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Hanukah:
The People’s Holiday
By Channa Lockshin Bob1
any cultures celebrate a midwinter holiday. In fact, many of these holidays are celebrated
through candles and food. While Hanukah was only celebrated from post-Biblical times
onward, the Gemara attributes the first celebration of a midwinter holiday to the first human
being, Adam. A close analysis of the similarities and differences between Adam’s holiday and the holiday of Hanukah teaches us an important point about the essence and uniqueness of Hanukah.
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Even in the time of the Gemara there were non-Jewish winter holidays that seemed very similar to
Hanukah. The following gemara, from the beginning of Tractate Avodah Zarah, a section dealing
with idolatry in all its forms, describes the origin of the pagan holidays Kalenda (Kalends, the Roman
New Year) and Saturnina (Saturnalia, another Roman winter holiday). However, were it not for the
context of the description, we may have thought that this passage was actually discussing Hanukah.

Our rabbis taught: when the first man (Adam) saw that daylight hours were becoming shorter and shorter, he said, “Woe is me! Because I have sinned, the world is darkening around me
and returning to chaos. This is the death penalty declared upon me from heaven!” He sat for
eight days in fasting and prayer. After the winter equinox when he saw that the days were
becoming longer, he said, “This is just the way of the world!” He made an eight-day festival.
The next year he made both into feasts. He established them for the sake of heaven, but they
established them for idolatry. (Avodah Zarah 8a)
Every fall, the shortening of the daylight hours may be distressing to many. Adam, however, experiencing the first fall in the world, is alarmed since he does not know what to expect and believes the
world is coming to an end. After he fasts and prays he notices the days beginning to get longer. He
then realizes his error and turns his fast into a feast. According to this story, the feast that originates
with Adam, who dedicated it to God, became corrupted and turned into a pagan festival. Adam’s second holiday, his annual thanksgiving to God, in reminiscence of his own misunderstanding of the
meaning of winter, evolves into a major idolatrous holiday as well. The message of this Midrash seems
to be that one should not go around inventing holidays – you never know how they will turn out.
It is hard to miss the similarity between this eight-day holiday in the middle of the winter and our
own man-made eight-day winter holiday, Hanukah. Aside from the obvious parallels, even the words
used to describe their founding are similar. In the above gemara it says, “The next year he made both
into feasts.” In the story of Hanukah in the Gemara, it says
– the next year they established them [the eight days of Hanukah] as feasts with praise
and thanks to God (Shabbat 21b). If Adam’s holiday started off much like Hanukah and then became
a pagan holiday, that does not bode well for the future of Hanukah.
Could this gemara be expressing criticism towards Hanukah? Perhaps. Jewish sources are ambivalent
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on the subject of human-made holidays. In the Second Temple period, Jews composed Megillat Taanit,
a document listing a number of dates, including Hanukah, on which it was illegal to fast or mourn
due to the happy events that had happened on those days. The Talmud is critical of Megillat Taanit,
and records a dispute over whether it is to be followed at all anymore or not. According to one opinion, Megillat Taanit is not to be observed anymore at all, since after the destruction of the Temple
these holidays are no longer relevant. Even the other opinion does not directly defend Megillat Taanit.
It only argues for it not to be invalidated, rather than arguing for it to have special status.
In the Gemara’s discussion of Megillat Taanit, however, Hanukah is different from the other holidays
listed.

Rav Kahana challenged: Once they declared a public fast on Hanukah in Lod, and Rabbi
Eliezer went and bathed, and Rabbi Joshua got a haircut. They (Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi
Joshua) said, “Go and repent for having fasted!” Rav Yosef said: Hanukah is different
because there is a mitzvah. Abaye responded: So let Hanukah and its mitzvah be annulled!
Rav Yosef said: Hanukah is different because the miracle is widely known…
The law is that Megillat Taanit is invalid and that it is not invalid. But this is a contradiction!
No, this is not a contradiction – “it is not invalid” with regard to Hanukah and Purim, and
“it is invalid” with regard to all other days. (Rosh Hashana 18b-19b)
Rav Kahana’s story, which is cited to challenge the invalidation of Megillat Taanit, shows that
Hanukah was not always considered a valid holiday by everyone. Some Jews even declared a public
fast day that coincided with Hanukah! However, we can also see from this gemara that neglecting to
take Hanukah seriously was attacked by some prominent rabbis. The Gemara has some difficulty,
however, in articulating what makes Hanukah different from the other man-made holidays. Rav
Yosef suggests that Hanukah has a different status from the other holidays listed in Megillat Taanit
because there is also a mitzvah, a positive commandment, associated with Hanukah (candle lighting). This argument is not accepted since the mitzvah could also be rendered invalid if the holiday
no longer exists, just as a number of other mitzvot are not observed after the destruction of the
Temple. Rav Yosef’s second suggestion, that Hanukah is different because the miracle was widely
known, is accepted. The final legal ruling is that the holidays listed in Megillat Taanit are all invalid
except for Hanukah and Purim.
Rav Yosef’s second distinction may also provide some insight into understanding the difference
between the holiday of Hanukah and Adam’s holiday in Tractate Avodah Zarah. Although the two
holidays are similar in many ways, Adam’s holiday was a completely private holiday based on a personal event, but Hanukah was a national holiday based on a public miracle. A private holiday can
be reinterpreted to mean anything. However, a holiday whose miracle is widely known is safe from
corruption.
Rashi, a medieval French commentator on the Talmud, further elaborates on the difference between
Hanukah and other man-made holidays. In his commentary on this Talmudic discussion, he interprets the words “Hanukah is different because the miracle is widely known” to mean:
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It is already known to all of Israel through their custom of performing the commandments,
and they have held on to it as if it is from the Torah, so it is not appropriate to cancel it.
According to this interpretation, Hanukah is a national holiday not because of the public nature of
the miracle itself, but because of the actions of the Jewish people. It was due to the Jewish people,
who took it upon themselves to perform the mitzvot, and to treat it with the seriousness of a biblical commandment, that gave the holiday the power to continue to exist for generations. Hanukah,
according to Rashi, is an example of the Jewish people’s ability to create holy times. Although there
was a miracle from Heaven, the holiday became established only because of the Jewish people’s
reaction to the miracle. Their performance of mitzvot related to Hanukah made the holiday into
something that lasts forever.
Rabbi Yehuda Leib Alter of Ger, the Nineteenth Century Hasidic Master and author of the Torah
commentary Sfat Emet, also describes the importance of Hanukah in terms of the Jewish people’s
decision to make it into a holiday and their continued observance of it. The Sfat Emet contrasts
Hanukah and Purim (holidays not mentioned in the chumash) with the three festivals — Pesach,
Shavuot and Sukkot — that are commanded in the Torah. The three festivals mentioned in the Torah
are testimony that God chose the Jews, but Hanukah and Purim, holidays instituted and perpetuated by the Jewish people, are testimony that the Jews chose God. The Sfat Emet says that this quality makes Hanukah and Purim into holidays that every single Jew can connect to. Even Jews who are
not able to perform all the mitzvot and relate to the holidays given by God are able to feel connected to the holiday of Hanukah. Since it was instituted by the will of the entire Jewish people, it is a
holiday which every Jew can connect with.
Hanukah is a holiday instituted by a community in response to a miracle, and perpetuated because
of that community’s acceptance of and reverence for the holiday. This gives it a tremendous power
beyond that of holidays instituted by individuals or small groups of people. However, there may be
another reason that Hanukah became an accepted holiday while other days did not. In addition to
widespread communal acceptance, Hanukah’s origins are more rooted in Biblical tradition than the
other holidays that Second Temple Jews invented. Instead of comparing Hanukah to the non-Jewish
eight day long winter holidays, one could compare Hanukah to another Jewish, Temple-centered,
eight day long holiday – Sukkot.
The name “Hanukah” means dedication; on Hanukah we are celebrating the rededication of the
Temple after it had been defiled. The first dedication of the Temple took place in the book of II Kings,
when Solomon dedicated the first Temple on Sukkot. The authors of Second Maccabees2 say clearly
that Hanukah was modeled on the holiday of Sukkot, almost as a substitute for Sukkot: “They
celebrated it [Hanukah] for eight days with rejoicing, in the manner of the festival of booths, remembering how not long before, during the festival of booths, they had been wandering in the mountains
and caves like wild animals.” (Second Maccabees 10:6) One possible reason for Hanukah’s survival
over the years could be its connection in form and in content to the holiday of Sukkot.
Rabbi Eliyahu Kitov, author of Sefer HaToda’ah (the Book of Our Heritage), takes this point further
and teaches that the three festivals given by God in the Torah – Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot, each
have a holiday instituted by the Jewish people that reflects its essence. The essence of Sukkot, the
eight days of celebrating the Temple dedication, is reflected by Hanukah. Shavuot, the holiday
commemorating the giving of the Torah at Mt. Sinai, is reflected by Purim, which, according to the
Midrash, was when the Jews accepted the Torah out of their own free will. And finally, the holiday
that we will create when we are ultimately redeemed will be a reflection of Pesach, the holiday of
redemption.3
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Kitov quotes a midrash that in the days of redemption, all holidays will be annulled except for Purim
and Hanukah. Just as the holiday of the ultimate redemption will supercede the holiday celebrating
the Exodus from Egypt, so too Purim and Hanukah will supercede the holidays that they reflect.
Ironically, the only eternal holidays are the ones created by mortals. The holidays that God creates
can be reversed by God, but nothing can reverse the holidays created and embraced by the entire
Jewish people.
We learn in Mishle:
– the candle of God is the human soul. Hanukah is at once a holiday from God, a day in which we celebrate divine intervention into human lives and the restoration
of God’s temple, and at the same time it is an extremely human holiday, a day in which we celebrate
because our ancestors clung to this day and, by loving and revering it, made it holy. The candles that
we light are both candles of God, representing the miraculous light in the Temple that sparked the
holiday, and candles of the human soul, representing the Jewish people’s love for Hanukah that made
the holiday immortal.
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A book from the Second Temple Period, included in the Apocrypha, describing a version of the history of
the Maccabean revolt.
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