Chanukah Through the Eyes of the Mystics

R' Daniel Raphael Silverstein

Podcast 1: The Triumph of Surrender: Finding the Light in Letting Go

R' Chaim Vital (1542 — 1620) was the foremost disciple of the Arizal, R' Yitzchak Luria (1534 —
1572), the preeminent leader of the Tzfat kabbalists, and the father of contemporary Kabbalah. Pri
Etz Chaim (The Fruit of the Tree of Life) is one of Rav Vital's primary attempts to explain the Arizal's
teachings. How does his kabbalistic description of Chanukah relate to the story we know, and to the

way we celebrate the festival?

Pri Etz Chaim
Gate of New Month, Chanukah & Purim 4:2

The secret of the eight days of Chanukah is that
She receives the light of Hod (Glory, Gratitude,
Humility) itself.

She receives the light from Hod through the path
of Netzach (Triumph, Eternity).

Therefore we say Al HaNissim in the blessing of
the Amidah prayer called Modim
(Thanksgiving) which relates to Hod.
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During Chanukah, we add this passage, known as 'Al HaNissim' (For the Miracles) to our traditional
prayers. What does it strike you as being about, and what does it seem to omit? Who or what do you
think the Hasmoneans fighting for, and whose fight are they described as fighting in this text?

Al HaNissim

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.
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1t is significant that little is said about Chanukah in early rabbinic texts outside of a few pages of the
Talmud, in Tractate Shabbat. What questions does the following excerpt raise for you, and how might

the passage underneath it help us to understand it?

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 21b

Bet Shammai say:

On the first day, eight lights are lit and thereafter
they are progressively reduced.

And Bet Hillel say:

On the first day, one is lit and thereafter they are
progressively increased.
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Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 8a

Mishnah: These are the festivities of the
idolaters: Kalenda, Saturnalia, Kratesis, the
anniversary of accession to the throne as well as
[royal] birthdays and anniversaries of deaths.

Gemara: R' Chanan bar Rava said:

Kalenda is observed on the eight days following
the [winter] equinox. Saturnalia is observed on
on the eight days preceding the equinox.

Our Rabbis taught: When Adam saw the day
getting progressively shorter, he said, “Woe is
me, perhaps because | have sinned, the world
around me is being darkened and returning to
chaos and confusion; this then is the kind of
death to which I have been sentenced from
Heaven!”

So he began fasting for eight days. But as he
observed the winter solstice and noted the day
getting progressively longer, he said, “This is
the world’s course,” and he began observing a
festival for eight days. The following year, he
appointed both as festivals.
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What is the difference between the story above and the one below in terms of how our primal ancestor
related to darkness? Which one resonates more with you in this moment?

Genesis Rabbah 11:2

When the sun sank at the end of Shabbat,
darkness began to set in and Primal Adam was
terrified, as it says: “I said, 'Darkness will
darken me, and the night will be as light about
me"” (Psalms 139:11). 'Shall he of whom it was
written —‘he shall strike at your head” (Gen.
3:15) now come to rape me?!'

What did the Holy One, blessed be He, do for
him? He made him find two flints, which he
struck against each other. Light came forth and
he said a blessing over it. Hence it is written:
“But the night was light about me — Ba ‘adeni”
(ibid.) i.e. the night was light in my Eden.
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The following passage is read as we light the Chanukah candles. What questions does it raise for

you?

HaNerot Halelu

We kindle these lights for the miracles and the
wonders, for the redemption and the battles that
you made for our forefathers, in those days at
this season, through your holy priests.

During all eight days of Chanukah these lights
are sacred, and we are not permitted to make
ordinary use of them except for to look at them
in order to express thanks and praise to Your
great Name for Your miracles, Your wonders
and Your salvations.
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R' Yisrael Hopstein (1737 — 1814), also known as the Maggid of Kozhnitz, was an important leader of
Polish Chasidism and founder of the Kozhnitz dynasty. He was a student of the Maggid of Mezritch
and R' Elimelech of Lizhensk, and wrote prolifically. In his work Avodat Yisrael (The Service of
Israel) he weaves kabbalistic teachings into his commentary on the Torah and other key texts. What
does his commentary on the verse below suggest about Hod and the spiritual work of Chanukah?

Exodus 27:20

You shall instruct the Israelites to bring you
clear oil of beaten olives for lighting, for
kindling lamps regularly.
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Avodat Yisrael on Parshat Tetzaveh

“You shall instruct...”

The midrash (Exodus Rabbah 36:4) teaches on
the verse, “You call and I respond to You; You
long for the work of Your hands” (Job 14:15)
that “longing” always means desire.

We “see light in Your light” (Ps. 36:10) yet you
instruct us to light candles!

Job said this verse (and its alluded meaning) in
astonishment. “You call and I respond to You”
means that all the Torah we learn, all the prayers
we pray, and all the good deeds we do, are all
from You — Master of the Worlds!

For you gave us the five parts of speech, the five
senses and 248 limbs.

And You give life to all of them, enlivening
them in every moment. And without You we are
entirely nothing. Therefore, all the “calling” we
do and the sanctity we create, it is as if You are
calling and doing it all. For all of our intellect
and strength are Yours.

Therefore, “You call and [Your very own] |
responds to You” For all of our deeds are merely
a response to a call. When we turn ourselves to
the side of merit, to Your pure Will, this is like a
response. And even though it is all Yours, “You
long for the work of Your hands” meaning that
You desire it. We cannot understand Your
secret, why You desire to hear Torah or prayer
from our mouths.

And similarly with the candles: “in Your light
we see light” (Ps. 36:10) — yet you instruct us to
light candles! And “thought cannot grasp You at
all]” (Tikunei Zohar 17a) and no one can
understand this secret. Only “the revealed
teachings are for us and our children to perform”
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(Deut. 29:28) Amen. e
How does the midrash on this verse, below, help us to clarify the mystery of Hod?
Numbers 8:2 2:N 12Tna

Speak to Aaron and say to him: “When you light
the lamps, the seven lamps shall cast their light
toward the face of the menorah.”
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Numbers Rabbah 15:8

The above verse may be compared to a king
who had a beloved friend and told him, “I'm
coming to your home for dinner, go and make
preparations for me.”

His friend went and prepared a simple bed and a
simple table and a simple lamp.

When the king came, with him came his
surrounding entourage and a golden lamp in
front of him [borne by a servant].

When his friend saw all the honor [of the king]
he became embarrassed and hid all that he had
prepared, for it was so ordinary.

The king said, “Didn't I tell you I'm coming for
dinner, why haven't you prepared anything for
me?”

His friend said, “I saw all the honor that
surrounds you and I became embarrassed and I
hid everything I'd prepared for you, for it was so
ordinary.”

The king replied, “By your life, I reject
everything that I brought. Because of my love
for you, I only want to use your things.”

So too, the blessed Holy One is all light...yet He
tells Israel to prepare a Menorah and candles!
And as soon as they light the menorah, the
Shechinah arrives.
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