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Deriving Theological Lessons from a
Minority Approach to a Chanuka Ritual
by R. Yaakov Bieler, Chanuka 5771

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.”

The dispute between Beit Hillel and 
Beit Shamai regarding the manner 
in which the Chanuka candles should 

be lit is fairly 
well-known: 
Shabbat 21a,
Our  Rabbis 

[the Tannaim]1 taught: …
Beit Shammai maintain 
on the first day eight lights 
are lit and afterwards, they 
are gradually reduced. Beit 
Hillel say that on the first 
day one is lit and after-
wards they are progres-
sively increased. 
Ulla [an Amora]2 said: 
In the West [the land of 
Israel]3 two Amoraim, R. 
Yose bar Avin and R. Yose 
bar Zevida, differ with 
regard to the reasoning of 
Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai. 
One4 argues the reason for 
Beit Shamai’s view is that 
the number of candles should correspond to the days still 
to come, and Beit Hillel believes that the number of flames 
should reflect the number of days that have gone by. The 
other maintains that Beit Shamai believed that the lights 
correspond to the decreasing number of cows offered as 
sacrifices over the course of Sukkot,5 while Beit Hillel’s 
organizing principle is that we go up, add new elements, 
in matters of holiness, not down. 

Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik6 raises two issues with the Talmud’s 
presentation of specifically Beit Shamai’s point of view: (a) 
Why should the number of cows offered on Sukkot have any 
impact upon the manner in which the Mitzva of lighting 
Chanuka lights is fulfilled, and (b) since “Ma’alin BaKodesh 
VeEinan Moridim” (one goes up in holiness, one does not go 
down) is a principle that is invoked numerous times through-
out the Talmud,7 how can Beit Shamai in the case of lighting 
Chanuka candles ignore it in favor of some other pattern? The 
Rav suggested an intriguing approach to address both issues, 
which he felt were interrelated. He posited that the concept of 

“Ma’alin BaKodesh” applies to things of intrinsic holiness, but 
has nothing to do with quantitative values of separate things. 
Consequently, in the places where he readily agrees “Ma’alin 

BaKodesh” applies, the subjects 
under scrutiny are: 
Berachot 28a: The Talmud 
poses the question of what 
should be done with R. Eliezer 
ben Azarya, who was appointed 
to replace R. Gamliel as head 
of the Sanhedrin, but now that 
the latter has repented, there 
is a move to restore him to his 
original place. As someone who 
was appointed the Nasi even 
for a short time, R. Eliezer ben 
Azarya became invested with 
intrinsic holiness and therefore 
must not be demoted, at least 
not in absolute terms.8

Yoma 20b: Once Rav, in the ab-
sence of anyone else, assumed 
the position of interpreter9 of R. 
Shila. Upon R. Shila’s request-
ing that he step down from this 

position, among the things he responded in refusing 
was that in holy matters one can only go higher, not 
lower. The role of interpreter was obviously viewed as 
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But if we subtract one light each 
night, as Beit Shamai suggests, the 
ultimate goal is transformed into 
finally focusing on a single light, in 
effect each one of the individual ele-
ments that contributed to the eight 
days of miracles. We are required 
to slow down, to look at each event 
for its own sake, to savor singular, 
individual miracles, both overt and 
hidden, as we live each day of our 
lives in reflection and appreciation.
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a position of honor and therefore the individual serv-
ing in such a capacity had been invested with a higher 
level of holiness.

Ibid., 73a; Horiyot 12b: The question is what to do with 
a Kohen who was promoted temporarily to replace 
the Kohen Gadol once the latter has been adjudged to 
deserve returning to his original position (clearly paral-
leling the situation in Berachot 28a, where appointment 
to a higher position invests the individual with greater 
holiness). At least one view argues that while on the one 
hand he cannot continue as the Kohen Gadol since there 
is only one at any given time, he can’t go back to being 
an ordinary Kohen either because that would constitute 
a diminution of his holiness. 

Megilla 21b: The Talmud discusses how many verses 
should be read by the third person called to the Tora 
on a Monday, Thursday or Shabbat afternoon, when 
minimally three verses are to be read by each one called 
to the Tora. In the event that the first two read four verses 
(instead of three) the last one should certainly read four 
verses as well. The individual being called to the Tora 
has been invested with special holiness, and therefore 
should engage in the ritual as intensely as those who 
have preceded him. 

However, each of the days of Sukkot is considered independent 
of every other day, and therefore these  entities, with respect to 
their relative holiness compared to one another, are unaffected 
by the decreasing number of sacrifices each day. Similarly, if 
on each night of Chanuka one lights fewer lights, that does 
not change the individual holiness of each of Chanuka’s days, 
a ritual status that is not to be determined by comparing one 
night’s lights to the next. 

If we then turn to Beit Hillel, who obviously does ap-
ply Ma’alin BaKodesh VeEinan Moridim to the number of 
candles one lights each of the nights of Chanuka, a different 
conception emerges, at least as far as Chanuka is concerned, 
i.e., that the days are interconnected, each day builds upon 
the preceding day to a final crescendo, the gestalt of the eight 
days matter, and therefore the proper practice is to add to the 
lights on each evening. 

Although in this case, as in the majority of cases, we decide 
the Halacha in accordance with Beit Hillel, and to fulfill the 
Mitzva of lighting Chanuka lights on the Mehadrin Min 
HaMehadrin (the most glorious of the glorious) level,10 we 
add rather than subtract a light each night, the insight of the 
Bat Kol in Eiruvin 13b that stated so evocatively regarding 
the debates of Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai, “Eilu VaEilu Divrei 
Elokim Chayim” (both these and these are the words of the 
Living God)11 pushes us to try to derive important lessons 

not only from the normative position of Beit Hillel, but also 
the rejected view of Beit Shamai. While the impetus to move 
ever higher in matters of spirituality is understandable and 
manifests itself in all sorts of ways—e.g., Tehillim 84:8 “They 
will go from strength to strength”; Chidushei RaMBaN on 
Chullin 48a “’VeHaMachmir’ [And the one who is strict] 
a Blessing should descend upon him,” etc.—Beit Shamai’s 
view not to apply this vector to the Chanuka candles is curi-
ous. Perhaps this school of thought feels that in the case of 
Chanuka, the whole is not greater than the sum of its parts, 
that particularly with respect to miracles, it is more theo-
logically meaningful to consider each separate miraculous 
instance than to lump them all together when considering a 
set of phenomena. A parallel example might be how we look 
upon our individual lives. On the one hand, bundling all the 
hours, days, and years together, we could marvel regarding 
the totality of one’s life. But the prayer “Modim Anachnu 
Lach” (we give thanks to You) in the Silent Devotion draws 
our attention to an alternate awareness: “We give thanks to 
You…for Your Miracles on our behalf that take place every 
day, and for Your Wonders and Goodnesses that take place 
at every moment, in the evening, in the morning and in the 
afternoon….” It seems to me that if we increase the lights 
each evening of Chanuka, in accordance with Beit Hillel, 
we are made acutely aware that the Menora reaches its full 
potential only when every cup is filled with oil, when each 
branch is supporting a separate flame. And one could add 
that a miracle that lasts eight days is greater than one that 
lasts only for a shorter time. But if we subtract one light each 
night, as Beit Shamai suggests, the ultimate goal is trans-
formed into finally focusing on a single light, in effect each 
one of the individual elements that contributed to the eight 
days of miracles associated with the festival. We are required 
to slow down, to look at each event for its own sake, to savor 
singular, individual miracles, both overt and hidden, as we 
live each day of our lives in reflection and appreciation.

Although in order to live Halachic lives, we have to reach 
closure, and therefore, the Halachic system has to choose 
between Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai in terms of practice,12 
that does not mean that the minority opinion should not be 
studied and moral and theological lessons derived therefrom.13 
Not only such overt wonders as a small cruze of oil lasting 
for an inordinately long time, but also the small, everyday 
ones—such as the proper functioning of our bodies, the 
understanding that we receive from our families and peers, 
and despite the occasional failures, the many successes that 
each of us can point to as significant achievements—can all 
be viewed, at least in part, as significant miracles, for which 
we should be grateful to God. 
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notes

1 The Rabbis cited in the Mishna. 
2 A Rabbi cited in the Gemora, compiled several hundred 

years after the Mishna. The later Rabbis could at best 
speculate about the reasons for the positions of the earlier 
Rabbis, but they would not know for certain what the lat-
ters’ rationales may have been. 

3 In contradistinction to the other great Tora center at the 
time, the land of Babylonia. 

4 The literary structure wherein we are told the identity of the 
disputants, followed by their positions without identifying 
who said what, is indicative of just that, i.e., we know who 
argued the issue and we know what each side maintained. 
However, the ability to line up each Amora with his par-
ticular view has been lost.

5 BaMidbar 29:12-13 On the 15th of Tisrei (the first day of 
Sukkot) 13 cows were offered. 
Ibid., 17 16th of Tishrei— 12 cows.
Ibid., 20 17th  " 11  "      .
Ibid., 23 18th   " 10  "      .
Ibid., 26 19th   "   9  "      .
Ibid., 29 20th   "      8  "      .
Ibid., 32 21st   "   7  "      .
Clearly, Beit Shamai is not suggesting that the number of 
candles absolutely corresponds to the number of cows sac-
rificed each day; rather the correlation is that the number 
continually diminishes. 

6 Aaron Ziegler, Halachic Positions of R. J.B. Soloveitchik, Vol. 
2, Jason Aronson Inc., Northvale, NJ, 2001, pp. 27-30.

7 E.g., Berachot 28a; Yoma 20b; 73a; Megilla 21b; Horiyot 12b.
8 A compromise was worked out whereby R. Gamliel and R. 

Eliezer ben Azarya would take turns each Shabbat lecturing 
to the collected scholars. 

9 During Talmudic times, the teacher of a class, particularly a 
large one, would be assisted by someone who would repeat 
what was said more loudly and often with clarifications 
and explanations (similar to the interpreter who would 
interject the Aramaic translation of Onkelos between the 

verses of the public Tora reading). While if all that the in-
dividual did was repeat verbatim what had been said by the 
teacher, one could wonder how “holy” this position was, if 
he would embellish and clarify, then in effect he was in a way 
contributing to the teaching and learning, entitling him to 
being considered as having achieved a higher level of holiness, 
much like the teacher himself. 

10 See Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 671:2.
11While from a strictly logical perspective, two mutually exclu-

sive positions cannot both lay claim to Truth, if we assume 
that the pursuit of determining God’s Will will always ulti-
mately elude man, whose intelligence is so much more limited 
than that of the Divine, then Truth can be approached from 
different directions, with different emphases, and significant 
truths, even if not the ultimate Truth, can be derived from 
each point of view. 

12An example of a Mitzva where some people engage in mul-
tiple versions of the same ritual action is putting on Tefillin. 
There are two mutually exclusive versions of the order of 
writings on the parchments within the Tefillin, a dispute 
between RaShI and his grandson, Rabbeinu Tam. Tur, Orech 
Chayim #34 cites anecdotal evidence and personally recom-
mends that an individual put on both types to feel confident 
that he has fulfilled the Mitzva according to all views. Would a 
comparable position regarding Chanuka lights be to light two 
Menorot, each one in accordance with one of the views? Or 
should we assume that Tefillin being a Tora Commandment, 
has different standing with respect to multiple fulfillments 
in contrast to the Chanuka lights? Tzorech Iyun.

13An analogue would be the Commandments of Ben Sorer 
U’Moreh (the stubborn and rebellious son—Devarim 
21:18-21) and Ihr HaNidachat (the city in which at least 
51% of the population has engaged in idolatrous practices 
and therefore must be destroyed—Devarim 13:13-9), about 
which the Talmud in Sanhedrin 71a states that these things 
never actually happened, and nevertheless, “Derosh VeKabel 
Sechar” (interpret it and receive rewards for your efforts). By 
extension, we should look to be “Doresh” even the position 
of Beit Shamai concerning possible moral and theological 
lessons. 
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