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From the President

Torah im
Derech Eretz
by Ed Tolchin

Seudot Chanuka:
An Option Worth 
Pursuing
by Rabbi Yaakov Bieler
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R. Mordechai Yafeh 
(1535-1612), in 

his monumental com-
mentary “Levush” (lit. 
clothing, covering) on 
Shulchan Aruch (lit. 
the set table), Orach 
Chayim 670:2 explains 

in a well-known passage why the manner 
in which we commemorate Chanuka 
is fundamentally different from how 
Purim is annually celebrated:

Because on Purim the decree was to 
destroy and kill the Jews which in 
effect means the cessation on their 
part of all feasting and joy, as opposed 
to [destroying] their souls, for even 
if they had renounced their faith, 

Heaven Forbid, he [Haman] would 
not have accepted them [as part of the 
Persian people]. Consequently when 
the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Saved 
them from him, they established 
that it was appropriate to also praise 
and glorify Him, May He Be Blessed, 
by means of feasting and rejoicing 
[in addition to Hallel and Ya’aleh 
VeYavo]. 

This was not the case with respect 
to Antiochus, who did not decree 
concerning the Jews to kill and de-
stroy, but rather to cause trouble and 
persecutions in order to bring about  
the renunciation of their faith. And if 
the Jews would have subjugated them-
selves to them [the Syrian Greeks] to 
be conquered under their hand, give 
them taxes and accept their religion, 
Heaven Forbid, they would not have 
demanded anything more. But the 
Holy One, Blessed Be He, Made 
mighty the hand of Israel, and they 
defeated them. Therefore the days 

were established to exclusively praise 
and glorify, i.e., since they desired to 
prevent us from such actions and to 
deny our faith, Heaven Forbid, and 
with the Help of the Blessed One 
their plot did not succeed, and we 
gained the upper hand, therefore we 
give thanks and praise Him for having 
been to us for a God and that we did 
not abandon His Service [but there 
are no requirements for physical, 
sensuous celebration].
But not everyone agrees with Levush’s 

formulation. R. David HaLevi (1586-
1667), author of the supercommentary 
TaZ (an acronym for Turei Zahav), 
cites RaShI on Parshat Ki Tetze as the 
basis for his challenge to the Levush’s 
explanation for the respective means of 
celebrating Chanuka and Purim. TaZ 
references RaShI’s interpretation of the 
distinction cited in the Tora between the 
treatment of the descendants of Amon 
and Moav (Devarim 23:4 prohibits even 

Let me put out some 
ideas for thought 

and debate about the 
interstice of moder-
nity and Judaism—i.e., 
Modern Orthodoxy, 
and at the same time, 

comment on some of the contributions 
of KMS to this clash of civilizations.
I’ll begin with something written by 
one of my favorite teachers, Rabbi Dr. 
Walter Wurzburger, z’l, who once wrote 
in an essay:

Modern Orthodoxy must demon-
strate religious passion and insistence 
upon meticulous Halakhic observance 
both in matters between man and God 

and between man and man. In matters 
of religious commitment moderation 
is no virtue. The “extremism” of total 
commitment is absolutely essential to 
success. (See http://www.yerushalayim.
net/organizations/oc/projects/rove/
wurzburger2.htm. )

Dr. Wurzburger, z’l, encouraged his 
students at Yeshiva University to expand 
on and challenge his thoughts.  With his 
permission, then, let me take issue with 
one aspect of this particular statement.

I say that moderation, at the right 
times, may not be problematical for 
Modern Orthodoxy. Indeed, it seems to 
me that the essence of modern orthodoxy 
is compromising with modernity, while 
simultaneously adhering to tradition. 
The intersection of our daily lives and our 
prayer interludes underscores this point.

I don’t believe I am telling a dark 
secret by publicly stating that living 
both in an open, modern society and an 
insular, traditional neighborhood causes 

many of us to develop an expertise in 
compromise. Some may argue with this 
conclusion, but, this is my column, so 
I get to say it, and then you can tell me 
why I’m wrong. 

We don’t compromise in matters 
bein adam l’chavero—interpersonal 
issues. But bein adam lamakom—the 
ritualistic arena, I think we compromise 
in areas which walk the line of minhag 
(custom) and halacha (law), and chumra 
(stringency) and kulah (leniency). How 
many of the men in the shul wear their 
kipot at work? How many have their 
tzitzit hanging out? Do all women prop 
the door open when they have a meeting 
with their male boss? I can go on, but you 
catch my drift.

But, you say, there are shitot, opin-
ions, on which you can rely for every-
thing we do. To be sure. But, that is the 
point—we search out and rely on those 
opinions.
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male converts from ever marrying into 
the Jewish people) and the descendants 
of Edom and Mitzrayim (ibid. v. 8-9, 
says that after two generations following 
conversion, these descendants can unre-
strictedly enter the Jewish people):

RaShI on Devarim 23:9
Consequently you learn that he who 
causes a man to sin does him greater 
harm than if he kills him, for he who 
kills him, kills him only with regard 
to this world, while he who causes 
him to sin puts him out of this world 
as well as the world to come.1 There-
fore Edom, though he met him with 
the sword,2 was not abhorred utterly 
[and eventually their descendants 
would be accepted fully by the Jewish 
people], and similarly the Egyptians 
who drowned them;3 while those 
[the Ammonites and Moabites] who 
caused them to sin,4 were to be utterly 
abhorred.
Consequently, argues TaZ, since the 

Syrian Greeks were intent on causing the 
Jews to give up their religion, in contrast 
to Haman who was “merely” determined 
to kill Mordechai’s co-religionists, the 
former should be considered to have 
perpetrated the greater potential evil, 
and our celebration of having been 
saved from such a fate should be more 
intense and expansive. It should include 
not only verbal affirmations of God’s 
Greatness, as manifested in Hallel and 
Ya’aleh VeYavo, but also festive meals 
dedicated to praising HaShem’s Protec-
tion of His People. 

TaZ does not disagree with the 
Shulchan Aruch’s Halacha that the 
requirement to have festive meals is 
exclusively associated with Purim as 
opposed to Chanuka. The commenta-
tor merely takes issue with the Levush’s 
explanation. TaZ himself posits that 
the difference between the two celebra-
tions is a function of the nature of the 
miracles that are associated with each 
commemoration. Whereas Purim was 

a public miracle associated with win-
ning a war against the Jews’ enemies and 
therefore merited a celebration in this 
world including special food and drink, 
Chanuka’s miracle was the burning of 
the single cruse of oil for eight days, 
something that was far more private 
and spiritual, and focuses upon celebrat-
ing in a more other-worldly manner. 
Granted, Chanuka also involved the 
winning of a war, but according to TaZ, 
this was secondary to the miracle of the 
oil in the Temple. 

Therefore, one could delineate the 
dispute between Levush and TaZ as 
whether a festive meal should be associ-
ated with the nature of the salvation that 
the Jews experienced—Purim, a physi-
cal triumph; Chanuka, a spiritual vic-
tory—or with the context of the miracle 
being commemorated—Purim, public 
and accessible to all; Chanuka—private 
and experienced by only a few. Both the 
Levush’s and the TaZ’s explanations can 
be used to explain the statement by R. 
Yosef Karo in the Shulchan Aruch: 

Multiple meals [Chanuka parties?] 
that people engage in, are optional 
meals because they [the eight days 
of the festival] were not established 
[by the Rabbinical authorities as set-
tings] for drinking parties and general 
rejoicing.
What is curious, however, is the gloss 

of RaMA (R. Moshe Isserlis 1530-1572, 
author of the “Mapa” [lit. the table 
cloth]), which appears to obscure the 
dichotomy between Chanuka and Purim 
that Levush and TaZ attempt to sharpen 
and conceptualize:

And there are those who say that there 
is “Ketzat Mitzva”5 [lit. a little/slight 
Mitzva] in having multiple meals, 
because during those days [of Cha-
nuka], the “dedication of the altar” 
took place.
The language of the RaMA is at least 

in part imprecise because the Tora rather 
explicitly states that the altar as well as 
the rest of the Mishkan were dedicated 

many months after Kislev, the month 
during which we celebrate Chanuka:

Shemot 40:17, 29
And it came to pass in the first month 
[Nissan] of the second year, on the 
first day of the month that the Mish-
kan was erected….
And he [Moshe] put the altar of the 
burnt offering by the entrance of the 
Mishkan of the Tent of Meeting….
A clearer picture of the sequence of 

events, and consequently the time period 
that RaMA is actually referring to, can be 
obtained from the following Midrash:

Midrash Tanchuma, Parshat Pekudai 
#11
In how many months was the fab-
rication of the Mishkan completed? 
R. Shmuel bar Nachman6 says: In 
three months the fabrication of the 
Mishkan was completed—Tishrei,7 
MarCheshvan and Kislev. And it re-
mained disassembled during Tevet, 
Shevat and Adar. They first construct-
ed it on the first of Nissan…
Why wasn’t it erected immediately 
[upon its compleition during Kislev]? 
Because God Desired to intertwine 
the joy of the Mishkan with the joy of 
the day on which Yitzchak, our father, 
was born8…
The association between at least 

the completion of the construction (as 
opposed to the actual erecting of the 
structure) of the Mishkan and festive 
meals is suggestive of the overall symbol-
ism that is attributed to the table upon 
which food is served in a Jewish home. 
Could it be more than a coincidence that 
in connection with the Halachot that ap-
ply to meals in general, it is specifically 
RaMA who writes:

re Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 
167:5
Nevertheless it is a Mitzva to place on 
every table salt before the breaking of 
bread, because the table is like the altar, 
and the food is like a sacrifice, and it is 
said, (VaYikra 2:13) “Upon all of your 

continued on page nineteen

Rabbi continued from page three
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sacrifices you will offer up salt,” which 
protects from punishments. 
Clearly if a meal constitutes no more 

than physical and material pleasures 
derived from food and drink, then a 
claim could be made that such a celebra-
tion falls more readily under the rubric 
of Purim than Chanuka. However, if 
every meal ought to ideally constitute a 
spiritual experience, serving as a means 
by which via Berachot, Zemirot, Divrei 
Tora, a group of people come together 
and express their devotion to and ap-
preciation of HaShem,9 why should Cha-
nuka be any different than Purim, or for 
that matter Shabbat and Yom Tov? Not 
only should we, the Jewish people, be 
demonstrating our gratitude to HaShem 
via prayer and Tora study, but also in 
every dimension of our lives including 
our eating and drinking. Rather than 
bifurcating our activities into the holy 
and the non-holy, or even the not-yet-
holy, RaMA challenges us to blur the 
distinctions of a compartmentalized 
existence and live in holiness both inside 
and outside of the Beit Kenesset and Beit 
Midrash, particularly on Chanuka. 

Chag Urim Sameach!

noTEs:
1 The converse of this idea appears in Mishna 
Bava Metzia 2:11 where the reason given 
why returning a teacher’s lost object takes 
precedence over returning a father’s lost 
object (unless the father is also a teacher of 
the son) is that whereas the father brings the 

son into this world, the teacher brings the son 
into the world to come.
2 See Bamidbar 20:18, 20.
3 See Shemot 1:22.
4 See BaMidbar 25. Although the sins at Ba’al 
Pe’or appear to be associated specifically with 
Moav, due to their mutual origins—Amon 
and Moav are descended from the daughters 
of Lot who engaged in incest with their 
father following the destruction of Sodom 
and Amora (Beraishit 19:37-8)—and the 
proximity of where they resided in the region, 
it is assumed that they were of one mind 
when it came to trying to destroy the Jews. 
See e.g., RaMBaN on Devarim 29:14.
5 The term “Mitzva” connotes a sense of 
obligation, in direct opposition to the term 
“Reshut” or optional. The root of “Mitzva” is 
Tzadi-Vav-Heh which means “command”. 
6 R. Chanina contends that it was first 
completed at the end of Adar, because 
working through the winter months requires 
double the normal amount of time, i.e., 6 
months rather than 3. 
7 It is assumed that the Mishkan was begun 
during Tishrei, immediately after Moshe 
came down from Sinai with the Second 
Tablets indicating God’s having Forgiven 
the Jewish people for the sin of the Golden 
Calf. Traditionally this is believed to have 
taken place on Yom HaKippurim (see 
RaShI on Shemot 34:29). Although the 
Parshiyot Teruma (Shemot 25-27) and 
Tetzaveh (Ibid. 27-30) are recorded in the 
Tora prior to the sin of the Calf (ibid. 32), 
suggesting that work on the Mishkan could 
have begun before Yom HaKippurim of 
that year, it is nevertheless possible that 
Moshe was instructed concerning building 
the Tabernacle prior to the sin, but never 
told the people to do so once he smashed 
the Tablets upon seeing the sinning of the 

people. Sephorno on Shemot 24:18 argues 
that HaShem only told Moshe about the 
Mishkan during the last forty-day period 
on Sinai, which culminates with his descent 
on Yom HaKippurim, and therefore the 
placement of Teruma and Tetzava is a 
manifestation of the principle “Ein Mukdam 
U’MeUchar BaTora” (the events in the Tora 
do not necessarily reflect a chronological, 
historical order. 8 Eitz Yosef points out that 
this language in Midrash Tanchuma is also 
imprecise, in light of an earlier passage in 
Tanchuma, Parshat Bo #9: 

On the fifteenth of Nissan was decreed the 
decree and HaShem Spoke to Avraham 
at the Covenant between the Pieces 
(Beraishit 15); on the fifteenth of Nissan 
the angels came to inform him of the 
impending birth of Yitzchak (Ibid. 18); 
on the fifteenth of Nissan Yitzchak was 
born (ibid. 21) ; on the fifteenth of Nissan 
they were redeemed from Egypt (Shemot 
12:18); and on the fifteenth of Nissan in 
the future they will be redeemed from 
the subjugation of Exile….

The commentator goes on to suggest that 
the Midrash’s language should be amended 
to read: “to intertwine the joy of the Mishkan 
with the joy of the month during which 
Yitzchak, our father, was born.
9 The Commandment to engage in Birchat 
HaMazon (Devarim 8:10), although deriving 
from a verse that appears to be limited to 
Blessing God for food that one consumes, 
has been expanded by the Rabbis to include 
among other things, giving thanks for the 
land of Israel, Jerusalem and various miracles 
that were performed at Beitar. Consequently, 
even if nothing other than Grace after Meals 
takes place, the meal was an opportunity 
to express appreciation to the Divine for 
benefits that we have received. 

Rabbi continued from page seventeen

With this issue we greet one new friend, and say 
goodbye to two old ones.

Achi Guggenheim, who contributes an article on 
page 9, has agreed to join our Editorial Board. We look 
forward to his help and to more of his writing.

After long service to Kol MevaSer, Tamar Lustman 
and Neil Roland leave the Editorial Board. We’re sorry 
to lose their hard work, but we hope they will continue 

to write for us now and then.
We may have mentioned in a previous issue that 

Anne Green is no longer doing our production and 
layout. Her contribution is ongoing, however, because 
the layout of Kol MevaSer continues to be based on 
her original designs.

Our heartfelt thanks to Achi, Tamar, Neil, and 
Anne.

Hail and Farewell


