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A Note About This Text:

The Jewish people have many names for God, which come from many languages. In the stories that follow these names appear:
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Hashem—a Hebrew word meaning “The Name”

Aibishter—a Yiddish word meaning “Most High”

Ribbono Shel Olam—a Hebrew phrase meaning “Master of the Universe”
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The words “Rabbi” and “Rebbe” are used to designate a spiritual leader. “Reb” is a courtesy title used for ordinary Jews.
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In Kislev, the ninth month of the Jewish year, the days are at their shortest. Yet it is just at this time that Chanukah, the Festival of Lights, occurs. What’s more, the first night of Chanukah is on the 25th of Kislev, when the waning moon begins to disappear from view. This means that during the week of Chanukah not only is the night long, but it’s also very, very dark.

It is precisely against this background of intense darkness that one of Chanukah’s most powerful lessons shines forth so brightly: Never despair! Miracles do still happen. Light can be found when—and where—we least expect it.

Perhaps this message explains the holiday’s appeal, regardless of our religious affiliation. We all go through ups and downs in life, and it’s all too easy to feel stuck when we’re at the bottom. But gazing at the Chanukah lights has a “miraculous” effect on just about everyone—and this ability of the Chanukah candles to refresh the spirit is no coincidence. “The candle of God is the soul of man,” Proverbs 20:27 tells us. When we gaze at the Chanukah lights we come in touch with the soul, which is our deepest, truest self; we come face to face with the inextinguishable power within each and every one of us to illuminate even the darkest corners of our lives and overcome all obstacles. True, on the first night of Chanukah, when just one flame is lit, the light is small and weak, like the soul when it is buffeted by a sea of troubles. But on each night of Chanukah the lights increase. As we see them grow stronger, how can we not become stronger, too? As we see the darkness retreat, how can we not become filled with new hope, fresh courage, and renewed determination?

36 Candles charts both this struggle and its progress by presenting eight thoughts for Chanukah that are followed by thirty-six illustrative stories—one story for each candle that is lit during the holiday’s eight nights.

Many of the stories come from the vast treasury of lore belonging to the mystical religious movement called Chassidus, which was founded in the eighteenth century by Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov. Others take their inspiration from the Mussar (ethical) movement founded by Rabbi Israel Salanter a century later. Some stories take place in the Eastern European shtetls (small towns) of hundreds of years ago, while others take place in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Some happened in the death camps of the Holocaust, while others occurred in the courtyards of Jerusalem. What they all have in common is an inner light, a revelation of the eternal power of the soul, which still casts its glow today.

Happy Chanukah,

Libi Astaire

Jerusalem, Israel

Chanukah 5771 (2010)
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​​​​Eight Thoughts for Chanukah


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


First Night, One Candle:

The Greatest Miracle of All!
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Chanukah is associated with several miracles, yet it’s easy to overlook the greatest miracle of all: The fact that there are still Jews in the world, and that we are still bringing the light of Chanukah into our homes.

What’s so amazing about that? To understand the miracle of continued Jewish existence we first have to understand what the Chanukah story is all about.

When Alexander the Great conquered the known world of his time, he conquered the tiny Kingdom of Judea along with the other nations. Under Alexander’s rule the Jews were allowed to follow their own customs and laws, but after he died his kingdom was split into three parts. Judea fell under the power of the Syrian-Greeks.

The Syrian-Greeks resented the Jews, who rejected Greek culture, with its emphasis on superficial external beauty, and stubbornly clung to their own tradition. In an attempt to persuade the Jews to adopt Greek practices, the Greeks carpeted Judea with altars to their gods, stadiums for their games, and pleasure halls for their feasts. When the Greeks saw that these peaceful means of persuasion weren’t working, King Antiochus sent his army to persuade the Jews through violence.

During the war that ensued, thousands of Jews were slaughtered. Many others fled to the hills, where they lived in caves to escape detection. Meanwhile, the Greeks desecrated the Temple in Jerusalem by building an altar in the Temple’s courtyard and sacrificing a pig, whose blood was brought into the Holy of Holies. The Menorah, the seven-branched candelabra that stood inside the Sanctuary, and the flasks of pure olive oil needed to light it were also defiled.

Then the tide turned. Matisyahu and his five sons—the Maccabees—gathered a small army from among those who had fled to the hills and caves. In this battle of “the few against the many” and “the weak against the mighty,” the Jews vanquished their enemy and drove the Greeks out of Judea. When the Jewish army came to Jerusalem to cleanse and rededicate the Temple, they found only one flask of oil that hadn’t been defiled by the Greeks—and so a question arose. Should they light the Menorah, even though the flask of oil would last for only one day? Or should they wait until new oil could be prepared, a process that would take eight days?

As we know, they decided to light the Menorah with the undefiled flask of oil. The Talmud tells us, in Shabbos 21b: “A miracle occurred and they were able to light with it for eight days. The next year they established and made these days into a holiday, for saying songs of praise and thanks.”

Chanukah therefore became a national holiday. But some two hundred years later Judea once again fell under the grip of a foreign power, the Roman Empire. During the era of Roman rule, the Temple was destroyed, the Menorah disappeared, and the Jewish people went into a 2,000-year-long exile that has lasted until this very day.

So what exactly is it that we are celebrating? It’s surely not a military victory, for the fruits of that victory were destroyed long ago. And it’s not just the miracle of the one flask of oil burning for eight days. Since the Temple existed in a higher spiritual realm, miracles were a common occurrence there. In fact, the Talmudic tractate Ethics of the Fathers (5:8) lists ten miracles associated with the Temple and the Temple service that happened all the time.

What then is the unique miracle of Chanukah that we are commemorating?

According to Rabbi Judah Loew, the Maharal of Prague, the goal of Antiochus was to destroy the Jewish nation by taking away our holiness. Antiochus knew that if the Jews stopped performing mitzvos (commandments) and learning Torah, we would cease to exist as a people. We would succumb to the seductive physical pleasures offered by Greek culture, like the other nations of the world, and become Greeks.

But we didn’t. At the risk of being mocked and persecuted, we stubbornly remained Jews.

Because we refused to forsake the Torah, the Temple and the mitzvah (commandment) of lighting the Menorah were briefly restored to us. And even though the Temple has not yet been permanently restored to us, it is this example—this miracle—that continues to inspire the Jewish people during our long exile. After more than 2,000 years and countless efforts to destroy, convert or assimilate us, we are still stubbornly clinging to our Jewish heritage.

The greatest miracle of Chanukah, therefore, is really you and me—those of us who, through the merit of our ancestors, are still kindling the Chanukah lights today. Because through the performance of this mitzvah, we are declaring that the light of the Torah still shines and that holiness still exists in the world.

A Chanukah Thought: On the first night of Chanukah we recite three blessings, including the Shehechiyanu blessing where we thank God for “bringing us to this season.” This first night, while the one candle still burns, is a perfect time to reflect on the personal miracles that have brought us to this season. Everyone has a relative, teacher, or friend who inspired them to learn more about Judaism and be proud of our heritage. There’s no better time than Chanukah to recall the light that those special people brought into our lives.
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Second Night, Two Candles:

Partners and Praises
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According to Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, a great-grandson of the Baal Shem Tov, Chanukah is a great time to either find your marriage partner or, if you’re already married, improve the peace and harmony in your home. What’s the connection between a peaceful married life and the Festival of Lights?

During the eight days of Chanukah we say Hallel, a song of praise comprised of Psalms 113-118. We also say a special prayer of thanksgiving called Al Hanisim (For the Miracles).

Rabbi Nachman notes, in Likutey Moharan II:2, that the act of thanking and praising Hashem and the act of studying Jewish law are similar because they both indicate an awareness of Hashem’s active presence in our lives. The more we learn, the more we understand that the mitzvos are designed to help us refine our character and become better people. The more we thank and praise Hashem, the more we can appreciate the many kindnesses that He performs for us individually and as a nation.

But we don’t have to reserve our words of thanks and praise only for Hashem. If we can accustom ourselves to seek opportunities to express appreciation to our spouse—as opposed to constantly searching for a reason to criticize—our homes will be blessed with the most precious gift in the world: the blessing of peace.

So it’s now understandable why Rabbi Nachman says, “By praising and thanking Hashem, and by studying Jewish law, individuals merit finding their true mates.”

A Chanukah Thought: Let the two lights that are burning inspire you to take Rabbi Nachman’s teaching to heart. Make an effort to bring words of praise and thanks into your home.
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Third Night, Three Candles:

The Mitzvah Triangle
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In Proverbs 6:23 a mitzvah is compared to a lamp. Why does King Solomon, the author of the Book of Proverbs, make this comparison?

In order for a lamp to do its job, it needs three components: a vessel, fuel, and a wick. So, too, is the performance of a mitzvah composed of three elements: thought, speech, and action.

This lesson comes through most clearly when we light the Chanukah menorah. In order to perform this mitzvah we first need to have a vessel to contain it. If we haven’t prepared this vessel beforehand—if we haven’t thought about what type of vessel to use—we won’t be able to do the mitzvah.

Next we need either candles or olive oil, which remind us that just as fuel has the potential to turn into light, so too can speaking the words of a blessing turn an ordinary act such as lighting a candle into an act of holiness. Finally, we need a wick—something tangible from this world—in order to complete the action of kindling the mitzvah light.

If any of these three elements is missing, our performance of the mitzvah is incomplete. Fortunately, lighting the Chanukah menorah is one mitzvah that most of us do quite successfully. And our success can inspire us to bring this harmony of thought, speech, and action into other aspects of our lives.

A Chanukah Thought: Everyone looks forward to a holiday and the opportunities it provides for family and friends to get together. Sometimes, though, an unkind word or a thoughtless action can spoil the evening for everyone.

On this third night try to prevent this from happening by taking time—as you gaze at the three Chanukah lights—to visualize your thoughts, speech and actions working together in a harmonious manner. See the joyous atmosphere that you can create in your home and workplace and know that you can make it a reality.
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Fourth Night, Four Candles:

Once More, With Feeling
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By the fourth night of Chanukah, most of us have got the lighting ceremony down pat. We know where the matches are, remember the words of the blessings by heart, and we’ve even decided on the medley of Chanukah songs we want to sing. But if it’s true that practice makes perfect, it’s equally true that over-familiarity can sometimes make the heart grow cold.

Chanukah lasts for eight days and there is a danger that the performance of its mitzvos will become routine. If by the fourth night you’re feeling that the thrill is gone, it’s time to do a Chanukah enthusiasm check.

Judaism asks a lot of us, and one of those things it requests is a commitment to ma’alin b’kedushah—ascending in holiness. We should always strive to reach ever higher levels of spirituality.

This spiritual quest is concretized in the way we light the Chanukah lights. On the first night we light just one light. Every night thereafter we increase the number of lights by one, until by the eighth night there are eight lights blazing.

On the fourth night we are at the halfway mark, and it is here that our inner reality may part company with what’s happening in the outer world. Our enthusiasm may begin to cool down just when the Chanukah menorah is beginning to heat up. So what should we do if this happens? Put on an outer show and pretend we’re still all fired up to do the mitzvah, or admit that the excitement is over and just go through the motions?

Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler discusses this very issue in his monumental work Michtav Me’Eliyahu (the English translation is called Strive for Truth!). During Talmudic times there was a famous argument about the proper way to kindle the Chanukah lights. According to the House of Shammai, on the first night of the holiday we should light eight lights and decrease the number of lights by one each night. This way of lighting is an accurate reflection of the service of the average Jew: On the first night of a holiday we are full of enthusiasm, but each subsequent night our enthusiasm decreases. Although Shammai certainly didn’t condone such behavior, he argued that if people are truthful, this honesty will make it easier for them to work on themselves and increase their level of spiritual service.

The House of Hillel, on the other hand, argued that we should follow the example of the tzaddikim (righteous people)—who increase their joy with each passing day of the holiday—and add a new light to the Chanukah menorah every night. To avoid fooling ourselves into believing that we have already reached a spiritual level that is still beyond us, we must take care to be inwardly aware of the spiritual work that needs to be done.

Jewish tradition goes according to Hillel, and Rabbi Dessler concludes his discussion by commenting that we should try to avoid the negative and concentrate on the positive. If we are committed to achieving inner growth, taking positive outward action can help us achieve our spiritual goals.

A Chanukah Thought: Although Chanukah comes just once a year, it can be difficult to put our business or personal affairs on hold and make time to light the menorah on each of the eight nights. So if you find that your enthusiasm is cooling, recognize that you are in good company—and do something positive about it. Sing a Chanukah song with gusto, wear a new outfit, put on some music and dance, or do whatever you need to do to put yourself in a joyous frame of mind. This mitzvah is too precious to slight.
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Fifth Night, Five Candles:

Share-a-Mitzvah
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On Chanukah we have the tradition of beautifying the mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah lights. Although according to Jewish law we are required to light just one candle per night per household, when it comes to Chanukah practically all Jews are kosher l’mehadrin (stringently kosher). Each night we add a light, until by the last night eight lights are burning.

Yet there is one instance when less is really more. If a person has neighbors who are too poor to buy candles or oil for their household, our Sages advise that it is a bigger mitzvah to share your extra candles with your neighbors so that they can also perform the mitzvah.

A Chanukah Thought: Chanukah provides many opportunities for performing acts of kindness. For instance, there are many people in the Jewish community who are alone—singles, divorcees and widows, the elderly, people in hospitals, etc.—and who would be thrilled to be invited to a family’s Chanukah celebration. And while it is fitting to beautify the mitzvah by owning a beautiful menorah, sponsoring a Chanukah party at a children’s hospital ward or a Jewish orphanage is another way to beautify the mitzvah.
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Sixth Night, Six Candles:

Just Do It!
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In his book Growing Each Day, Rabbi Abraham Twerski points out that there have been many miracles in Jewish history, yet few of them have received the prominence that the miracle of the Menorah has received. The reason, he suggests, is because whereas other miracles were initiated by Hashem, this miracle was initiated by the Jews, themselves. When the Jews decided to light the Menorah with the oil that they had—and not worry about how they were going to light the Menorah on the morrow—their action elicited a Divine response. The Menorah stayed lit for seven more days, which gave them enough time to prepare a fresh supply of oil.

This lesson of taking the initiative and doing what we can—while leaving the outcome to Hashem—is reflected in one of the laws of Chanukah. If a Chanukah light is extinguished before the prescribed time for burning has elapsed—thirty minutes—a person isn’t obligated to rekindle the light (although it is proper to do so, without a blessing). The reason we don’t have to rekindle the light is because our responsibility is only to decide to do the mitzvah and then act on this decision. We aren’t responsible for the successful outcome of the mitzvah because success and failure are in Hashem’s hands alone.

A Chanukah Thought: In Torah thought, six days represent the work of our physical world, while the seventh day represents completion. On the sixth night of Chanukah the menorah is aglow with light, but we are aware that it’s not yet complete. Our ability to successfully kindle all the lights of the Chanukah menorah is a product of both our own efforts and Hashem’s plan for us, for no one can know what the next day will bring.

This holds true for all of life. There is never a guarantee that we will be assured of a successful conclusion every time we act. However, we should never let the fear of failure in the future prevent us from performing a constructive action today. Instead we should keep our focus on what we can do—and leave the rest to Hashem.
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Seventh Night, Seven Candles:

Complete Happiness!
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The Sfas Emes, one of the greatest thinkers of the Chassidic movement, suggests that Chanukah—unlike other Jewish holidays—represents complete happiness. The reason is that it is the only holiday that we can fulfill completely.

Passover, Shavuos, and Sukkos, according to the Torah, all require that we offer sacrifices at the Temple in Jerusalem. Because we are currently unable to offer these sacrifices, our enjoyment of these holidays is incomplete.

But to fulfill the requirements of Chanukah according to Torah law, all we need to do is kindle the Chanukah lights properly and thank and praise Hashem—mitzvos that are within the reach of every Jew who wishes to perform them.

A Chanukah Thought: If you have been lighting your menorah every night, it’s time to realize that you have achieved something that few people ever find in life: complete happiness. How does it feel?
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Eighth Night, Eighth Candles:

Gevalt! Never Give Up Hope!
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The miracle of Chanukah occurred at one of the darkest moments of Jewish history. Yet “in the blink of an eye” the great darkness was turned into a great light, a light that still illuminates our hearts today. This should remind us that even when all seems bleak we should never despair. We can always request help from Above—from the world of “eight.”

In Jewish thought “eight” is always an allusion to eternity, that which is above time. When the power of “eight” reaches down into this world, a tiny band of warriors can defeat the best equipped army in the world and one flask of oil can burn for eight days.

But what do we do when the eight lights begin to sputter and fade, and the darkness seems to return? How do we hang on to the inspiration of Chanukah after the menorah is put away?

The answer is to not let go. If we want to, we can bring the lessons of Chanukah into our lives every day of the year.

A Chanukah Thought: Resolve to remember that there is never a reason to give up hope. Even after Chanukah has ended, its light can be found at all times and in all places, if we make the effort to find it.
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​​​​First Night, One Candl​​e:
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The Greatest Miracle of All!
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​​​​1. A Face in the Crowd
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“Komme!”

The Jew, who was sick and exhausted, could feel his knees start to give way. He had no illusions about what this “invitation” meant. Perhaps in another time, another world, the word “Komme” meant “Come, let’s talk,” or “Come to dinner on Tuesday night.” In the Bergen Belsen concentration camp, “Komme” meant only one thing: death.

But to disobey the white-gloved hand that beckoned him forward was impossible. There was no way to escape. If death stood before him in the guise of the Nazi commandant, death was also behind him, in the form of the electrified barbed wire fence that surrounded the camp. And so he did as he was bidden. He stepped out of the line. He came forward.

“Komme! Komme!” said the commandant, pointing his white finger at two more emaciated, ragged Jews.

The trio were marched outside, where SS troops were waiting. At the signal, the soldiers raised their clubs. Within minutes the three Jews were dead. Then the nightmare began anew. Three more Jews were ordered to “Komme.” Three more Jews were clubbed to death.

This bloody ritual was repeated until the sun dipped below the horizon. Then the Jews who had survived this latest selection were ordered to return to their barracks. The soldiers also returned to their quarters, in a joyous mood.

Komme! Chanukah in Bergen Belsen had begun.

There were no freshly-made potato latkes (pancakes) waiting for the Jews in their barracks on that first night of Chanukah. Nor were there any children, their faces aglow with excitement, a dreidel (spinning top) grasped firmly in their hands, standing at the doorway to greet them. But there was a menorah of sorts. At risk of death, a few of the inmates, determined to kindle the Chanukah lights, had secretly assembled the necessary materials. One of the prisoners had volunteered his wooden clog for use as the menorah. Another had scrounged a bit of black shoe polish, to be used as the “oil.” A piece of string severed from a camp uniform was the wick.
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