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The Unity of a Flame
When we study Rambam’s Laws of Purim and Chanukah, we wonder about a jarring contrast.  Rambam places the laws of Purim and Chanukah together.  So, clearly he wants us to associate the two.  Yet, Rambam declares that Purim is an eternal holiday, whereas he makes no such declaration by Chanukah.

Further, Rambam seems to undermine the greatness of the holiday of Chanukah by choosing to end the laws of Chanukah with a statement that Chanukah candles are much less important than Shabbat candles, since Shabbat candles bring peace to the home, whereas Chanukah candles do not.

We wonder: Why the undermining of Chanukah?  Was it really necessary to end the laws of Chanukah with this esoteric law?
Furthermore, we wonder about certain laws of Chanukah.  For example: Why is the time for lighting the lights only “until people stop walking in the market”?  If it is a mitzvah to recall the holiday, then why does it matter when we light it?  This emphasis on people walking in the street is not found by Purim, for example.

 Why in a time of danger should it suffice to light the lights on your inside table?  If there was a decree against eating Matzah we wouldn’t be allowed to –for example—eat bread and fulfill the mitzvah that way?  Why is the mitzvah of Chanukah different?

We can answer these questions by looking at two different Talmudic texts:

The first comes from Rosh Hashanah 18b:

The Talmud is discussing whether or not an ancient work called Megillat Taanit has been nullified.  Megillat Taanit lists holidays on which one is NOT allowed to fast.  One of the holidays it lists is Chanukah.

Once in the city of Lod they decreed a fast on the holiday of Chanukah.  In response, Rabbi Eliezer went to a bathhouse and took a bath and Rabbi Yehoshua went to a barber in Lod and had his haircut.  These two rabbis said to the people of Lod who had fasted: “Go out and make another fast on account of the fact that you fasted on Chanukah.”

[Does this not prove that Chanukah was NOT nullified?]

Rav Yosef said: Chanukah is different because there is a mitzvah connected to it.

Abaye objected: So let us nullify the mitzvah and nullify Chanukah as well.

So Rav Yosef said: Chanukah is different because the miracle of Chanukah has already become thoroughly publicized.

Rav Acha bar Huna asked about another statement in MegillatTaanit: “On the Third of Tishrei, the superfluous mention of God’s name was removed from secular documents.  For the Greek kingdom had decreed that God’s name not be mentioned, and when the Hasmoneans took power they decreed that people should mention God’s name EVEN in secular documents.  And so they would write, ‘In the year so and so to Yochanan who is the Kohen Gadol to the Supreme God (kohen gadol le-el elyon).’  When the sages heard about this matter they were displeased, for they said: ‘Tomorrow this person will repay his debt and the unneeded document will be found lying in a garbage heap.’  And so they nullified the Hasmonean decree.  That day they made into a festival.

This Talmudic passage teaches us the following points:

● There was a dispute as to whether or not Chanukah remained a truly festive day.  Indeed, the people of Lod fasted on Chanukah which meant that it wasn’t a holiday!

● Even those rabbis who did not fast recognized that the day itself was of questionable sanctity.  They defended their decision to keep the holiday only by saying that “the miracle had already become thoroughly publicized.”  
● In contrast, the rabbis did declare that the day a Hasmonean decree was nullified was a holiday!  (We note that the date of this holiday is the Third of Tishrei which is the same day that Tzom Gedaliah is now observed.)

● The Hasmoneans decreed that all documents be signed kohen gadol le-el elyon.  As Professor Daniel Schwartz pointed out to me, this is a reference back to Malkitzedek in Genesis who combines both Kingship and the Priesthood.  It shows that there was significant controversy around the Hasmonean decision to assume both titles.  According to Jewish tradition there was always a separation between the Kings and the Priests.  The Kings came from the tribe of Judah, and the Priests came from the Levites.  The Hasmoneans ignored this and it led to great tension.

● Thus, this text indicates that there was considerable tension between the rabbis and the Hasmoneans and that this tension manifested itself in how Chanukah was observed and how the Hasmoneans were treated historically.

This idea is demonstrated through other Talmudic texts.  Here is perhaps the most forceful one of all.  It concerns a Hasmonean King named Yannai, from Tractate Kiddushin:

It happened that King Yannai went to Kochalis in the desert and conquered 60 cities.  Upon his return he was exceedingly happy and so he invited all the sages of Israel to a celebration…they served delicacies on gold tables and they feasted.

But a certain person was there—a scoffer, a wicked man—and his name was Eliezer ben Poirah.  He said to King Yannai: “Yannai, the hearts of the Pharisees are upon you.”  King Yannai said: “How can I test your words?”  Eliezer ben Poirah answered: “Place the Tzitz between your eyes and they will show you their true opinion.”  He placed the Tzitz between his eyes.  

There was there a certain elder named Yehudah ben Gedidyah.  He said to Yannai: “King Yannai!  Be satisifed with the crown of kingship; leave the crown of Kehunah for the descendants of Aaron.”  Yannai removed the sages from the feast.

Eliezer ben Poira said to King Yannai: “King Yannai! If an ordinary Jew were treated in this way it would be his lot, but you are a King AND Kohen Gadol, is this your lot?”  

…immediately Yannai executed all the sages of Israel and the world was bereft of Torah knowledge until Shimon ben Shetach came and returned the Torah to its former standing

This text clearly shows the anger that exists between the rabbi and the Hasmoneans.  The anger stems from the rabbis feeling that the Hasmoneans—in this case, Yannai—have inserted themselves into the realm of spiritual leadership which they should not have claimed.

In this context we better understand what Rambam is trying to do by ending the laws of Chanukah by teaching about the importance of Shabbat candles creating peace in the home.  We also understand why Rambam emphasizes that only the holiday of Purim is eternal.

As great a holiday as Chanukah is there is also historical ambiguity associated with it.  Such ambiguity derives from the rabbis feeling that the Hasmonean Dynasty caused great dissension and fighting.  They took power for themselves that they should not have.  They abused their power in a destructive manner and fought with the sages.  Since the Hasmoneans were responsible for the holiday of Chanukah, their later actions colored the rabbinic understanding of that holiday.  A holiday that is associated with fighting—however, tangentially—can never be eternal. 

In contrast, the holiday of Purim ends with great unity.  At the close of Megillat Esther, there are gifts sent to friends and money for the poor.  On the other hand, the historical legacy of Chanukah seems to be one of tension and fighting.

This explains why the halakhot of Chanukah attempt to reverse the historical tension between the Hasmonenan Dynasty and the rabbis.

Instead of emphasizing the military victory which would focus on the Hasmoneans’ physical strength, the rabbis focus on the power of the flame.  

The mitzvah of lighting a flame is a very symbolic mitzvah.  The Shabbat flame represents eternal rest and peace; we see this same symbolism when light a yahrtzeit flame.  In contrast the Chanukah flame represents our struggle to survive physically and spiritually in an imperfect world, we strive for unity but it is not always possible.  

Ultiamtely the mitzvah of a flame is a mitzvah that unites all Jews around the world in our struggles for survival; everyone around the world lights a flame at the exact same time—what could be more unifying than that.

The truth is that the symbolism of the Chanukah flame has at times even extended beyond Jews.  I think, for example, of a few years ago and the town of Billings, Montana.  In this town, after a Menorah was defaced, in a show of unity the entire town –overwhelmingly made up of Gentiles--put up a Menorah in their home.

The rabbis are teaching that the purpose of the holiday is to unite all of our different struggles around the power of the light of a flame.  This is why in a time of danger we can light even on our kitchen table; this is why we should light when people are still in the market place.  Our goal is to be unified.

As a Jewish community we sometimes fight within ourselves in an effort to succeed.  Everyone has a good goal—a holy goal, but we end up fighting; sometimes we are fighting for very good reasons…but we end up fighting.

This week I went down to Annapolis.  Without going into why I was personally there I want to share with you what I saw.  As the leaders of the world were gathered inside the Naval Academy there were Jews protesting outside.

There were Jews in pink protesting the war in Iraq; there were Jews for Shalom in support of the Peace conference; there were Jews for Shalom against the peace conference; there were Neturei Karta Jews against Zionists and in favor of Iran; there were Jews for Meir Kahana; there were Jews representing Jews from the former Soviet Union; there were Jews for an undivided Jerusalem; there were Jews for education; there were Benei Akiva Jews; Chabad Jews; Jews for a Safe Israel.   There were probably a couple of hundred people there and –no exaggeration—over fifty different organizations represented.  

Now many of these people hold views that deeply offend me, as I’m sure mine offend them.  But isn’t that in a small way the miracle of Chanukah?  Come Tuesday night we will all light one candle.  And as much as we disagree, there is something really special about that.

This year, for me, as I light the Chanukah flame I will take a moment and appreciate the power of unity that will rest upon our people as around the world we will all light one flame.  And just maybe, this year the energy of that flame will stay with us for a few extra days.
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