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“Rediscovering Chanukah” 

Source 1: Talmud Shabbat 21b 

ה נַן: מִצְוַת חֲנוּכָּ נוּ רַבָּ  ,תָּ

 .נֵר אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ

ד נֵר  ,וְהַמְהַדְרִין לְכׇל אֶחָּ
ד. וְהַמְהַדְרִין מִן  וְאֶחָּ

 בֵית שַׁמַאי ,הַמְהַדְרִין
אוֹמְרִים: יוֹם רִאשׁוֹן  
אן  ה, מִכָּ מַדְלִיק שְׁמֹנָּ

ךְ פּוֹחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ  .וְאֵילָּ
אוֹמְרִים: יוֹם  בֵית הִלֵלוּ

רִאשׁוֹן מַדְלִיק אַחַת,  
ךְ מוֹסִיף  אן וְאֵילָּ מִכָּ

 .וְהוֹלֵךְ

מַר  אאָּ פְּלִיגִי בַהּ  :עוּלָּ
א,  אֵי בְמַעְרְבָּ מוֹרָּ תְרֵי אָּ

בִין  וְרַבִי  רַבִי יוֹסֵי בַר אָּ
א מַר חַ  .יוֹסֵי בַר זְבִידָּ ד אָּ

א  כְנֶגֶד   דְבֵית שַׁמַאיטַעְמָּ
א   סִין, וְטַעְמָּ יָּמִים הַנִכְנָּ

כְנֶגֶד יָּמִים   דְבֵית הִלֵל
מַר   הַיּוֹצְאִין. וְחַד אָּ

א  כְנֶגֶד   דְבֵית שַׁמַאיטַעְמָּ
א  רֵי הַחַג, וְטַעְמָּ דְבֵית פָּּ

דְמַעֲלִין בַקֹדֶשׁ וְאֵין   הִלֵל
 .מוֹרִידִין

 

The Sages taught in a baraita: The basic mitzva of Hanukkah is 

each day to have a light kindled by a person, the head of the 

household, for himself and his household. And the mehadrin, i.e., 

those who are meticulous in the performance of mitzvot, kindle a 

light for each and every one in the household. And the mehadrin 

min hamehadrin, who are even more meticulous, adjust the 

number of lights daily. Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagree as 

to the nature of that adjustment. Beit Shammai say: On the first 

day one kindles eight lights and, from there on, gradually 

decreases the number of lights until, on the last day of Hanukkah, 

he kindles one light. And Beit Hillel say: On the first day one 

kindles one light, and from there on, gradually increases the 
number of lights until, on the last day, he kindles eight lights. 

 

Ulla said: There were two amora’im in the West, Eretz Yisrael, 

who disagreed with regard to this dispute, Rabbi Yosei bar Avin 

and Rabbi Yosei bar Zevida. One said that the reason for Beit 

Shammai’s opinion is that the number of lights corresponds to 

the incoming days, i.e., the future. On the first day, eight days 

remain in Hanukkah, one kindles eight lights, and on the second 

day seven days remain, one kindles seven, etc. The reason for 

Beit Hillel’s opinion is that the number of lights corresponds to 

the outgoing days. Each day, the number of lights corresponds to 
the number of the days of Hanukkah that were already observed. 

And one said that the reason for Beit Shammai’s opinion is that 

the number of lights corresponds to the bulls of the festival of 
Sukkot: Thirteen were sacrificed on the first day and each 

succeeding day one fewer was sacrificed (Numbers 29:12–31). 

The reason for Beit Hillel’s opinion is that the number of lights is 

based on the principle: One elevates to a higher level in matters of 

sanctity and one does not downgrade. Therefore, if the objective 
is to have the number of lights correspond to the number of days, 

there is no alternative to increasing their number with the passing 
of each day. 
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Source 2: Al Hanisim – two themes/two miracles 

And [we thank You] for the miracles, for the redemption, for the mighty deeds, for the 
saving acts, and for the wonders which You have wrought for our ancestors in those days, at 

this time— 

In the days of Matityahu, the son of Yochanan the High Priest, the Hasmonean and his 

sons, when the wicked Hellenic 
government rose up against Your 
people Israel to make them forget 

Your Torah and violate the decrees of 
Your will. But You, in Your abounding 

mercies, stood by them in the time of their 
distress. You waged their battles, 

defended their rights, and avenged the 
wrong done to them. You delivered the 
mighty into the hands of the weak, the 

many into the hands of the few, the 
impure into the hands of the pure, the 

wicked into the hands of the righteous, 
and the wanton sinners into the hands of 

those who occupy themselves with 
Your Torah. You made a great and holy 
name for Yourself in Your world, and 

effected a great deliverance and 
redemption for Your people Israel to this 

very day. Then Your children entered the shrine of Your House, cleansed Your Temple, 
purified Your Sanctuary, kindled lights in Your holy courtyards, and instituted these eight 

days of Chanukah to give thanks and praise to Your great Name 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1426382/jewish/Torah.htm
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Source 3: Rabbi Joshua Flug: 

Two Fundamentally Different Approaches to Chanukah 

 

An issue with this approach: 

Purim is the holiday commemorating our survival from the threat of physical 

annihilation; Chanukah’s focus was on squelching our spirit and the wisdom and 

way of life of Torah. According to Rav Luntchitz, a prime focus of the Greeks was to 

annihilate us; not sure if this can be sustained historically or according to our 

tradition. 

This is why the halachot of Chanukah focus on הלל והודאה – praise and thanks – Al 

Hanisim/lighting of candles, whereas Purim is celebrated via משתה ושמחה – feasting 

and joy.  

Source 4: Rav Itamar Eldar:  

Chassidic Teachings on Chanuka: Do We Celebrate Miracles or Routine? 

In essence, we are dealing with two different counts, one counting down and one 

counting forward. There is an essential difference between counting down and 

counting forward. When we count down, we demonstrate that we are striving 

towards a particular objective, counting the time remaining until we reach it. We 

stand in anticipation of this objective. The present moment is insignificant; it is 

defined solely in relation to the time remaining until we reach the objective, but 

in itself is devoid of meaning. When, in contrast, we count forward, it is the 

objective that is insignificant. When we start with the number one and count 

forward, we don't know where the count is supposed to stop. Perhaps at five, 
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perhaps at ten, perhaps at a hundred, for the objective is undefined. All that we can 

know with regard to such a count is how much time has passed from the beginning 

of the count until the present moment. From this perspective, the present moment itself 

has meaning; it is counted in and of itself, and not as a point in time along the road to 

some objective. 

            According to Beit Hillel, importance is attached to each and every day in 

and of itself. Each passing day becomes part of the count and is mentioned on 

each subsequent day: Two days have passed, three days have passed, eight days 

have passed. According to Beit Shammai, each day marks a point of time along 

the road to a certain objective. When the day has passed, and we reach the next 

point in time, the first point vanishes from the world. The eighth candle is lit only on 

the first night; after that day has passed, it is never lit again. 

  ….. 

The miracle of the cruse of oil marks the eight-day period of waiting until the regular 

supply of ritually pure oil could be renewed. Getting through those days was made 

possible by the miracle of the cruse of oil, through which a tiny amount of oil lasted 

for eight days. 

            This waiting period, assert Beit Shammai, is accompanied by the constant 

expectation of the arrival of the oil and the renewal of the routine lighting of the 

candelabrum in the Temple. Every day that passes marks further progress toward 

the objective – the arrival of the oil and the renewal of the fixed and routine 

lighting. From this perspective, the holiday reaches its climax on the ninth day, when 

the count reaches zero, the moment of take-off. The situation is similar to that of the 

launching of a spaceship, when we count down to the moment it blasts off. The ninth 

day, on which no candle is lit, marks the arrival at the objective, and thus, the count is 

completed. From this perspective, the climax of joy, according to Beit Shammai, is 

actually on the ninth day, the day immediately following Chanuka, the day that marks 

the return to regular routine. While we have merited this return to routine thanks to 

the miracle that lasted eight days, it is this return to routine that marks our having 

reached our objective. 

             According to this, Beit Hillel's count becomes less understandable. Why 

should we count and look backwards to the days that have passed? Surely our 

attention is turned to the objective – return to routine and renewal of the supply of 

oil! 

           Beit Hillel, however, choose to focus on a different point. The days that have 

passed relate to the miracle itself. While Beit Shammai light candles each day 

according to the days that remain, saying: In four more days the routine of lighting 

will be restored, in three more days, in two more days, and so on, Beit Hillel light 

candles each day according to the days that have passed since the miracle started, 

saying: For four days already God in His mercy has performed a miracle for us, for 
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five days already, for six days already, and so on. 

           Beit Hillel choose to focus on the great loving-kindness embodied in the 

miracle of the cruse of oil, and the wonderful gesture that God bestowed upon us 

through this miracle. Beit Hillel – following their master, Hillel – choose to focus on 

the moment itself and on the loving-kindness that radiates from it, and not 

necessarily on the objective towards which we are headed. From this perspective, 

Beit Hillel may actually prefer that Beit Shammai's objective should never be 

reached, because along with the return to routine the miracle will also come to an 

end, and this is something that Beit Hillel is unwilling to give up. 

Source 5: R. Chaim Friedlander – Siftei Chaim: 

Beit Shammai: Chanukah is the first inkling of a long impending Galut  

(see timeline of Jewish History) 
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Beit Hillel: Our survival in the Galut Testifies to the Intensification of the Miracle 

 

Summary of R. Chaim Friedlander’s approach: 

Historically, the Chanukah story heralds the start of a lengthy galut. The “cows of the 

holiday” ie of Succot are offered on behalf of the nations of the world, which, throughout 

history, diminish in number. Our Galut experience is also one of deterioration; galut 

involves the scattering and loss of identity and commitment of the Jewish people. The 



 7 

Jewish people is maintained by Hashem’s kindness in Galut, but does not thrive, 

especially in the period known as עקבתא דמשיחא.  

Beit Hillel recognizes the reality of the Galut, but maintains that the very survival of our 

people in the Diaspora and the ability we seem to have to regenerate and rebuild 

ourselves anew is an ongoing miracle that testifies to God’s involvement in our lives and 

the tenacity and eternity of our people. This strengthens our Emunah, our fundamental 

belief in Hashem and the Torah. 

Source 6: Shem Mishmuel (Hebrew:  שם משמואל) is a nine-volume 

collection of homiletical teachings on the Torah and Jewish holidays delivered by 

Rabbi Shmuel Bornsztain, the second Sochatchover Rebbe, between the years 1910-

1926.[1] A major work in Hasidic thought, it synthesizes the Hasidism 

of Pshischa and Kotzk in the style of Sochatchov,[1] and is frequently cited in 

Torah shiurim and articles to this day. 

 

Running summary of Shem MiShmuel Part 1 

 

1) Basing himself on the Ramban: It is incumbent upon a person to “bottle” ie put into a 

Kli/mitzvah uplifting or inspiring feelings and moments of clarity. That’s what the 

nerot Chanukah – an effort to concretize the inspiration of the victory in battle and the 

miracle of the cruse of oil 

2) The Hellenistic Greeks sought to negate the wisdom of the Torah – which is a Divine 

wisdom and draw us to “external” philosophies – which “wisdom of the physical 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_holiday
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shmuel_Bornsztain,_second_Sochatchover_Rebbe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sochatchov_(Hasidic_dynasty)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rebbe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shem_Mishmuel#cite_note-Landau-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pshischa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kotzk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shem_Mishmuel#cite_note-Landau-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shiur_(Torah)
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world”. When we resisted this in the form of the Hasmonean revolt, we benefitted from 

the miracle of the oil, because oil=wisdom and the Menorah is a symbol of wisdom, and 

we were shown from Above that we merited continuing to access Divine wisdom. This 

clarity and access to this level of wisdom is rejuvenated each year during Chanukah.    

 

   

Running Summary of Shem MiShmuel Part 2 

 
1) The feelings of inspiration and love were most intense on the first day during 

the miracle of the oil; this diminishes over time, as do all “new” 
acquisitions. Beit Shammai, who views Ner Chanukah as the Kli/vessel 

that captures the inspiration, naturally recommends that we diminish the 
number of candles each night. Our experience each year mirrors the 

gradually dissipating inspiration 
2) Beit Hillel: the candles are lit to stir up the impact of the light of Divine 

wisdom; more chochma is bestowed to those who seek chochma. This 
process builds rather than diminishes. Hence, Beit Hillel says we add 
candles each night. 
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Running Summary of Shem MiShmuel Part 3 

1) Tying this into the “Cows of the Holiday”: Succot is a time on which the 

rain/the physical benefits/bounty of the year is determined. Rain represents the 

connection of Hashem to the world. All “connection” generates love, but the 

nations of the world are not able to tap into this; the Jewish people’s 70 offerings 

on behalf of the 70 nations represent a “bottling” of the love that man should feel 

for meriting a positive judgement during the High Holidays – for the world! But 

as Kelim, the excitement and inspiration diminish. 

2) “Maalin B’Kodesh v’eyn Moridin” – Each level of sanctity that one acquires 

serves as the stepping stone for the next higher level of sanctity, just as a person 

cannot get to a higher step/storey without first climbing on the lower one; 

regarding Ner Chanukah, the Divine wisdom accessed on one day becomes the 

basis for the next level 

 

 

 


