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Further Reading
Rabbi Bieler’s Divrei Torah are available at the 
synagogue website, and they now include audio 
files suitable for playback on a computer or on such 
mobile devices as Apple’s iPod.

To access this material, go to www.kmsynagogue.
org and click on “Rabbi” near the upper left-hand 
corner of the home page. The audio files are at the 
bottom of the Rabbi’s page, under the heading “Jew-
ish Year 5767.”

In the liturgical paragraph that we recite 
immediately following the lighting of 
the Chanuka candles on each of the days 

of the festival of lights, in order to remind 
ourselves as well as any others nearby of how 
we are to conduct ourselves while the lights 
are lit, we articulate a specific behavior that 

is commanded with respect to these lights:
VeChol Shemonat Yemai Chanuka HaNeirot Hallalu 
Kodesh Heim, VeEin Lanu Reshut LeHishtameish Bahem, 
Elah LiRotam Bilvad…. 
(And for all of the eight days of Chanuka, these lights are 
holy, and we have no permission to use them, only to see 
them/look at them….)

The Halachic category into which the Neirot Chanuka fall 
is known as Muktza Machamat Mitzva1 (that which is set 
aside from normal use due to its being reserved for Mitzva 
performance). Since the flames that are created are intended 
to fulfill a Rabbinic Commandment,2 using them for some 
other non-holy purpose would take away from their holiness, 
their dedication to commemorating the miracles3 that took 
place during this time. 

However, as in so many aspects of Jewish law, there is an 
exception to this rule, a case which is evocative and offers 
considerable food for thought. Aruch HaShulchan, Orach 
Chayim 675:1 notes the order of prioritization among a group 
of several Commandments, when an individual unfortunately 
cannot financially afford to fulfill all of them.4

In Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 263, it is explained 
that [when one is forced to choose between fulfilling the 
Mitzvot of] Shabbat lights and Kiddush [a choice between 
purchasing candles/oil and wicks as opposed to wine5] the 
Shabbat lights are more important … because Shalom 
Bayit [peace in the home] is more important than all other 
considerations….
This would be all the more true with regard to a choice 
involving Chanuka lights, [i.e., Shabbat lights are to be pur-
chased before purchasing Chanuka lights] … and although 
with respect to Chanuka lights there is Pirsumei Nissa 
[publicizing of the miracle], nevertheless Shalom Bayit is 
more important than all other considerations….
675:3
There are those [Magen Avraham] who say that today 
when the Chanuka lights are lit inside the home,6 it is not 
appropriate to posit that Shabbat lights are more important 

[than Chanuka lights]. Therefore it is preferable to light the 
Chanuka lights [in place of the Shabbat lights] and thereby 
supply light to the house. And although it is forbidden to 
eat by its [the Chanukia’s] light—as is stated in the para-
graph HaNeirot Hallalu cited above—it is better to eat next 
to it [the Menora] than to cancel lighting Chanuka lights 
altogether, since there is no alternative. There is someone 
[Eliyahu Rabba] who disagrees with this. Nevertheless it 
is proper to rely on this [Magen Avraham’s view] in dif-
ficult circumstances, since with regard to usage, there are 
those who insist that it is permissible to use the lights for 
Mitzva purposes, and the Shabbat meal is without question 
a meal of Mitzva.

The tension between Pirsumei Nissa on the one hand, and 
Shalom Bayit on the other, is a classic confrontation between 
two central values in Judaism. Publicizing God’s miracles not 
only serves to praise the Divine for what He has done on our 
respective behalves, but also reinforces the idea of His inter-
vention in general human history as well as in our individual 
lives. Belief in God’s performing miracles offers us both insight 
into the supernatural nature of Jewish history, and hope for 
the future to those in dire straits, suggesting that He who has 
performed miracles in the past can do so once again. Aside 
from the Chanuka lights, other media by which we invoke 
these miracles include reading Megillat Esther, mentioning 
and describing in detail the Exodus from Egypt, marveling 
over the formation and continued success of the State of Israel 
and reciting the Modim section of the Silent Devotion at least 
three times a day.7

Shalom Bayit emphasizes a very different dimension of our 
lives, namely our interactions with our “significant others,” the 
epitome of our relationships known as Bein Adam LeChaveiro. 
While Shalom Bayit primarily applies to ourselves and the 
members of our immediate families, and therefore delineates 
the ideal of a peaceful and wholesome domestic environment 
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in which each of us and his/her spouse and children should be 
able to thrive, the term should be extended and ought to also 
generically describe the attitude that should overflow from 
our individual homes into our communities, institutions and 
nation. Are we capable of the empathy, patience, readiness to 
give others dignity and respect required to realize a condition 
of Shalom? Not only does light shed by Shabbat candles help 
people finding themselves in a single space navigate such an 
area safely and respectfully, but avoiding raising one’s voice, 
diminishing if not eliminating strife and disagreement, em-
phasizing praise rather than destructive criticism, all serve to 
advance domestic and communal tranquility. 

The fact that when a choice has to be made between Sha-
lom Bayit and Pirsumei Nissa, it is the former that trumps 
the latter, is reminiscent of a well-known Midrash regarding 
Parashat Noach, paraphrased by RaShI in his commentary 
on Beraishit 11:9—

And which sin was graver, that of the Generation of the 
Flood or the Generation of the Dispersal [the peoples scat-
tered following God’s thwarting the plan to build a tower 
in Bavel]? These [the former] did not extend their hands 
against the Essential Power8 in order to fight against Him,9 
and yet they were drowned, while these [the latter, whom 
RaShI claims did intend to attempt to rebel against God, so 

to speak] were not destroyed from off the face of the earth. 
Since the Generation of the Flood were thieves and there 
was strife amongst them [for this reason they were totally 
destroyed], whereas these [the Generation of the Disperal] 
interacted with love and brotherhood, as it is stated, (11:1) 
“One language and a singular purpose.” [From this] you 
are meant to learn that strife is hated [by God] and peace 
is great/valued [by God]. 

The Midrash pointedly asserts that when the members 
of a community, society, or for that matter the world in its 
entirety can get along and respect one another, despite the 
inevitable disagreements and irritations that are intrinsic to 
the human condition, there is hope that all of these people 
will not only achieve admirable social interactions, but will 
be able to powerfully develop spiritually as well. However, in 
the absence of mutual human respect and admiration, a claim 
of belief and worship of God, either actual or potential, is not 
accorded any significance.

But the fallback position that Aruch HaShulchan suggests, 
i.e., that when the Chanuka lights are lit within the home of 
an impoverished individual, they could be allowed to serve a 
dual purpose, both Pirsumei Nissa as well as Shalom Bayit, 
when their light is associated with the Shabbat meal, a Seudat 
Mitzva, is also interestingly suggestive. In light of this Halacha, 
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weekly regardless of the wishes of humanity. The Festivals, 
on the other hand, are fixed to occur on a certain day of a 
particular Jewish month. Since the Beit Din has authority to 
establish when the beginning of a particular month occurs, 
i.e., on the 30th or 31st day of the preceding month, dependent 
upon the timing and nature of the testimony of the witnesses 
who come before them regarding their sighting of the new 
moon, the sanctity of the Festivals is dependent upon Israel’s 
sanctity—their decision-making.
16This is also perhaps why the word “BeAhava” (with love) 
is added to the Festival Amida when Shabbat and Yom Tov 
coincide—there is an extra element of fondness intrinsic to 
the day when it happens to also be Shabbat.
17Shemot 19:5-6.
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we establish that there are situations of Shalom Bayit—the best 
forms of Mitzvot Bein Adam LeChaveiro—that are simultane-
ously manifestations of relating to HaShem as well, specifically 
when our social interactions take place within the context 
of Mitzva. Even with respect to meals eaten on Chanuka, al-
though, unlike Purim, there is no specific commandment to 
have celebratory meals during the festival, RaMA on Shulchan 
Aruch, Orach Chayim 670:2 suggests that by the addition of 
Zemirot (spiritual songs) and Divrei Tora, such meals eaten 
during Chanuka take on the status of Seudot Mitzva.10 

Unfortunately we are all aware of situations whereby the man-
ner in which Mitzvot are performed divide people rather than 
bring them together. A very real religious ideal and criterion by 
which to measure whether the religious life is properly being 
lived, is whether by means of fulfilling such commandments, 
the ties that bind members of a family, community and nation 
to one another, are strengthened and reinforced, with all sensing 
that they are mutually, complementarily and respectfully en-
gaged in the supreme value of Avodat HaShem, serving God.

Chag Urim Sameach!

NOTES:
1Examples of objects that we all recently encountered and 
which were also in this category of Muktza and therefore pro-
hibited from serving other purposes were during the festival 
of Sukkot, the Sukka, including the decorations that were used 
to beautify it, as well as the four species that were taken each 
day of the festival excluding Shabbat.
2Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 671:1—One must be very 
careful regarding the lighting of Chanuka flames, and even a 
poor individual who is supported by charity should borrow 
or sell his clothing to purchase oil in order to light. 

Mishna Berura 670:1 #1 … And they light during them [the 
eight days of Chanuka] flames in the evening at the doorways 
of houses each night of the eight nights to show and reveal the 
miracle. And it is a Rabbinic Commandment like the read-
ing of the Megilla [on Purim]…. [Both Chanuka and Purim 
originated at times well after the Revelation of the Tora on 
Sinai and therefore are clearly Rabbinic creations intended 
to commemorate the miracles that took place during these 
periods of Jewish history.]
3The miracles include the victory by the few over the many 
as well as the small cruse of oil proving sufficient for keeping 
the Temple Menora lit for eight days until new pure oil could 
be produced. 
4Aside from the very real practical implications of such a 
hierarchical listing with regard to those who literally cannot 
purchase all of the materials needed for fulfilling these Com-
mandments, the list is also of theoretical importance in terms 
of demonstrating the relative importance of various Mitzvot 
and the reasons for concluding why this may be so. 
5While one can recite Kiddush over bread, it has to be as-
sumed that the individual in question lacks candles, wine 
and bread.
6In the event that one does not have a doorway or window 
facing out into the public domain, then the Chanukia can 
be lit on behalf of those residing in the house, as opposed to 
outsiders passing by. An additional consideration that might 
have affected how Jews lit Chanuka lights during the period 
in which the Aruch HaShulchan was writing was concern 
arising from anti-Semitism that would have caused Jews to 
fear publicizing their Jewishness.
7On Shabbat, the addition of the Musaf service allows us to 
recite this blessing a fourth time; Yom HaKippurim’s Ne’ila 
service constitutes a fifth opportunity to reflect upon God’s 
Miracles from which we benefit daily.
8Beraishit 6 describes social corruption but not necessarily 
idolatry or other theological crimes. 
9RaShI on 11:1 defines the attempt to build a tower that reaches to 
Heaven in order to storm Heaven and battle against the Divine.
10See my essay in last year’s (2006) Chanuka edition of Kol 
Mevaser, “Seudot Chanuka—An Option Worth Pursuing.” It 
is interesting to speculate whether the RaMA is suggesting that 
anytime one enhances a meal with Zemirot and Divrei Tora, 
by definition it becomes a Seudat Mitzva even during Yemai 
Chol (days which have no intrinsic religious significance), or 
whether this only takes effect within a specific time frame as-
sociated with a religious commemoration such as Chanuka, 
Rosh Chodesh, Cholo Shel Moed and the like. It should be 
noted that the definition of a Seuda assumes that HaMotzi will 
be made and consequently Birkat HaMazon will be recited at 
its conclusion. 
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