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The Illusive Singular Light of Chanuka
R. Yaakov Bieler

continued on page nine

Further Reading
Many of Rabbi Bieler’s lectures, articles, and Divrei 
Tora, including some audio files suitable for playback 
on a computer or on such mobile devices as Apple’s 
iPod, are available at the synagogue website.

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 “Jewish Year 
5767.”

In R. Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook’s 
commentary on the prayers, Olat Rei’ya,1 
the first Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of Israel 

speculates regarding an implicit question 
arising from the language of the blessing 
before one lights the Menora: 

In light of the 36 flames that are lit over the course of the 
Chanuka festival, why did the Hasmonean court formu-
late the Beracha “להדליק נר של חנוכה” (to light the Chanuka 
light) rather than “נרות חנוכה” (the Chanuka lights)? 

Before considering R. Kook’s own explanation for the curi-
ous terminology in the blessing, we can readily deepen and 
amplify his question: Had the Halacha followed the view of 
Beit Shamai2 with regard to the manner in which we should 
light the Menora, i.e., begin with eight lights and each night 
subtract one until we ignite only a single flame on the final 
evening, then perhaps we could interpret the blessing over 
the Chanukia as future-oriented,3 anticipating the last night’s 
lighting, paralleling the sequence of the cows offered as sacri-
fices on the consecutive days of the Sukkot festival.4 However, 
it is Beit Hillel, as in so many other Halachic cases, who carries 
the day in the dispute over the manner in which the Menora 
is to be lit, and therefore, our practice on Chanuka is on the 
first night to begin with one light and work our way up to 
eight, manifesting the Halachic rule, Ma’alin BaKodesh VeEi-
nam Moridin (we increase in holiness rather than diminish). 
It would therefore appear that multiple flames is the more 
significant religious statement that culminates at the climax of 
the festival, and that causes the single light on the first night to 
pale in comparison. Consequently, the question regarding the 
blessing is only reinforced, i.e., why not reference the multiple 
lights on the final day, or at least change the blessing midstream 
and from the second night on, use the plural נרות?

A curious contrast to the blessing over the Chanukia is the 
weekly blessing recited over a different flame, the Havdala 
light. Despite the fact that a single candle is used, nevertheless 
the blessing suggests a plurality of lights: 

Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who 
Creates מאורי האש (the lights of the fire). 

While Joseph Hertz offers a technical explanation for the 
usage of the term “Me’orai”—“because of the plural form of 
the Hebrew word, suggesting a double flame, custom decreed 
a specially woven Havdala candle, or two lit candles to be held 
together, so to give the light a torch-like appearance”5,6—Mishna 
Berura7 offers an evocative, simultaneously scientific and 
poetic, interpretation for the blessing’s reference to multiple 

flames: 
Because there are several lights in the flame: white, red 
and green. And if one says “MeOhr HaEish” (the light 
[singular] of the fire), it is the opinion of BaCh that one 
has not fulfilled the Commandment even a posteriori. 

Yet this latter explanation would appear to complicatre the 
question regarding the Chanukia even further, in the sense 
that even when a single flame is lit, if in fact it is a multiple 
flame in terms of the various degrees of combustion that 
result in different visual effects, why should the blessing be 
?”להדליק נר של חנוכה“

Rav Kook,8 for his part, considers the image of “light” as a 
metaphor for a number of different vectors that make up the 
Jewish people and Jewish society. Jewish classical literature 
is replete with the terms, “Ohr HaTora” (the light of Tora); 
“Ohr HaNevua” (the light of prophecy); “Ohr HaChachma” 
(the light of wisdom); “Ohr HaTzedek” (the light of righteous-
ness); “Ohr HaGevurah (the light of courage and might); “Ohr 
HaSimcha” (the light of joy); “Ohr HaChesed” (the light of 
kindness); “Ohr HaAhava” (the light of love); etc. Perhaps the 
reason that “light” is used in connection with each of these 
qualities is because in the same manner that light is shed from 
its origin upon its surroundings, these qualities similarly pos-
sess a broadening nature so that when they are manifested by 
a segment of society or even by a single individual, the qual-
ity tends to spread outward to include ever-greater swaths 
of society.

However, R. Kook notes, these qualities, each extremely im-
portant in its own right for the perfection of society and the 
Jewish people, might be considered, at least by some, as mutu-
ally exclusive and antithetical to one another. We have only to 
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look at the different emphases reflected in the lifestyles of the 
Chassidim and Mitnagdim, the world of the Benai HaYeshiva 
as opposed to that of Ba’alei Batim, the pietists and Ba’alei 
Mussar in contrast to those who seek to embrace the positive 
aspects of the world at large, to realize the broad variety of 
perspectives reflected among even the most traditional of Jews. 
Furthermore, the special quality to which one individual feels 
most drawn, might be perceived by him to be threatened by the 
emphases that others place on some of the other “Orot,” and 
he comes to disrespect not only these fellow Jews, but also the 
values that they embody. Consequently, R. Kook writes, 

The essential blessing is the blessing of peace, which will 
come about in the future, when it will be clear to all, that 
all of the “lights,” in their individuality and specificity, they 
are in fact a single “light.” Consequently the term “נרות” 
is not invoked in the blessing of Chanuka, because it is 
pointing the way to an exalted state in the distant future, 
to that exalted moment that will be pervaded with God’s 
Power, represented by the “נר” of Chanuka.

It would appear that R. Kook, in his explanation for the 
terminology in this blessing, has drawn attention to both the 
similarity and the difference in the approaches of Beit Shamai 
and Beit Hillel cited above. While both may acknowledge 
that the goal of human civilization in general and the Jewish 
contribution to its evolution in particular, is a process whose 
culmination will occur far into the future, the question that 
they debate is where the emphasis should be placed now. 
Should the future result be front-and-center in our minds’ eye 
to the point where all else is insignificant in comparison—the 
essence is the single candle lit on the eighth day—and unless 
perfection at least to some extent can be realized in the mo-
ment, there are no redeeming qualities to acknowledge in life 
as we know it? Or alternatively, while the goal may be clear, 
perhaps emphasis must be placed upon the multiplicity of ap-
proaches and varying personalities required to realize it—the 
one light alluded to in the blessing is the goal, but the multiple 
lights on the eighth day is the prerequisite—even when they 
individually might not fully if at all appreciate the greater goal 
and the bigger picture. 

Let us say the blessings over the Chanukia carefully and 
reflectively, appreciating the multiplicity of our people, 

even as we keep our collective eyes on the prize of unity 
and peace. 

NOTES:
1 Vol. 1, p. 435.
2 Shabbat 21b
3  Such a perspective is articulated in great detail by R. Shlomo 

Yosef Zevin in “LeShitot Beit Shamai U’Beit Hillel” in LeOhr 
HaHalacha, Avraham Tzioni, Tel Aviv, pp. 302-9.

4 The seventy sacrifices offered over the course of Sukkot and 
Shmini Atzeret are grouped in such a way that they follow 
the pattern described in the Mishna on Sukka 55b: 13, 12, 
11, 10, 9, 8. 7, 1. R .Eliezer stated: To what do these seventy 
bulls correspond? To the seventy nations. To what does the 
single bull on the eighth day correspond? To the unique na-
tion. While one could say that the seventy nations are being 
contrasted with the one nation (Israel) it is also possible to 
understand the symbolism as representing the evolution of 
the many nations to a single one with a singular religious 
belief, as in Zecharia 14:9 “On that day HaShem will be One 
and His Name One.” The same future dream of a unified 
world could be applied to the pattern of lighting the Cha-
nukia according to Beit Shamai. 

5 The Authorized Daily Prayer Book, Bloch Publishing Co., New 
York, 1963, p. 747.

6 An interpretation that focuses more upon the forms of fire 
that man is able to bring about once it has been created by 
God, is offered by Hayim Donin (To Pray as a Jew, Basic 
Books, 1980, p. 332):

The sages deliberately chose the plural “lights of the fire” 
to emphasize that God gave man the wisdom to fashion 
many kinds of illuminations. We credit God with being the 
source of all light, even that developed by man. 

While such an explanation is very apropos to the Havdala 
ceremony on Saturday evening, when we commemorate 
once again the beginning of Creation when various aspects 
of the universe were brought into being, it does not speak 
to the nature of fire itself which is the apparent focus of the 
lighting of the Chanukia. 

7 298:1 #2, op.cit. Boreh MeOrai HaEish.
8 Olat Rei’ya, p. 435. 

With this issue of Kol MevaSer we say a reluctant 
farewell to three of our editors—Shuli Babitz, Achi Gug-
genheim, and Jennifer Zukerman—whose other responsi-
bilities no longer leave them time for editorial work. We 
thank them for their many contributions to Kol MevaSer, 
and wish them well in all their undertakings.

At the same time we welcome three new editors—

Reuven Ferziger, Risë Goldstein, and Tsvi Lieber. Their 
hard work is represented in this issue.

Belated thanks also to two other members whose help 
has been generous and indispensable—to our Executive 
Director Nat Shaffir, who has put the business affairs of 
Kol MevaSer on a firm basis, and to Mosh Teitelbaum, 
who brings our electronic edition to the KMS website.

Hail, Farewell, and Heartfelt Thanks


