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Rabbi 
Soloveitchik’s 
Chanukah 
Lessons (P. 1)

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik once quipped 
that Chanukah has had great fortune, or 
mazel, that other holidays and even the 
Shabbat are not lucky enough to enjoy. 
“Everything depends on luck, mazel, even 
the Torah scroll in the ark” (Zohar 3:134a 
[Parshat Naso]). There is an attraction that 
Jews from every spectrum have for the Fes-
tival of Lights. (Days of Deliverance, p. 125)

1) Detecting Its Truth 
The Rav shared the following Chassidic 

tale in connection to Chanukah: There were 
two Chassidic rebbes- brothers, Reb Zusha 
of Annopol and Reb Elimelech of Lezhinsk. 
They were once assaulted by a band of 
peasants while traveling. The peasants beat 
R. Zusha soundly, while they left R. Elimel-
ech alone. At the inn later that night, while 
the brothers were reciting their evening 
prayers, R. Elimelech began to weep. Reb 
Zusha called out to his brother to reassure 
him: “Why are you crying, dear brother? 
Don’t worry about me. My wounds don’t 
hurt very much.” “No, that’s not why I 
am crying, “ answered R. Elimelech. “I’m 

crying because they didn’t beat me too. 
They beat you because they could detect 
your godliness which they hate. Appar-
ently, they didn’t see any godliness in me; 
probably there is something not-Jewish in 
me. That is why I am crying.” (Ibid., p. 127)

The Rav chose this tale to emphasize 
the need to identify the authentic message 
and true lessons of Chanukah. Unless one 
looks closely, the message can easily be 
missed. To cite a most blatant example, the 
Rav referred to communities of Jews who 
will sing the Ma’oz Tzur which praises 
the Chashmonaim, who fought for Shab-
bat observance, and at the same time be 
lighting their candles on the Shabbat of 
Chanukah while transgressing the Shabbat 
with their lighting. Clearly, this kind of cel-
ebration misses the purpose of the festival. 
(Ibid. p. 126)

2) Genuine Fulfillment  
Rabbi Soloveitchik said that observance 

of mitzvot often necessitates that they be 
fulfilled in a twofold manner. There is the 
technical performance, what the Rav called 
Maaseh Hamitzvah, which consists of light-
ing a candle. A second layer, is what the Rav 
referred to as Kiyyum Hamitzvah, or, the 
genuine fulfilment in terms of its meaning 
and its experiential imprint. This imper-
ative holds true regarding the mitzvah of 
lighting the menorah.
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Ever meticulous in interpreting every 
word of the Rambam, the Rav argued 
that this idea emerges from the ruling in 
his Mishneh Torah. The Rambam writes 
that we light the menorah with the intent 
le’harot u’legalot, in order to publicize and 
give expression to the miracle (Hilchot 
Chanukah 3:3). What was the Rambam 
suggesting by employing this unusual 
phrase? Apparently  lighting the candles 
of Chanukah requires explanation and 
interpretation. By kindling the candles 
one tells the story to all who take notice of 
the Chanukah lights. But that is not suffi-
cient. “In spite of the fact that one has been 
acquainted with the events of Chanukah 
since childhood, by lighting the candle each 
year, one deepens and widens his knowl-
edge, discovering new aspects and gaining 
more insights.” (Days of Deliverance, p. 
169) 

In order to fulfill the mitzvah of light-
ing in the fullest sense one must search 
for the festival’s true depth and reveal its 
relevance.

3) An Eternal Hope
What lesson must Chanukah impart? 

Strikingly, the Rav answered this question 
by citing a Chassidic teaching regarding 
a certain custom observed at the Pesach 
Seder. 

“It is said that at one Passover Seder, R. 
Mendele of Kotzk offered an answer to the 
well-known question, Why does the Shul-
chan Aruch (Orach Chaim 473:4) insist that 
an egg be taken to symbolize the Chagiga 
sacrifice? Why do we not follow Maimon-
ides’ position (Hilchot Chametz u-Matzah 
8:1) of using a type of meat as the symbol 
of the Chagiga? 
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An egg, R. Mendele said, has two compo-
nents. First, it is itself a good food, a source 
of protein that is easy to digest.  But apart 
from its important dietary uses, the egg 
has a higher component - in it lies a future 
life; it is the mysterious source of a future 
creature. Passover also has two compo-
nents: it celebrates an amazing victory over 
Pharoah and the freeing of slaves. But con-
cealed within the deliverance of Egypt lies 
the eternity of Israel, its eternal hope that 
will be realized in the future redemption. 
The egg symbolizes not only the Passover of 
Egypt, the temporary redemption, but the 
Passover of the generations to come, the 
future redemption, the everlasting mean-
ing of redemption.” (Ibid., p 130)

Chanukah celebrates not only the great 
salvation and miracles of that time but it 
holds within it an eternal message of future 
redemption and the rebuilding of the third 
Temple. 

In this context the Rav draws our atten-
tion to the language we recite in the Al 
Hanisim which is added to our prayers all 
eight days of the holiday. The greatness 
of Chanukah, says the Rav, consists not 
so much in the importance of the miracle 
that occurred ba’yamim ha’hem, in the days 
of yore, over two thousand years ago, but 

most importantly ba’zman ha’zeh, in our 
time, in the ancient miracle for the here-
and-now. (Ibid., p. 131) 

 CHESED FUND
Important Announcement!

As of 1st December 2021,  
the Chesed Fund will be transferred to 
a registered non-profit Amutah (NGO) 

– “CHESED YITZCHAK VESHEINDEL” 
(#58964647).

· Be”h we shall continue to assist all  
the needy people served by the  
Chesed Fund these last 15 years.

· Donors will now receive tax benefits 
according to Se’if 46  

of the Israeli Tax Code.
· Menachem Persoff will continue to 

oversee the Fund  
as a board member of the Amutah.

Please continue to support  
this holy cause!

Checks should now be made out to:
“CHESED YITZCHAK VESHEINDEL”

Send by mail to
Chesed Yitzchak Vesheindel

POB 36156, Romema, Jerusalem
(Attention: Menachem Persoff)

For more information:  
Menachem Persoff -  

menpmp@gmail.com

We buy your Gold & Silver
Personal home service - 30 years experience

We also buy silverware, gold & silver coins!
Please send me a picture to Whatsapp for free appraisals 

I pay cash! I will meet you where you want! Customer service!

972-54-219-2428
mail: absaffran@gmail.com

Follow Us 
On FacebookNow also seeing patients at the

  LaBriut Health Center in RBS 02-970-1100


