Chanukah Light

One of the mitzvoth of Chanukah that we tried very hard to perform this year was that of pirsumei nisah—publicizing the miracle of Chanukah.  Last Saturday night, in the spirit of Chanukah, all the rabbis dressed up in costumes.  We dressed like Greeks and Maccabees and went on the roof of our schul carrying lit torches.  We then paraded through the streets of Riverdale.  We were human Menorahs.

The truth is that the custom of dressing up on Chanukah and parading through the streets with torches is actually an old custom.  It appears already in the Middle Ages.  It was part of the process of pirsumei nisah. 

The commandment of pirsumei nisah appears by other holidays.  However, it is in one powerful way unique to the holiday of Chanukah.  Only on Chanukah is pirsumei nisah essential to the performance of the mitzvah.  If there is no pirsumei nisah then one has not properly fulfilled the mitzvah.

For example, this notion of pirsumei nisah defines some of the laws that govern how we are able to light the candles.  One is not permitted to light the candles too high off the ground, as Rashi explains, since people will then be unable to see the light of the Menorah.  And as the Talmud says, the proper time to light the Menorah is mishetishkah hachamah ad shetikhleh regel min hashuk, from the time when the sun begins to set until people no longer walk on the streets.  It makes sense to light the Chanukah lights only in a way and in a place where people can see them.

Pirsumei nisah is essential to the holiday of Chanukah.  What is it about Chanukah that calls for such a strong association with this concept of pirsumei nissah?  After all, there were many other miracles that benefited the Jewish people.  But only on Chanukah does this notion of pirsumei nisah play such a large role.

A way to understand this question is understand that the holiday of Chanukah is basically a response to the larger world.  The world in the time of the Maccabees was ruled by Hellenists who tried to sell everyone on the beauties of Hellenism.  More importantly, they tried to defeat the values of the Torah.  As we say in al hanisim, lehashkicham toratekhah—to erase the message of the Torah  

This was what the Maccabees were responding against.  The light of Chanukah represents the light of the Torah (orah is Torah).  Chanukah teaches that when evil tries to drown out the beauty of Judaism, we must respond publicly in an external fashion.  We must loudly and boldly proclaim the beauty of our ideals.  We must share the miracle of our light.  

This is why pirsumei nisah is axiomatic to the performance of the mitzvah of lighting the Chanukah lights.  The very reason for the mitzvah is to publicly respond to darkness with light.  So if no one sees the light, no one has heard the response.

The analogy to our own times is clear.  Today we live in a world where terrible people are trying to extinguish the beautiful lights of Judaism.  Over and over again we hear terrible rhetoric said about Jews and about Israel.  The very ideas that we hold as self evident truths are questioned, ridiculed, and rejected.  Against these evil and hateful words, we must publicly respond with light.  We must respond with the light of Chanukah, with the light of Torah. 

Perhaps this is what or lagoyim means.  Be a light onto the nations, means that when our values are attacked, we must respond publicly with the message of light.

And yet, pirsumei nisah also means something else.  Something very different….

The Gemara (Shabbat, 21b) recognizes that under certain conditions the pirsumei nissah of Chanukah applies only to the inner house and not to the larger world.  Says the gemara, beshat hasakanah manicho al hashulchan ve-dayo,” in a time of persecution when it was dangerous for people to see the light of the menorah, then you should light the candle inside your house on a table and it is sufficient.  

This halakhah demonstrates a recognition that pirsumei nissah does not only mean a response that was heard by the outside world.  This Gemara was written at a time of great persecution.  It was a time when Jews were unable to practice the holiday of Chanukah.  It was a time when many could have given up hope.  But rather than abandon the mitzvah, the Talmud says turn inward.  

This is pushed even further in the Middle Ages when the great Tosafist, R. Isaac of Dampierre says, ein lachush matai yadlik deanu ein lanu hekeirah elah levnei habayyit, it does not matter whether or not people are walking on the street, because we care only about whether or not people in the house will see the light of the Menorah.  When attacks come, when despair threatens, R. Isaac says look inside to ourselves, reaffirm our beliefs.

 Notice what has happened.  Pirsumei Nisah is still a concept that is vital to the lighting of the Menorah.  But pirsumei nisah is no longer meant as a public, external response to the darkness of the world.  Pirsumei Nisa is now meant primarily for the house.  This is what R. Issaac of Dampierre is teaching.  The publicizing of the miracle of Chanukah is most important as a teaching lesson for the private home, for the family, for the inner community.

According to the evolved definition of pirsumei nisah, the holiday of Chanukah is still a response of bringing light against the darkness of evil in the world.  But now the focus of the response is different. 

Originally the response was to bring light straight out into the world—to confront the evil and overpower it with light.  Now the response is to turn inward with the light.  First and foremost, the main goal is to teach the miracle of the light to our own family and community.

Why the change?  Why the shift?  Our rabbis realized that the best way to effectively bring light into the world is to have a strong base of light to begin with.  In order to counteract the darkness of the world, we must reaffirm within ourselves the power of the miracle of light, the lessons of the miracle of light, and the beauty of the miracle of light.

Today, pirsumei nisah means that we have the responsibility to teach our own inner circles about the message of Chanukah, of light and of Judaism.

Let us return to our analogy: The best way to counteract the evil rhetoric aimed at our people is to reaffirm within ourselves the message of Torah.  The best way to respond to anti Zionists is to immerse ourselves in the beauty of Zion.  The best way to counteract anti-Semitism is to appreciate the beauty of Jews and Judaism.  The best way to defeat the evil of the world is first to bring light into our own homes.

There is an example that best demonstrates this from our own history.  In th elate 1920’s 1925, the Zionist cause was under attack.  The British and the Europeans were attacking the idea of a Zionist state and support from America seemed weak. Hitler was on the rise, Eichman ‘s presence was making itself felt in the world.  In these very dark days, a new Zionist Student Organization was launched.  The goal was to turn inward and inspire Jewish students on campuses around the ideal of Zionism.  This new organization was called Avukah, torch—it tried to light a torch within the souls of Jews.  They responded to darkness with light; but it was an inner light meant to inspire.  And inspire it did, for from that torch came many who gave tremendously to the beauty of Zion.  One of the first chairmen of Avukah was Simon Agranat who later went on to become Chief Justice of the Israeli Supreme Court.  And you know what Agranat did.  He wrote the opinion that sentenced Eichman to death.  Agranat was the one who finally defeated Eichman.  Agranat’s Avukah—his torch--was an inner response to darkness.  But from that inner torch eventually there was enough strength to overpower the most evil darkness.   

We joke about the program this past Saturday night—human Menorah, Greeks, Maccabees, rabbis on roofs, torches….  But for me it was a very meaningful program.  I looked down at night from the roof of our schul and I saw many beautiful children dancing with their parents—lighting up the street with their dancing.  When we danced in the Whitehall, I felt the light of two-year-olds dancing next to ninety two-year-olds.  It was the light of Chanukah.  It was out on the street, but really it was an inner light.  It was light focused on our children.  But the hope is that by focusing on our children one day we will have enough light to finally root out all the darkness.
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