Chanukah Cheese


The sixteenth century Polish scholar, R. Mosheh Isserles (Rama) records the following custom (Orah Hayyim, 670: 1):  "Some say that it is a custom to eat cheese on Chanukah, since the miracle happened on account of milk that Judith fed to the enemy." A modern, popular work goes so far as to declare that this practice evolved into the hearty custom of eating potato latkas: "The custom of eating cheese delicacies on Chanukah is …as old, perhaps, as the Chanukah lights.  Pancakes made with cheese were used.  From this developed the custom of eating pancakes of all kinds."  Thus, according to this approach, the origin of Chanukah latkas ultimately dates to the actions of a certain Judith who cleverly fed milk to the enemy.


The practice of eating cheese on Chanukah directly relates to the role of women in the miracles of Chanukah.  Nevertheless, the history of this custom needs further analysis.


Women are normally exempt from time bound positive commandments, such as lighting candles on Chanukah.  Yet, the Talmud (Shabbat, 23a) affirms that the obligation to kindle lights on Chanukah "certainly" applies to women.  The sage, R. Joshua b. Levi, explains, "They too, were involved in the miracle" (af hen hayu be-oto ha-nes).


The medieval commentators struggle to understand this teaching of R. Joshua b. Levi.  The great French commentator, R. Shelomo Yitshaki (Rashi, 11th c.) explains this phrase as follows:  "The Greeks decreed that all [Jewish] virgins about to marry must first submit themselves to the pleasure of the prince.  And through a woman the miracle happened."


Rashi's comments provoke astonishment and leave us wondering how exactly a woman brought about this miracle.  Approximately three hundred years later an expanded account of this story appears in two separate sources; in a Spanish work belonging to R. Nissim b. Reuven Gerondi (Ran, d. a. 1371), as well as in the Kol Bo, an anonymous treatise of Provencal provenance (late 13th c.-early 14th c.).


Writes Ran in his commentary to R. Isaac Alfasi (10a):  


For the Greeks decreed that all virgins about to marry should first submit 
themselves to the pleasure of the prince.  And through a woman the miracle 
happened.  For we said in the Midrash that the daughter of Yochanan [the High 
Priest] fed cheese to the leader of the enemies in order to make him drunk, and 
[then] she cut off his head and everyone fled.  As a result, the custom developed 
to eat cheese on Chanukah

.  


Some scholars date this tradition which connects the custom of eating cheese on Chanukah with the story of a Jewish woman cutting off the head of a Greek leader  well before the fourteenth century and even to the time of the Talmud.  In contrast, I suspect that this explanation of the custom, if not the custom itself, first originates in the medieval period.  


Indeed, no source prior to the fourteenth century even hints to a custom of eating dairy on Chanukah.  The silence of the sources especially roars in this case as many medieval authorities do refer to the unique role of women in the miracle of Chanukah, as well as the special customs that specifically result from those actions.  The custom that does appear is that of women refraining from work, either throughout the entire holiday of Chanukah or, at the very least, while the Chanukah lights still burn.  The absence of reference to the custom of eating cheese indicates that the custom was either non-existent or else without rabbinical support. (See Mahzor Vitry, ed. Berliner, p. 200, n30; Sefer Hasidim, ed. Margolit, sec. 131-2; and Shibbolei ha-Leket, sec. 184.)     


Just as it is noteworthy that there is no previous advocate of this custom, it is equally important to stress that there is also no earlier critic of this custom.  Yet, as soon as the custom finds its way into print, almost immediately criticism is recorded.  Indeed, in a work incorrectly attributed to the same R. Nissim b. Reuven Gerondi, but nevertheless written contemporaneously with his work, we read the following explanation of the phrase that women also "participated in the miracle":  "[Women] too, were in danger…and do not explain it like others who argue that through the actions of women the miracle happened."  (See Hiddushei Ha-Ran, Shabbat, 23a.)  According to this approach, women are obligated to kindle the Chanukah lights for the simple fact that they too, were saved from the hands of the enemies, and not because they actually caused the victory through the actions of a certain woman.  In fact, we find this same alternative explanation in the Kol Bo, directly juxtaposed to the story of Yohanan's daughter and the custom of eating cheese on Chanukah.  Clearly the two explanations stand in contradiction with each other, and the sudden appearance of both explanations in fourteenth century works indicates that at the very time that the custom of eating cheese was receiving rabbinical support it was also, almost immediately, facing scholarly attacks. 


Although it appears that the custom is medieval in origin, it nonetheless seems that Ran is quoting this story of the daughter of Yohanan, from an earlier source.  Indeed, the way Ran records the story, it scarcely makes sense.  (I never heard of anyone getting drunk on cheese!)  Instead, as seen in an early Midrash, the original story tells of a woman, Judith, who fed the prince cheese and wine to get him drunk and drowsy and then chopped off his head.  (See Otzar Ha-Midrashim, ed. Eisenstein, p. 185; 203.)  Ran feels free to abbreviate the story precisely because he expects that most people are already familiar with the incident.


Finally, this story strikingly parallels the biblical incident whereby Yael feeds milk to the Cananite general, Sisera, which puts him to sleep and allows her to kill him.  (See Judges, 4.)  This parallel suggests that the story of Yohanan's daughter, Judith, ultimately stems from a biblical motif.  In which case, the custom of eating cheese on Chanukah is not intended to commemorate a historical victory but rather, to teach us a valuable lesson: That even the most powerful earthly forces can, with the help of God, be defeated by the physically weak.   

Shmuel Herzfeld  

