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FINDING PEACE THROUGH FIRE                                                                                 R’ EYTAN FEINER
Chanukah
The illuminating lights of Chanukah never cease to captivate us. But we must certainly wonder why these neiros manage to play such a prominent role on the Chanukah stage: when we think of the festival’s various rituals and customs, it is the lighting of the candles that always comes first to mind. Perhaps, as well, their underlying messages will enable us to better understand the connection of the Chanukas HaBayis of the Chashmonaim to the earlier Chanukas HaMishkan that was set to transpire on “chof-heh” Kislev. For such tasks, we must return to the days of the Mishkan and catch up with Aharon HaKohen as he is presented with the honorable charge of kindling the hallowed Menorah.

Neiros and Shalom Bayis

Aharon HaKohen had just witnessed the Chanukas HaNesiim, the offerings of the tribal leaders when the Mishkan was first dedicated, and became despondent, feeling himself and his tribe excluded from any distinguished participation. The Medrash Tanchuma
 continues by citing G-d’s response to Aharon’s despair with the consolation that his service would be greater than that of the nesiim, for he would prepare and kindle the Menorah in the Mishkan. What was so special about illuminating the lights of the Mishkan’s Menorah?

In his Be’er Yitzchak commentary on Rashi, R’ Yitzchak Horowitz turns our attention to one of the reasons why we are obligated to light Shabbos candles. The gemara in Shabbos (23b) states that the candles of Shabbos are conducive to shalom bayis, peace and harmony in the home. Rashi explains that the light they produce dispels the tension that often permeates an unlit house, and provides an ambience of domestic serenity as the members of the household can move about freely and delight in the aura of Shabbos.
 Although HaKB”H and His Beis HaMikdash certainly do not require the light of our candles, their illumination remains symbolic of the lofty concept of shalom bayis that was to prevail in the dwelling place of the Divine Presence as well. 

That is why, offers R’ Horowitz, Aharon HaKohen was appeased with being charged with the kindling of the Menorah. Shalom is referred to as the lone “kli machzik bracha,”
 the only vessel G-d claims to contain His bountiful blessing, and it was therefore specifically Aharon who would complete the dedication of the Tabernacle with the finishing touch of bringing shalom- and thus accompanying blessing- to everyone else’s contributions. No bracha could be manifest from any gifts, nor any holy vessels, until the sacred candles were to symbolically bring forth shalom into G-d’s dwelling place.
 And, naturally, who is more suitable for this honorable task of bringing shalom into G-d’s “bayis” than Aharon HaKohen, the quintessential “o’heiv shalom vi’rodef shalom”…   

Not surprising, then, to witness specifically the priestly Chashmonaim attempting to unify the people and bring back a renewed sense of shalom in the time of the Chanukah story.
 It is these descendants of Aharon HaKohen who ultimately engender the relighting of the lights of shalom in G-d’s dwelling place. Ingrained in them from their illustrious ancestor is what it truly means to be rodeif after shalom… 

Neiros and Kurva to HaKB”H

It was thus the vehicle of the neiros that highlighted the sense of shalom that reigned in the Mishkan and subsequent Batei Mikdash- just as our weekly candles have come to represent our own shalom bayis.
 And what is pure shalom but the ensuing harmony reflected when two people become close to the point that there is no longer any room for conflict. The grand edifice of the Mishkan was erected precisely to emphasize the renewed kurva between HaKB”H and His chosen people. They had been forgiven for their grievous sin of the golden calf and G-d demonstrated His renewed ties and closeness to His beloved nation that would merit experiencing daily the tangible presence of the Shechina. During the Chanukas HaBayis of the Chashmonaim, this overwhelming closeness was felt once again as the original dedication of the Mishkan was re-experienced on a much later “chof-heh” Kislev. The devout warriors had witnessed G-d miraculous intervention on their behalf and immediately rushed to the Heichal to demonstrate to the people the renewed kurva best illustrated by the Menorah’s sparkling lights.

The Unifying Power of Fire

Rashi has informed us that the light brought about by candles ensures harmony in the home, for people can then roam freely and the overall tension is somewhat eased. But perhaps we could delve a tad deeper and extend the correlation of fire to shalom, why it is that the sense of peace and unity is encompassed specifically in the vehicle of fire.   

Let us think for a moment about the uniqueness of fire. Homogeneous in its core nature, it is the only substance that automatically transforms whatever is placed within it to that which it itself is-- whatever is thrown into fire soon becomes fire as well. What better representation, therefore, of sheer unity? Anything thrown into a flame will soon become an intrinsic part of the fire itself.
 Furthermore, until it reaches a dangerous level, the inherent warmth of a calm fire lures a person to bask in its proximity- it naturally pulls one closer. 

And the symbols continue: The tip of the flame is white, the color that encompasses all the diverse colors of the spectrum and can thus be referred to as their unifier. Even the Menorah, the vessel which contained the fiery lights, was to be made “b’miksha achas,” formed as one solid piece- again highlighting the notion of unification and harmony- and formed, of course, by Moshe casting the gold into a fire… No surprise, therefore, that the gematria of “Menorah” and that of “aish” both yield the identical result (301).

All the neiros of the Menorah were to face the ner ha’ma’aravi, indicative perhaps of the same motif:
 The Menorah- with its flaming lights- stood for shalom, peace and harmony, achieved through the multiple hints of unity manifest through both its creation and continuous function. And it would only be lit by Aharon the kohen gadol, the quintessential o’heiv shalom, who carried with him symbols of all the collective tribes and represented the entire Jewish People in his unique service.
 The individuals who took up arms to defeat the Greeks and rushed to light these unifying lights of the Menorah- with oil sealed specifically by the kohen gadol
- were thus understandably descendents of that first kohen gadol…
       

Shalom, of course, can only be properly achieved through kurva, establishing a strong sense of closeness with another. The overt chibbur, connection with G-d, that was witnessed daily in the Heichal was specifically through the medium of fire. When the sacrifices were being consumed on the altar, a miraculous fire descended from the heavens above and joined together with the man-made fire already burning on the sacrificial altar. Hence, it was through the conduit of fire that the Jewish People witnessed their close attachment, their profound sense of chibbur, to G-d above. This naturally explains why the word for a sacrifice on the altar is a korban, alluding to the fact that it serves as a vehicle through which kurva to HaKB”H is attained. And this kurva will then be manifest to all when the korban’s fire on the altar becomes wondrously united with the heavenly one. 

Although the mizbei’ach thus also demonstrated this aspect, there was, of course, the natural need to light a regular fire on the altar. The flames of the Menorah, however, were completely unnecessary from a practical standpoint, and thus it is specifically the light of the Menorah that is to serve as the primary testimony to the Divine Presence resting within the Jewish camp.
 

In addition, a totally unique connection between the Jewish People and G-d is best highlighted by something specifically characteristic of His chosen nation. Even the nations of the world possess their own ideas of altars and sacrifices to their respective gods. The concept of a Menorah, however, is completely alien to them, especially when its light is not at all needed for the purpose of illumination.
 It is the fiery light of the Menorah, the quieter echo of the raging fire upon the altar, therefore, that best illustrates the unique and close connection between G-d and His people. It is a concept entirely unique to the Jewish nation, the lone nation which views itself as above and beyond the world of the mundane. The lights of the Menorah were to be prepared solely from shemen, the pure olive oil that is intrinsically tied to the concept of kedusha and shemini, the representation of all that is li’malah min ha’tevah.

Let us continue the thought of fire’s unifying nature just a bit further. It was specifically fire, we noted, that joined the heavens with the man-made altar below, that served as the vehicle through which all were able to see the open connection between mortal man and G-d. And perhaps because fire itself is the best representation of the ultimate unifier, fusing everything into its own natural composition and leaving us with only a larger flame. G-d thus chooses fire as the means by which to illustrate that our sacrifices to Him enable us to connect and fuse with His eternal Being. 

The greatest prophet ever, in fact, first connects to G-d as G-d reveals Himself to Moshe through the conduit of a burning bush, and the prophet Eliyahu ascends heavenward specifically in a chariot of fire. In addition, at Har Sinai, we read: “All of Har Sinai was smoking because G-d had descended upon it in the fire” (Yisro, 19:18).
 G-d establishes His firmest bonds through the means of His creation called fire, using the symbol of unifying power to highlight the impregnable ties between Him and His chosen people. The Torah was thus given specifically in a fire-filled surrounding. Hence, those who subsequently unite themselves entirely with G-d through His Torah can merit a display of fire intended to accent their close proximity to G-d’s Divine Presence— as witnessed, for example, in the case of the renowned tanna, Yonason ben Uziel, whose learning produced a flame overhead that consumed all birds flying through.
 

The paradigm of ultimate chibbur in our physical world is the holy union of man and wife, the merging of “ish” and “isha,” represented by the joining of two words each containing within it the word “aish,” fire. To produce offspring, they need the third shutaf, the most instrumental ‘partner,’ HaKB”H, Who is represented by the additional “yud” and “heh” (that together comprise one of G-d’s many names) added respectively to the Hebrew labels for man and woman. It is thus, once again, G-d appearing in the midst of “aish” at a moment when we connect with Him on the highest plane.        

“Aish”= “Kurva,” “Barak,” and “Boker”

Perhaps we can view this same concept from yet another angle. The gematria of “aish,” fire, is 301. Knowing full well that the wisdom of gematria allows us to be one off,
 how interesting, then, to find that the Hebrew word for lightning, barak, equals 302. Lightning, after all, is essentially a form of aish descending from the heavens above.
 The very same three letters that form “barak”- beis/raish/kuf- also comprise the word “boker,” meaning morning.
 The boker, naturally, only really begins with the rise of the fireball sun, the source of the world’s heat. Hence, both barak and boker share the gematria of “aish,” both intrinsically intertwined with the element of fire.

Let us also not ignore the following: From our perspective, at least, the sun rises from the horizon and heads upwards towards the heavens. Lightning, on the other hand, descends from the heavens and heads toward the ground. Both Hebrew words comprise the same three letters but, although both begin with the letter beis, “barak,” lightning, then undergoes a numerical descent from the higher raish to the lower kuf, while the word “boker,” morning, sees the lower kuf ascending towards the higher raish. Lightning is a connection of fire from the heavens downward, while the rise of the fireball sun signifies a connection from the horizon upwards-- both are essentially aish and thus share its numerical equivalent, and both are connected to each other by their identical letters. 

And what else do these very three letters spell? They form the shoresh, the etymological root of, the Hebrew word “kurva” (kuf/raish/veis), the very word we have been utilizing all along which translates into closeness. Aish represents the notion of kurva and thus it was aish that formed the miraculous bond between the heavens and the earth that demonstrated G-d’s kurva to His people in the Temple. Tightly bound to the word “kurva” are the words, “barak” and “boker,” both of which refer to aish-related forces, and both of which also illustrate a connection between the heavens above and mortal man below.

“Ner Yisroel”

We have hitherto observed the manifold connections between fire and the idea of kurva and, ultimately, shalom, the resulting state of close-knit unity. The neiros foster shalom bayis and the Menorah lit by Aharon HaKohen was to symbolically fill G-d’s abode with the shalom that would serve as His vessel through which to shower His nation with boundless blessing. “Ein kli machzik bracha elah ha’shalom,” the mishna stated, and it was therefore the candles alone that would trigger all ensuing blessing emanating forth from the Mishkan. What strikes our interest now is how this could perhaps assist in resolving the following phenomenon.

There are only two individuals throughout all of Shas Bavli who are referred to by others as “Ner Yisroel,” the candle, the light, of the Jewish People- a venerated title indeed. We turn first to Erchin (10a) and Menachos (88b) where we find Rebbe (R’ Yehuda HaNassi) according his son, R’ Shimon, the appellation of “Ner Yisroel” on two separate occasions. Both instances, however, provide clues for Rebbe’s choice of praise, for the first case deals with R’ Shimon’s sagacity regarding the [shining] moon and the second with regard to candles. The background set in place, we find the Shita Mikubetzes in Erchin (quoting the Rosh) and Tosfos in Menachos both citing Rabbeinu Chaim who explains the peculiar title exactly for that reason. Since both cases on hand centered somewhat on illuminating objects, the praise of “Ner Yisroel” is readily understandable.

But there is yet another in Shas who catches our attention. The gemara in Brachos (28b) relates the fascinating dialogue between R’ Yochanan ben Zakai and his disciples, as we encounter the great sage on his deathbed. Upon entering the room, his students cry out: “Ner Yisroel…”,
 referring to their revered teacher as the “light of the Jewish People.” Although Rashi in Erchin explains the title concerning R’ Shimon above based on the fact that “he illuminates the eyes of the sages,” this praiseworthy description is so rare that we noticed how other Rishonim felt compelled to locate something more specific to the recipient of such praise. Rabbeinu Chaim thus enlightened us regarding Rebbe’s son, R’ Shimon, yet no Rishonim seem to deal with the identical title accorded R’ Yochanan ben Zakai. The incident in Brachos has no apparent connection to illuminating objects, so why the strange appearance of “Ner Yisroel?”
 

Perhaps there is a connection to the notion of neiros after all. Rewinding back a bit in Brachos, we find a brief passage describing a unique aspect of this very same R’ Yochanan ben Zakai: “It was said about R’ Yochanan ben Zakai that no one ever preceded him in giving shalom, even a gentile in the marketplace” (17a). He was always greeting others with shalom in the street before they had a chance to beat him to it. The gemara cites this approbation of R’ Yochanan ben Zakai as an example of Abbaye’s call to be “marbeh shalom,” to increase feelings of peace and harmony among all people; and yes, even among the gentiles in the marketplace.
 
How interesting, then, to return to the passage detailing R’ Yochanan ben Zakai’s final moments (28b), to find this great sage being praised as the “Ner Yisroel.” An archetypal “marbeh shalom” like R’ Yochanan ben Zakai could rightfully be labeled the “light of the Jewish People,” for he is one who embodies the same trait of shalom that the flickering lights of our Shabbos candles achieve in our own homes.

“Ner Mitzvah V’Torah Ohr”

“Ki ner mitzvah v’Torah ohr,” we read in Shlomo HaMelech’s Mishlei (6:23). The Maharal
 explains that the “ner” in the pasuk refers to the lights of the Menorah that stood in the Beis HaMikdash, since only regarding that Menorah do we notice an actual mitzvah to light its oil. The word “mitzvah”, in fact, is etymologically related to the word “li’tzavos,” meaning to attach and wholly connect oneself to. Through the performance of G-d’s mitzvos, we become firmly attached to Him. 

Based on all the aforementioned, it is quite understandable then why Shlomo HaMelech would refer specifically to the ner of the Temple’s Menorah as the “ner mitzvah.” The lights of the Menorah symbolized the strong ties between G-d and His beloved people, the unbreakable bond to the nation charged with serving Him in the Beis HaMikdash. It is through the vehicle of those fiery lights that the Jewish People will forever recognize the connection they have to their Creator above. The enveloping warmth of those special flames reminds us of the shalom that dwells constantly between us and HaKB”H. They are, in fact, the only lights that, as long as the Beis HaMikdash stood, miraculously never stopped flickering. Nay, those lights would never be extinguished, just as the connection to HaKB”H remained constantly strong as long as His people were worthy of meriting a dwelling place for the Shechina.

In his gloss to Shabbos (23b), Rashi applies this very pasuk to a Talmudic dictum, claiming the “ner mitzvah” of the pasuk to be referring to the lights of both Shabbos and Chanukah. The connection, the “tzavsa,” so strongly felt between G-d and His people, would not be limited to the lights of the Temple’s Menorah. Every Shabbos and every Chanukah, we can feel the closeness of the Shechina as well. We can wholly sense the inextricable bond that exists between us and HaKB”H. The Friday night candles of shalom bayis have much in common with the lights of Chanukah, the ones that echoed the original deep-felt connection between G-d and us first introduced in the Mishkan. They all tap into the shadow of shalom, the state of achieving complete unity with the G-d Who gave us the precious gift of Shabbos and Who gave us the Mishkan and Batei Mikdash as well.

“The lights of the house take precedence over those of Chanukah,” the Rambam writes,
 “for they are essential for shalom bayis, and G-d allowed His ineffable Name to be erased [regarding the parsha of Sotah] for the sake of family harmony.” Although aspects of shalom emanated from the Menorah’s lights as well, G-d is more concerned with the filial relationships in our homes than with the sense of shalom personified in His own dwelling place. And so the Rambam concludes his laws on Chanukah, closing with the immemorial message of the greatness of shalom: “Great is shalom for the entire Torah was given to make peace in the world…” 

And so we conclude our essay on Chanukah. The Medrash Tanchuma
 relates: “Said HaKB”H to Klal Yisroel- ‘If you are careful to light [the Menorah] before Me, then I will watch over your souls which are compared to a ner, for it is written: ‘Ner Hashem nishmas Adam.’” The only way we can rest assured that our “neiros,” our souls, can be carefully guarded by HaKB”H, is to ensure that we heed the calls of the actual neiros, the cries and pleas for preserving shalom in our homes, in our communities, and in our own mini sanctuaries. Only then will the light of the Temple’s Menorah flicker and shine once again as we all return to bask in the warmth and glory of the full-fledged kurva between us and HaKB”H that only a third Beis HaMikdash can really provide.                            

� Tanchuma #5, cited by Rashi at the outset of parshas Beha’aloscha.
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� See also R’ Yitzchak Flakser’s Sha’arei Yitzchak, vol. 7 (Siach Yitzchak section), siman 8. 





� See also the remarks of R’ Dovid Cohen in his Birchas Ya’aveitz, vol. 2, p. 173. 





� G-d expresses the hope that His people continue learning Torah even after sinking to the lowest spiritual levels, for the “ohr she’bo machziro li’mutav,” the light (fire) contained therein will return them to the righteous path. One who throws himself into the study of Torah will surely become absorbed by the Torah’s influence, which will, ultimately, transform him into a true Torah-filled being. See the Chofeitz Chaim’s remarks in this regard in his introduction to Likutei Halachos on Seder Kodshim.  
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� In the introduction to his Leket Yosher, the disciple of the Terumas HaDeshen quotes his Rebbe who notes that a difference of one in gematria is irrelevant and cites a proof from Gittin 88a. Another proof cited is based on the Ba’al HaTurim’s comment on Vayechi, 48:5— and see also the Rosh, the Da’as Zikeinim, and the Rokeach (ibid.), and see the Sefer Gematrios Li’R’ Yehuda HaChassid, vol. 1, #222 (p. 233). (See also the Smag, la’vin, #138.) See Medrash Talpiot, end of anaph “gematrios”. See also the Chida’s Divash Li’fe (ma’areches “gimmel,” #14) quoting the Arizal and the Rama MiPhano, and the Chida’s Mikor Chesed on the Sefer Chassidim, #389. See also B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei chodshei Kisleiv/Teives (ma’amar 2, #2), and ma’amarei chodesh Sivan (ma’amar 2, #13). In addition, see the Steipler Gaon’s introduction to his section on “gematrias” printed at the back of his Birchas Peretz, quoting the Shibulei HaLeket (siman #212) and the Rosh on Pesachim (last perek, siman 40- although the Rosh is not discussing specifically gematrias- see also HeMe’or HaGadol (Gra), parshas Vayigash, 46:27)), as well as the Leket Yosher. See also R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver’s Pischei Shearim, p. 252, and see Degel Machaneh Ephraim, parshas Chukas, 21:27. (In addition, see R’ Yaakov Emden’s Lechem Shamayim on Pirkei Avos, 3:23.) For a clear understanding of how “im ha’kollel” works, see R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Shabbos Malkisa, section 1, chapter 3, pp. 23-24. 


    


� In truth, through the use of slow-motion photography, scientists have concluded that the bolt of lightning’s flash is actually the return bolt that ascends back towards the clouds. See Jerry Dennis’s It’s Raining Frogs and Fishes, p. 123. (See also Encyclopedia Britannica: climate and weather.) Regardless, it does, of course, first descend from the clouds, and from our perspective, it clearly appears that way as well.  





� It is so called, for only with the light of the morning can we really be “mivaker,” can we closely inspect and differentiate between various forms- Ibn Ezra to Beraishis, 1:5.





� “Kever” (kuf/veis/raish), the grave, might then be explained as the conduit through which ultimate attachment to G-d is finally achieved, a closeness only made possible after shedding the soul’s physical form and facade. Interesting, as well, is that a woman’s “rechem,” her womb, is also referred to quite often by Chazal as a “kever.” Perhaps we could understand the correlation as follows. The word “rechem,” writes the Maharal, shares the identical letters with the word, “machar,” meaning tomorrow. He explains that it is precisely the woman’s womb, her vehicle for the production of offspring, which perpetuates mankind and thus enables the concept of a tomorrow, of a future and a sense of continuity. Along the same lines, then, it is the kever which serves as the bridge to allow for the soul’s entrance into the ultimate sense of continuity, the realm of eternity found only in Olam Haba.
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� It also demonstrates the incredible humility of such a sage— see Chasdei Avos and Ahavas Shalom on Pirkei Avos, 4:20.  





� Ner Mitzvah, beginning of cheilek 2.  





� Hilchos Chanukah, 4:14. 





� Parshas Beha’aloscha, end of #3. 





