe as we remember that the Mishkan, the Tabernacle, was completed on the twenty-fifth day of Kislev.
 However, this reason seems to turn our attention away from the miracles of our Chanukah story, failing to address the events of the Hasmonean period-- thus compelling us to accentuate instead what must necessarily be a more essential reason upon which this can then piggyback.         

What appears, therefore, to be the most plausible explanation for Chanukah’s name is its reference to the Chanukas HaBayis, the commemoration of the rededication of the Beis HaMikdosh from the defilement of the Greek enemy.
 The rededication lasted for a period of eight days as the Chashmonaim restored the Temple’s purity after prevailing over those who had managed to defile it. The Chiddushei HaRim even suggests that the gemara’s intent in asking “mai Chanuka?” was, in fact, to locate the reason for the festival’s name.
 The lighting of the Menorah using only pure olive oil- rather than relying on certain principles that allow for the use of impure oil- was due to a miracle that occurred because of their “chavivus ha’chinuch,” their love and longing to rededicate the Temple and illuminate its lights in only their purest state.
               

Upon discovering the underlying theme behind the festival’s name, we can now rewind to the time of the Mishkan’s completion. The Mishna Brura cites a medrash
 informing us that, although the Mishkan was actually completed on the twenty-fifth day of Kislev, HaKB”H waited until Nissan, the month in which Yitzchak was born, before erecting the grand edifice.
 HaKB”H then said that He will see to it that “chof- heh” Kislev receives its due compensation and, eventually, ‘paid-up’ by ensuring that the Second Temple’s rededication occurred on that very day. 
Let us review for just a moment: The Mishkan was to house the Divine Presence and, together with its avodah services, was to enable the Jewish People to return to the cherished level of closeness achieved earlier at Matan Torah.
 Having been completed on the twenty-fifth of Kislev, that day should have, accordingly, been the honorable day on which the Mishkan’s full glory would come alive. G-d determined otherwise, but assured that day that it would be rightly compensated at a later time. If the Chanukas HaBayis of the Chashmonaim was to be “chof-heh” Kislev’s compensation, then, by definition, whatever a newly-erected Mishkan was to bring into the world, was necessarily just as equally manifest with the Second Temple’s rededication. To ‘pay-up’ the day means to eventually accord it at least the very same glory and honor that it earlier deserved; subsequently, this translates into our mandatory understanding of the Chanukas HaBayis of the Chashmonaim as, ki’elu, a Mishkan being erected anew. In the same fashion that the Mishkan brought the infinite glory of the Divine Presence down to this world, the Second Temple’s rededication succeeded in manifesting that very same closeness and the identical special qualities first introduced by the original ‘dwelling place of G-d.’

And this is what the festival of Chanukah is all about. The Bach (siman #670) writes that the exile of Yavan was punishment for a “his’rashlus b’avodah,” the slacking off in the Temple’s sacred service, derelict in our duties to meticulously carry out the intricate tasks demanded of us. The tikkun, therefore, could only arise when the Jews- with the Chashmonaim at the forefront- would openly demonstrate their mesiras nefesh for a return to the Temple’s treasured avodah, insatiably yearning to restore the full-fledged holy service to its original state.

Hence, the subsequent- and quite apropos- title of “Chanukah.” The time was a time focused on the Temple’s rededication, a moment when we overcame our opponents, overcame our initial “hisrashlus b’avodah,” and returned to the extreme closeness to G-d that only the sacred service of the Temple could procure. It was a time when we experienced the Mishkan being erected all over again, when we felt wholly enveloped by the very same kedusha and proximity to the Divine Presence that the venerated Tabernacle first introduced to us. The special day of “chof-heh” Kislev has been accordingly recompensed and Chanukah will forever be highlighted as the day of the Chanukas HaBayis.

Connecting Back to the Oil and the Neiros

Our journey, though, is not yet complete. Regarding the connection back to the gemara in Shabbos and the ubiquitous presence of oil and neiros on Chanukah, we must turn to the penetrating words of the Maharal. In his Ner Mitzvah, the Maharal writes that Yavan was unique from the other nations in that it possessed a certain ability to exercise control over the Heichal, the name used to describe the Kodesh, the prime location for the avodah in the Temple. An interesting substantiation to this idea can be found in the gematria he presents. The numerical equivalent of “Heichal” is 65 while that of “Yavan” is 66-- a subtle allusion to the idea that Yavan possessed a unique ability to overcome the sanctity of the Heichal and defile it.
 When the Greeks managed to cross the sacred threshold, they subsequently contaminated all the vessels, but the spotlight seems to be specifically on all the oil therein: “Vitim’u kol ha’shemanim” (Ma’oz Tzur). Why the oil in particular?

The Maharal continues by noting that oil is that which is “mi’yuchad l’kedusha, “ designated specifically for purposes of holiness, as we know that all the holy vessels and people are sanctified by the act of pouring oil over them. Anything befitting for holiness must first be anointed by drops of oil- shemen ha’mishcha- poured atop it, an act symbolically demonstrating that the recipient is above and beyond the natural world: “shemen” alludes to “shemini,” the number representing “li’malah min ha’tevah.”
 Hence, the Greeks, passionately intent on ridding the Jews of their innate holiness, aimed especially for the oil and succeeded in defiling all but one small remaining jar. Because of G-d’s miraculous intervention, the Chashmonaim
 quashed their opponents and immediately ran to purify and rededicate the Temple to highlight the very reason for the victory: to restore the sacred avodah to the temporarily defiled Heichal. That is why the festival is labeled “Chanukah”- for it was the Temple’s rededication that so emphasized the miraculous victory over Yavan and the ensuing ability it engendered to, once again, serve G-d through the hallowed avodah in the Heichal. 

The avodah of the neiros took place in the Heichal. The miracle of the oil, adds the Maharal, was therefore merely to openly reveal and accent the preceding miracle of the victory. Now that the Chashmonaim’s victory was sealed, the avodah in the Heichal could finally return as before and the lighting of the candles could, once again, be performed.
 They contaminated the oil of holiness- that which metaphysically attaches sanctity to the unconsecrated; to therefore highlight the re-purification of Yavan’s defilement and the restoration of the holy service in the Heichal, G-d chose specifically the conduit of the oil through which the overt miracle of Chanukah would be displayed.

Based on the above reinforcement, we now have an even clearer picture of why the central focus of Chanukah revolves around that which its very name implies to be the essence of the day- the “Chanukas HaBayis.” The Temple was rededicated and the sacred avodah restored. With this in mind, let us quickly turn to the “Al HaNissim” for some corroboration from the prayer’s choice terminology.

The Nusach in “Al HaNissim”

During the eight days of Chanukah, the “Al HaNissim” liturgy is added to our Shmoneh Esrei and Birkas HaMazon prayers, inserted into their respective sections devoted to expressions of gratitude. The spotlight is centrally focused on the miraculous salvation wrought by G-d, as we read of the astounding victory on the battlefront where the Chashmonaim were clearly the underdogs fettered to face a far more formidable foe.
 And the miracle of the lone sealed jar of pure olive oil is glaringly absent from the entire prayer. On the heels of recounting the victory, we then find:

“Thereafter, Your children came to the Holy of Holies of Your house, cleansed Your Temple, purified the site of Your Holiness, and kindled lights in the Courtyards of Your Sanctuary; and they established these eight days of Chanukah to express thanks and praise to Your great Name.”

Yes, the lights of the Temple’s Menorah were kindled, but nothing whatsoever is mentioned concerning the miracle that enabled such an event. Have we fully divorced ourselves from the gemara in Shabbos which concluded that it was specifically the neis of the pach shemen for which the entire festival was established in the first place?

Not forgetting the remarks of the Maharal and our aforementioned conclusions, we naturally have no problem reconciling the gemara with the nusach of “Al HaNissim.” The festival was named for its true essence, the “Chanukas HaBayis,” the Temple’s rededication and the return to the avodah therein. The Yevanim defiled the oil designated for holiness and precluded the continuation of the Temple’s service that was predominantly performed in the Heichal. The victory on the battlefront is what really allowed for a return to the avodah; G-d merely chose the vehicle of the holy oil through which to reveal the open miracle of the Menorah’s lighting that marked the significant role it played in the Heichal’s service. It was thus only after the miracle of the lone pach shemen that Chanukah would be established, for through that miracle, the essential reason for the celebration and festivities was finally manifest: the glorious return to the sacred avodah in the Heichal where the Menorah took center stage.

The nusach in “Al HaNissim” sums it all up beautifully. “Vi’achar kein,” thereafter- immediately after the revolt’s success, the Chashmonaim ran to the Temple and proved that their paramount interest was not in military victory and the destruction of the Greeks, nor was it in wielding political power. They ran first to the Beis HaMikdash to demonstrate that it was the undisturbed resumption of the avodah therein that dominated their interests.
 They “came to G-d’s Holy of Holies,” and then “cleansed His Heichal” and “purified His Mikdash.” And for what reason? All to be able to “kindle lights in the Courtyards of Your Sanctuary.” The service of the Temple- highlighted by the rekindling of the sacred Menorah- has been restored, and everything is now set in place for a festival known as Chanukah to be established: “And they established these eight days of Chanukah…” Why? For the Chanukas HaBayis has transpired and the special closeness to G-d that only the service in His Temple could foster, was once again attained.

Returning to “Chanukah”- “Chanu” on “Chof-Heh”

Everything is now coming into clearer focus. We rewind for a second glance at the remez of “Chanukah”  breaking down into the two smaller components, “chanu,” they rested, and “chof-heh,” the twenty-fifth day of Kislev, the date upon which the victory was sealed and the avodah restored. What a peculiar emphasis we must certainly wonder: “they rested”-- this is supposed to highlight an essential aspect of Chanukah? Far more befitting would at least be the notion of victory, of quelling the Greek dominance and returning the kingship and Temple to Jewish hands. Why just highlight the war’s cessation and the ensuing tranquility?

Perhaps we have already answered the question. This battle was, of course, not against a nation intent on the extermination of any Jews, nor bent ever so slightly on subjecting us to physical oppression. Yavan wanted the Jews alive and healthy but detested their overwhelming sense of kedusha, of a profound holiness that transcended the mundane world, the realm within which the Greeks lived, thought, and thrived. They wished to break down all barriers distinguishing the Jewish nation from the others,
 and issued harsh decrees designed to outlaw the study of Torah and performance of mitzvos,
 specifically targeting milah, chodesh,
 and Shabbos.
 

Victory over such an enemy, therefore, need not be emphasized by expressions of military defeat or subsequent political control.
 The cardinal point of contention revolved around the spiritual realm and not the physical one. Once the Jews are free to return to their rigorous Torah study, diligent mitzvah observance, and sacred service in the Temple, that itself represents their full-scale victory over Yavan. Hence, the mere fact that they “rested” from battle on the twenty-fifth day of Kislev- and were thus able to continue undisturbed as before- essentially sums up what the victory over Yavan truly implied. “Chanukah” rightfully breaks down to “chanu” on “chof-heh.”
 The return to Torah and avodah was achieved and thus the “chanu” on “chof-heh” of “Chanukah” goes hand-in-hand with the “Chanukas HaBayis,” the rededication of the Temple and its elaborate avodah service. 

This also explains why the “Al HaNissim” of Chanukah makes no mention of any subsequent treatment of the Greek army and its leaders upon their downfall. The comparable prayer recited on Purim concludes by highlighting the hanging of the nefarious Haman together with his sons. What then, ever happened to his Greek counterparts in the “Al HaNissim” said on Chanukah? The answer, of course, is that it makes no difference to us. On Purim, Amalek arose to physically annihilate the Jewish People. Although there were spiritual elements as well,
 Haman’s primary focus was the physical destruction of the Jews. His high hopes were transformed into gossamer visions as HaKB”H covertly intervened to ensure Haman’s defeat. The “Al HaNissim” of Purim emphasizes the complete turnaround and the fulfillment of Haman- as Amalek- falling prey to our charge of “Macho timcheh es zecher Amalek.” 

On Chanukah, however, we were not up against an Amalek-like foe. The battle revolved solely around the spiritual and we are thus not interested in the after-effects of the Greek army. We “rested” from war and were able to resume our Torah and avodah, to reunite with the cherished closeness to G-d we had earlier experienced. The “Al HaNissim” of Chanukah is not concerned with the destruction of Greek leaders but with the success of our own in restoring an aura of equanimity.
 

And perhaps the “HaNeiros Hallalu” prayer subtly echoes the same point. We begin its recitation with mentioning that we kindle the lights upon “the miracles, the wonders, the salvations, and the battles that You [G-d] performed for our forefathers.”
 At the prayer’s close, however, when we speak of gazing at the candles to evoke our immense gratitude to HaKB”H, we make reference once again to the “miracles, wonders, and salvations,” while the reference to “milchamos,” the battles, is surprisingly dropped from the list. Perhaps the blatant omission is to remind us that the focus was not at all the battle itself but merely the ensuing “resting” it engendered, a “resting” that translated into the immediate resumption of our Temple avodah. 
That is the tikkun for our initial “his’rashlus b’avodah”— and that is what we are really giving thanks for on Chanukah.

� See Meshech Chochma, Vayeishev, 37:24, who discusses why the gemara only mentions the miracle of the oil while ignoring the one of the military victory over the Greeks. Regarding his comments, see also Ki’motzei Shalal Rav on Sefer Beraishis, p. 361, quoting the Maharam MiPadua. See also R’ M. S. Shapira’s Kuntrus HaMoadim, Chanukah, p. 290. Concerning the juxtaposition of two seemingly unrelated passages in that gemara- a point addressed by R’ Meir Simcha (ibid.)- see also the Torah Temimah (#20), and see the Izhbitzer’s Mei HaShiloach, vol. 1, likutei haShas (Chagiga 3a), p. 262.         





� We do, of course, have the hint cited by the Avudraham (see also Ateres Zikeinim and Pri Migadim, siman #670) that “Chanukah” is an acronym for “ches neiros (eight candles) v’halacha k’Beis Hillel,” but such a subtle hint certainly does not at all diminish the strength of our question.  And besides, what would Beis Shamai say… (Regarding the mention specifically of Beis Hillel in the context of such a remez, see the comment of R’ P. N. Gross appearing in his insights on R’ E. Wolf’s Mah She’haya Hu She’yi’hiye on Haftoras, vol. 2, p. 363.)    





� Following the interpretation of the Levush, Pri Chodosh, and Birkei Yosef (all in siman #670). The Maharsha (Chiddushei Aggados, Shabbos 21b) and the Bach, however, opine that the “resting” does not refer to the cessation from battle. Based on the Maharil, the Bach claims that it hints, rather, to their resting from doing any melacha while the candles were burning. For several other profound reasons for the name “Chanukah”- mostly based on various breakups of the word’s letters- see the B’nei Yissaschar, Ma’amarei Chodshei Kisleiv-Teives, ma’amar 3, #1-3, and ma’amar 4, #s: 86, 89, 94, 98-107, 151.       





� Tur (OC”H, #670), Kol Bo (#44), Ran’s commentary on the Rif to Shabbos 21b (quoting others), and Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, (#139:1).  





� This reason is mentioned in Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (ibid,) and Mishna Brura, #670:7. (See Be’er Hetev, ibid., 3.)  See also Pesikta Rabbasi cited in Yalkut Melachim, remez 184.  





� Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (ibid.), Mishna Brura (ibid.). In addition, see the comment of the Maharal’s grandson cited in Koveitz HaMoadim (Moriah publications) on Chanukah and Purim, p. 32. See Ohr Zarua, vol. 2, #321, and the Maharsha (Chiddushei Aggados, Shabbos 21b) who also emphasize the rededication but focus specifically on the altar: “Chanukas HaMizbei’ach.” See also R’ Yaakov Emden’s Mor U’kitzea, beginning of #670, for a novel interpretation to the festival’s name.





� See also Pachad Yitzchak on Chanukah, ma’amar 10, and see Drash Moshe, drush 33, p. 379. Rashi, Ran, and most others, explain the gemara’s question as seeking the neis for which the festival of Chanukah was established. (See also R’ Yehuda Yaaleh As-had’s comments on Rashi, printed in Divrei Maharya on chumash; his insights on Chanukah appear right before parshas Mikeitz.)          





� See also P’nei Yehoshua and Gilyonei HaShas to Shabbos (21b), and Chochmas Shlomo on the Shulchan Aruch, OC”H,  #670:1. In addition, see Sheim Mi’Shmuel, Chanukah (Beraishis, vol. 2), pp. 202, 231, and 242. 





� Pesikta Rabbasi, parsha 6, siman 5.   





� The Mishkan was the center of avodah and would therefore be most appropriately erected on the day that the paradigm of avodah was born. (I heard this point originally from R’ Elya Weintraub, and then I came across the same idea in R’ Yitzchak Arieli’s Shiras HaGeulah commentary on the Pesach Haggadah, p. 5. There exists a dispute, however, regarding the precise date of Yitzchak’s birth—see the various opinions in R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky’s Kuntrus Li’Michseh Asik, parshas Vayeira, p. 6.) For other explanations, see R’ Shimon Schwab’s Ma’ayan Beis HaShoaiva, parshas Pekudei, 40:2, and see the Torah journal, Kol HaTorah, vol. 52 (Nissan, 5762), p. 273.    





� See the Ramban’s introduction to parshas Teruma. Furthermore, in the tefilla of “Ahava Rabba,” we read: “Chemla gedolah v’yiseira chamalta a’leinu…”. The Gra understands that the word “yiseira” is coming to add that, not only did HaKB”H forgive His people for the sin of the golden calf, but He also restored the original closeness that they had achieved with Him at Har Sinai. See also the remarks of R’ Shlomo Me’Germeiza and the Siach Yitzchak on the words, “Vi’ratzisa banu,” in the Shmoneh Esrei for Yom Tov. Even after our egregious sin of the golden calf, G-d still showed us His endless affection by displaying the Ananei HaKavod that would hover continuously over the Mishkan. 


� See the additional insight of the Avnei Nezer in his Ne’os HaDesheh, Chanukah (9).  





� See R’ Hutner’s elaboration in his Pachad Yitzchak, Chanukah, end of ma’amar 11. See also R’ Dessler’s Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 2, pp. 115-120. (The discovered oil was sealed with the seal of the kohen gadol, an individual who likewise is considered li’malah min ha’tevah…see R’ Dovid Cohen’s Birchas Yaaveitz, vol. 1, p. 156.)





� The root letters of “Chashmonaim” also subtly hint to how their defeat of the Yevanim was way above and beyond the natural world, as we find a “ches,” the eighth letter, preceding the word “shemen,” indicative of the “shmini” concept highly magnified.        





� At his “V’zos Chanukah” tisch (5762), the current Boyaner Rebbe quoted his grandfather, the previous Rebbe, as noting the following interesting remez. In the stanza of Ma’oz Tzur germane to Galus Yavan, we read: “B’nei binah, yi’mei shmonah kav’u shir u’rinanim,” men of insight established eight days for song and jubilation. Why are the Sages here referred to, specifically, as “b’nei binah?” “Binah,” as we know, refers to being “mayvin davar me’toch davar, exercising the ability to understand one thing from another. The miracle of the “nosar kankanim,” of the last remnant of the oil flasks, was merely one through which we were to understand that the real miracle was the victory that enabled us to return to the sacred avodah in the Heichal. Chanukah was to be established by those discerning ones who were indeed able to be “mayvin davar me’toch davar.”


 


� See R’ Karlenstein’s Kuntrus B’Inyanei Yi’mei HaChanukah, p. 28. 





� In his Ta’ama Dikra, pp. 29-30, R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky also notes that the mention of kindling the Menorah’s lights was simply inserted as the concluding act of the victorious Chashmonaim. See his explanation there for why the miracle of the oil is absent from this commemorative prayer. See also Yavin Da’as (kuntrus Chasdei Avos, siman 17 (#17), quoted in R’ Dovid Cohen’s (from Chevron Yeshiva) Yi’mei Chanukah (ma’amar 10. p. 128). In addition, see R’ Shlomo Kluger’s Kehillas Yaakov on Chanukah (ma’amar 5, drush 3) for a very novel and interesting approach to this question. See also R’ D. B. Applebaum’s Yi’sa MiDabrosecha on Maseches Kiddushin, siman 28. (See also Koveitz Iyun HaParsha, 5768, gilyon 40, p. 63.) 





� See the Chofeitz Chaim’s insights on Tefilla.  





� R’ Gedalyah Schorr deals with this topic at length in his Ohr Gedalyahu. See, for example, pp. 51, 56, and 59.


 


� See Beraishis Rabba, 2:4, and Pirkei D’R’ Eliezer, chapter 28. 





� See R’ Chanoch HaKohen Ehrentreu’s Iyunim Bi’divrei Chazal U’vi’lishonam, pp. 266-267, regarding the “chodesh” being referred to in this context.





� See the beginning of Megillas Antiyoches. Why specifically these three mitzvos is a question dealt with by the Sfas Emes (5647), Sheim MiShmuel (Beraishis, vol. 2, Chanukah, pp. 206-207, 259-260), R’ Dovid Cohen’s Birchas Yaaveitz, vol. 1, p. 156, and numerous others. (See also my essay on Yom Kippur.)


 


� See also the point made by R’ Moshe Feinstein in his Drash Moshe, drush 32, p. 377.





� I subsequently found that R’ Chaim Friedlander, in his Sifsei Chaim on the Moadim, vol. 2, pp. 2-3, articulates the very same question and answer that I have presented here.





� See the Gra’s commentary on Megillas Esther, 3:13, and his Aderes Eliyahu on parshas Ha’azinu, 32:35. 





� See Peninim Me’Parshas HaShavua, Sanhedria HaMurchevet publication (year 26, gilyon 27), quoting R’ Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l.    





� Although there are numerous nuschaos of the “HaNeiros Hallalu” liturgy, I have followed the one appearing in Ashkenazic siddurim.    








