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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Time for a
Change
by George Silberman

Going Out of Our
Way to Remember
Miracles on
Chanuka and Sukkot
by Rabbi Yaakov Bieler

continued on page five

continued on page nine

Aharon Ziegler1

records the
         manner in
which R. Joseph B.
Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL,
pointed to a com-
ment in the Talmud

that associates the festivals of
Sukkot and Chanuka to account for a
strange “Halacha” regarding the
lighting of the Menora.

Although Chanuka is a festival of
Rabbinic origin,2 the Talmud com-
pares one of its laws to a religious
requirement intrinsic to the Tora fes-
tival of Sukkot.

Shabbat 21b-22a
R. Natan bar Minyomai said in the
name of R. Tanchum: The light/
”Menora” of Chanuka that is
placed higher than 20 “Amot,”3

does not fulfill the commandment
(of lighting flames4 on each of the
eight days of Chanuka), similar to
“Sukka”5 and “Mavui.”6

While it is readily understandable
why a “Mavui,” a horizontal pole,
must be placed where it can be
readily seen by passersby in order to
permit carrying in the area on
Shabbat—if the pole cannot be seen,
people will not know that the public
domain lies just ahead and they may
come to carry on Shabbat— it is not
so clear why the Sechach7 as well as
the Chanukia must not be above a
certain height. One would think that
as long as there is a roof over one’s
head in the Sukka and the Menora
has been properly lit, the respective
heights of the roof and the flames

should not be relevant. But when one
considers one of the reasons offered
by the Talmud for imposing a maxi-
mum height on a Sukka, an impor-
tant implication emerges for the
Mitzva of lighting Chanuka flames as
well, suggesting a significant spiri-
tual rationale for both of these
Halachic requirements.

Sukka 2a
From where do we learn these
matters [that the roof of the Sukka
can be no higher than 20 Amot
from ground level]? Said Rabba:
The verse states (VaYikra 23:43)
“In order that your generations
will know that I caused the Chil-
dren of Israel to dwell in ‘Sukkot’
[during the time that they wan-
dered in the desert following the
Exodus from Egypt].
Usually, the Tora does not offer

reasons why a particular command-
ment should be observed. Further-
more, the three pilgrimage Festi-

Although my
          “agenda”

             when I came
to be president may
have differed from
that of my predeces-
sors, we all shared a
common hope that

we could devote our tenures to broad
policy initiatives.  We wanted to do
things that would foster a greater
sense of community, support new
and wonderful programs for adoles-
cents, make the volunteer experience
more meaningful, improve both the
spiritual and physical environments,

or figure out ways to raise money
without overly burdening an already
strained charity-giving membership.
What I didn’t want to do—and what
every previous president also wished
to avoid—was to focus my energies
on the “minutiae” of the day-to-day
operations of the synagogue.

With that by way of introduction,
a sampling of items I have dealt with
(or need to deal with) from this past
week is shown below:

• An attendee at the 8 am minyan
writes to inquire about options for
where he can have the Kiddush
after his son’s expected Bar
Mitzvah in the spring.  The e-mail
comes two days before another at-
tendee at 8 am inquiring about
possible use of the Beis Midrash
for his son’s imminent aufruf.
• The director of a program for se-

niors—most of whom are émigrés
from the former Soviet Union—
calls to see whether KMS is will-
ing to offer them space for the pro-
gram.  It runs 5 days a week from
9 am until 3 pm. They will pay for
the rental.
• A congregant calls from KMS at
night to say that when she arrived
at the building she found the
doors open, the lights on, a set of
keys on a table in the lobby, and
nobody there. She asks what she
should do.
• Only 12 families have submit-
ted payment for the retreat and
the facility where we hope to go
is demanding full payment for 35
families. An e-mail thread and
series of phone conversations is
devoted to deciding whether to
put the shul at risk for $11,000 in
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vals—Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot—
can all be understood as intended as
a remembrance of the Exodus.8  Con-
sequently, when the requirement to
specifically remember our leaving
Egypt is explicitly associated with a
particular Mitzva unique to only one
of the three holidays, in this case the
requirement to dwell in a Sukka,
commentators and codifiers assume
that the Tora intends something
more than merely a rationale for the
Mitzva in question.

Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 135:1
. . . And it is written, “In order that
your generations will know that I
caused the Children of Israel to
dwell in ‘Sukkot’ when I took them
out from the land of Egypt.”
Therefore it is necessary to spe-
cifically have in mind while one
is dwelling in the Sukka that the
Holy One, Blessed Be He, Com-
manded us to dwell in a Sukka
as a commemoration of the Exo-
dus from Egypt . . . .
Since the greatest physical threat

posed by the many years of desert
wandering was continuous direct ex-
posure to the burning sun, the roof
of the “Sukka,” i.e., the Sechach, ei-
ther representing the Clouds of Glory
according to R. Eliezer, or a literal
crude shelter made of natural mate-
rials according to R. Akiva,9 becomes
the essential symbol of God protect-
ing the people during this long pe-
riod. Consequently, in order for us to
be reminded of and thereby remem-
ber the miracle of God’s protection,
the Sechach must be low enough so
that it can be observed in the nor-
mal line of sight of those in the
Sukka. This is the basis of the upper
limit of 20 “Amot.”

When we turn our attention to the
Mitzva of lighting the Chanukia
within a similar distance from the

ground, i.e., not above 20 “Amot,” R.
Tanchum’s equation of Chanuka and
Sukkot appears to suggest that here
too we are dealing with a form of the
requirement of  “Pirsumei Nissa”
(publicizing God’s miracles). And
whereas in terms of Sukkot, we are
concerned only with those actually
fulfilling the commandment of dwell-
ing within the Sukka proper, with re-
spect to Chanuka, we want to elicit
reflections about God’s miracles not
only by those who light the flames
but also by those who are present
during the lighting and by passersby,
who can be expected to see the
flames at normal eye level and re-
flect upon what they represent.

R. Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL, extended
the implications of R. Tanchum’s
statement in Sukka 2a to another as-
pect of the lighting of the Chanukia
that reflects a similar preoccupation
with “Pirsumei Nissa.” The Rav noted
a strange formulation in the RaMA’s
commentary to Shulchan Aruch:

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim
676:2
From the first night onwards, one
makes two blessings: “To ignite
the light of Chanuka,” and “Who
performed miracles.”
RaMA
And the one lighting should make
sure to complete all of the bless-
ings prior to beginning to light.
Mishna Berura #4
“All of the blessings prior to be-
ginning to light”—
We require that blessings be re-
cited just before the performance
of the Commandment . . . .

The requirement to recite a blessing
just before carrying out a “Mitzva”
generally applies to “Birchot
HaMitzva” (blessings specifically
connected to a commandment), a
category of blessings to which “To
ignite the light of Chanuka” clearly

belongs.10 However, the blessing
“Who performed miracles” would
appear not to be considered a
“Birchat HaMitzva” but rather a
“Birchat Shevach” (a blessing of
praise).11 In general, “Birchot
Shevach” are recited after one ex-
periences a phenomenon, such as
seeing a wondrous aspect of nature
or a special individual such as a
king or scholar. The Rav explained
that apparently, similar to the
Sukka in which special emphasis is
placed upon thinking about the
miraculous aspect of the festival,
we are equally concerned with this
issue on the Chanuka festival, both
in terms of the height of the
Chanukia and the role of the bless-
ing “Who performed miracles.” We
fail to fulfill the commandment
unless we are actually thinking
about why we are engaging in these
activities.

Aside from the technical
halachic issues that play a role in
R. Soloveitchik’s discussion of the
heights of Sechach and Menorot, it
is notable that the underlying as-
sumption of these Halachot is that
those participating in or even re-
sponding visually to the fulfillment
of commandments will have the
presence of mind to understand
these specific requirements of Jew-
ish law in their greater theological
and spiritual contexts. It is unfor-
tunately all too common for even
religiously observant individuals to
be oblivious to the meaning of what
they are doing as a result of having
so much to do, both ritually and
otherwise. We are often on sensory
and cognitive overload, and we
therefore end up feeling burdened
rather than inspired by the Mitzvot
that come our way. It would be won-
derful if we take to heart the need

continued on page seven
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to think about HaShem’s miracles
while our Chanukiot are lit, and con-
tinue in a similar vein when we en-
gage in the more common Mitzvot,
such as Tefilla (prayer), Shabbat, and
Kashrut.

“Chag Urim Sameach,” and may
our Chanuka not only be an inspira-
tional and thoughtful one, but may
it inspire greater devotion and reflec-
tion in all that we do.

NOTES:
1 Halachic Positions of Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik, Jason Aronson, Northvale, NJ,
1998, pp.43-5.

2 Chanuka came into existence long af-
ter the Tora was given on Sinai. While
there are references to the festival in the
Talmud, it is not surprising that no
sources to such effect can be found in
TaNaCh. Consequently, like Purim, it is of
Rabbinic rather than Toraitic origin.

3 An “Ama” is a measure of length equiva-

Rabbi continued from page seven
lent to approximately 1½ feet.

4 The commandment is fulfilled by either
lighting wicks fueled by oil or candles.

5 A Sukka is the booth in which Jews are
commanded to dwell during the festival
of Sukkot. Regarding the rules for the con-
struction of a Sukka, Mishna Sukka 1:1
states: A Sukka that is taller than 20 Amot
is disqualified for fulfilling the command-
ment.

6 A “Mavui” is an alleyway that leads from
an enclosed courtyard to a public domain
such as a street. According to Mishna
Eiruvin 1:1, in order to be able to carry
on Shabbat in a “Mavui,” a horizontal pole
must be placed over the point where the
alleyway opens into the public domain as
a reminder to people that they are com-
ing to the end of the quasi-private do-
main and are about to enter a public one.
However if the horizontal pole is more
that 20 “Amot” off the ground, it must be
lowered in order to allow carrying in the
alleyway. Otherwise there is a fear that the
pole will not fall into the normal line of
sight of those walking in the “Mavui,” and
therefore they will not be reminded that
they cannot carry beyond the end of the
alleyway on Shabbat.

7 The material that constitutes the roof
of a Sukka.

8 Pesach—the anniversary of the Exodus
and the events leading up to the split-
ting of the Sea of Reeds.
Shavuot—the receiving of the Tora at
Sinai, 50 days following the Exodus from
Egypt.
Sukkot—the 40 years of wandering in the
desert between the Exodus and the en-
try into the land of Israel.

9 See Sukka 11b.

10 All “Birchot HaMitzva” contain the
phrase, “Asher Kidshanu BeMitzvotav
VeTzivanu” (Who Has Commanded us
with His Miracles and has Commanded
us,” which is part of the blessing, “To ig-
nite the light of Chanuka.”

11 The complete blessing is: Blessed Are
You, our Lord of the universe, Who Has
Performed Miracles on behalf of our an-
cestors, in those days, as well as at this
time. Note the absence of the phrase
“Asher Kidshanu BeMitzvotav
VeTzivanu,” as well as the theme of
praise to HaShem, rather than a descrip-
tion of some particular action about to
take place. �


