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Yosef as a Model for the Theme of Chanuka 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

In a blog post that was posted this morning, “Comparing Yosef with Yehuda” 
(https://yaakovbieler.wordpress.com/2016/12/23/comparing-yosef-with-yehuda/ ), I explored an 
interesting essay by Sarah Rindner, “Which Is Better? To Be Righteous, or To Be Quick to Sin and Quick 
to Repent?” (http://mosaicmagazine.com/observation/2016/12/which-is-better-to-be-righteous-or-to-
be-quick-to-sin-and-quick-to-repent/ ) that appeared in the Mosaic online magazine. In Rindner’s 
presentation, the respective personalities of Yosef and Yehuda are investigated, with conclusions being 
drawn as to why Jewish leadership derives from the latter rather than the former.  

While in ancient Israel, there once was a tri-annual cycle for reading the Tora, the annual cycle 
that is observed in most contemporary Jewish communities times the Yosef story with the celebration of 
Chanuka. In R. Adin Steinsaltz’ essay on Chanuka, “A Stiff-Necked People” (Change and Renewal: The 
Essence of the Jewish Holidays, Festivals and Days of Remembrance, trans. Daniel Haberman, ed. 
Yehudit Shabta, Maggid Books, Jerusalem, 2011, pp. 147-53), he notes that observant Jews met with 
rigidity the Hellenizers’ appeals for them to be “flexible” with respect to Judaism, in order to more 
smoothly adapt to the Greek world-view. It occurs to me that Yosef, given by the Rabbis the appellation 
“Yosef HaTzadik” (the righteous), too, was similarly principled, and it was his unyielding commitment to 
the values that he imbibed in his parental home that apparently equipped him to retain his religious and 
ethnic identity, even as he found himself within Egyptian society both as a slave and then among the 
most powerful leaders in the world.  

Yet, as Rindner points out, Yehuda, whose most admirable traits included being able to accept 
responsibility even when confronted with having done the wrong thing, is designated as the font for 
subsequent Jewish kings and even the Moshiach! Perhaps this is why Chanuka, and for that matter 
Purim—featuring two other very principled individuals, Esther and Mordechai--are designated “minor” 
holidays in the Jewish calendar, as compared to the festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot which are 
called for in the Tora itself. While the values inherent in our major festivals, i.e., physical and religious 
freedom, living in accordance with a code of law, and deeply believing in our dependence upon God’s 
Intervention and Protection are aspects of the lessons that Jews are called upon in their capacities as 
“Ohr LaGoyim” (a light unto the nations—see Yeshayahu 42:6; 49:6), there are times when we are called 
upon to step back, particularly when the world encroaches upon us and threatens to absorb and 
obliterate our principles and values, replacing them with others. While Yehuda’s approach ultimately 
carries the day, Yosef’s tendencies cannot be fully abandoned, either.  

In effect, a complementarity is created among the personalities that populate our tradition as 
well as the various festivals and rituals that we observe. Some focus upon universal themes, others on 
particularistic aspects of Jewish existence, manifestations of the “double confrontation” that R. J.B. 
Soloveitchik discusses in his classic essay “Confrontation” 
(http://traditionarchive.org/news/originals/Volume%206/No.%202/Confrontation.pdf ) as well as R. 
Jonathan Sacks in the introduction of his latest book, Essays on Ethics: A Weekly Reading of the Jewish 
Bible (Maggid and the Orthodox Union, Jerusalem, 2016).  
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In the final analysis, just as Chanuka and Yosef play important but not exclusive roles in the 
Jewish experience, we all need one another, as well as the various aspects of our tradition to strive to 
achieve some modicum of Shleimut (wholeness).  

Chag Urim Sameach! 


