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Dueling Principles Highlighting 
Competing/Complementary Values
by R. Yaakov Bieler, Chanuka 5772

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.”
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When one wishes to compare the 
relative strengths and importance 
of religious rituals and the spiri-

tual principles that underlie them, Rabbinic 
literature pits them against one another, and 
holds the practice judged worthy of taking pre-
cedence, to be of superior import. One such 

exercise in the Talmud appears in Berachot 19b-20a, where the 
strength and scope of the principle of Kavod HaBriyot (human 
dignity) is explored by introducing it in a number of scenarios 
that involve various prohibitions and obligations. Every year, 
on Motzoai Shabbat Chanuka, a similar exercise in determining 
religious priorities presents itself in the form of the question 
regarding which ritual to perform first: lighting the Chanukia or 
reciting Havdala. The various Halachic decisors, as in so many 
instances of Jewish law, are not of one mind: 

Shulchan Orech, Orach Chayim 681:2
One lights the light of Chanuka in the synagogue before 
one makes Havdala.
RaMA
All the more so in one’s home, that one lights the Cha-
nukia first and then makes Havdala, since Havdala has 
already been made in the synagogue.1

Mishna Berura #3
…And you should know that TaZ and several other later 
decisors that follow his view disagree with the stated 
position of the author of Shulchan Aruch and RaMA, 
and believe that the Mitzva of Havdala takes precedence 
over lighting the Chanukia because it is performed more 
regularly.…2

Biur Halacha, d.h. Madlikin VeChulai Kodem HaHavdala.
…the MaHaRaL MiPrague, and Tosafot Yom Tov (cited by 
Eliyahu Rabba), and Pri Chadash, and Derech HaChayim 
as well as many other later decisors agree with Shulchan 
Aruch and RaMA. They as well as Magen Avraham, Eli-
yahu Rabba, the Vilna Gaon, and Beit Meir and Chemed 
Moshe refute all of the justifications provided by TaZ.…

This Halachic battle royal is discussed by R. Norman Lamm in 
a sermon entitled “Variations on the Chanuka Theme” that he 
delivered in 5719 (1958).3 R. Lamm identifies the two compet-
ing principles embodied in Havdala and lighting the Chanukia 
as “Tadir VeSheEino Tadir, Tadir Kodem”4 (something that is 
regular vs. something that is irregular, that which is regular takes 

precedence), in this case associated with the ritual of Havdala, 
on the one hand, and “Pirsumei Nisa”5 (publicizing a Divine 
Miracle), the purpose of lighting flames throughout Chanuka, 
on the other. These two principles can readily be understood 
to be diametrically opposed to one another because of their 
respective intrinsic natures. What usually characterizes the type 
of miracle that is commemorated by a Yom Tov6 during which 
we publicize this type of happening, is the events’ flying in the 
face of normalcy and regularity, e.g., the Egyptian Plagues, the 
splitting of the Reed Sea, God’s Personally Revealing the Tora 
to the Jewish people at Sinai, the single cruse of oil lasting for 
eight days, etc . Were an overt miracle to occur daily throughout 
the year, inevitably, once the novelty had worn off, it would 
go unnoticed since it has become the norm, and the intended 
dramatic effect upon the human consciousness would be seri-
ously reduced.7 But that does not mean that daily life should be 
viewed as devoid of holiness and God’s Direct Involvement. Our 
day-to-day existences, marked by shorter prayers and various 
Mitzva performances, are intended to constantly remind us of 
God’s Presence and Involvement in our mundane lives, as well as 
to pose an overall challenge for us to strive to make God and His 
Mitzvot more and more central to our existences. So, one can 
duly ask: which is the more significant religious experience—the 
periodic, dramatic event that grabs our attention and powerfully 
jolts us into reflecting upon the specialness of the relationship 
between God and the Jewish people, or the daily routines that 
prosaically, but nevertheless unceasingly, provide a context and 
an orienting frame of reference to our everyday lives? 
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In his sermon, R. Lamm suggests that the tension between 
religious observances associated with the synagogue as op-
posed to those that are intended to take place at home, reflects 
this dichotomy and corresponds to significant sensibilities 
that each of us has within. Even individuals who attend ser-
vices three times per day during the work week, in addition 
to their Shabbat and Yom Tov davening, nevertheless spend 
the major portion of their lives at home or in the workplace 
rather than in shul. These two settings where religious practices 
occur, places of objective holiness and locations that are not 
overtly dedicated to Divine Worship, represent the public and 
private faces of spirituality, each playing an important role 
in our overall spiritual makeup. Just as each of us has public 
and private lives, so too our religious expressions straddle the 
public and private sectors. At times we are expected to feel and 
act as part of the greater community, joining with our fellow 
congregants to extend ourselves towards HaShem in worship 
and Mitzva performance. But there are other occasions when 
we join only our family members, or even when we are alone, 
and the tenor of prayer and Jewish practice takes on a different 
focus and format.

Mishna Berura #3 concludes his observation regarding the 
great number of opinions as to how to proceed on Chanuka 
evening following Shabbat, in the following way: 

…therefore in the synagogue one should not change 
the custom that has been the practice among the Jewish 
people to light the Chanukia first and afterwards to make 
Havdala. And at home, one who wishes to follow one 
point of view can do so, and one who wishes to follow 
the converse can also do so.

However, R. Lamm notes that instead of leaving it up to the 
individual to determine the specific sequence that he will fol-
low at home, as suggested by Mishna Berura, a practice com-
plementary to that of the synagogue, has been standardized: 

Faced with these two opposing decisions (i.e., the Shul-
chan Aruch vs. the TaZ), the great majority of observant 
Jews have reconciled the two views by distinguishing 
between the synagogue and the home. In the synagogue 
we follow the practice of the Shulchan Aruch and RaMA, 
and we light the Chanuka lights first, thus emphasizing 
the principle of Pirsumei Nissa, and at home we usually 
follow the verdict of the TaZ, making Havdala first, and 
thus giving greater weight to the rule of Tadir VeSheEino 
Tadir, Tadir Kodem…8 
When the audience has gone home and the klieg lights 
are dimmed, when the noise has petered out and silence 
reigns, and all that can be heard is the Kol Demama Daka 
(lit. the still small voice/sound—see 1 Melachim 19:12) of 
one’s heartbeat and the pulse of one’s conscience—that 

is when we leave Pirsumei Nissa and dedicate ourselves 
to Tadir, the regular and the unpretentious. That is when 
we give preference to Havdala, to first distinguishing good 
from evil, sacred from profane, noble from vulgar, so that 
every year and every month and every day and every 
minute must be consecrated to God and His Tora, either 
by studying it or by living it with fealty and dignity.…9

While the central religious observance of Chanuka is the 
lighting of the Chanukia, which even within our homes, should 
ideally be placed in our windows facing outwards to proclaim 
to the world our belief in and appreciation of God’s Miracles, 
on Motzoai Shabbat especially we are reminded that Judaism 
is made up of practices that guide us 24/7/365, engaging every 
aspect of our consciousness, our souls and our spirits. 

NOTES
1Mishna Berura #3 questions RaMA’s explanation, since even if one 
hears Havdala in the synagogue, he ordinarily does not have the 
intention to fulfill the Mitzva at that time, but rather to perform the 
Mitzva subsequently, once he returns home and can recite Havdala 
for the benefit of his entire family. 
2Whereas the Chanukia is lit for eight consecutive days once each year, 
Havdala is recited every week, 52 times over the course of each year. 
3A number of R. Lamm’s sermons associated with Yomim Tovim, 
including several on Chanuka, have recently been reissued in a 
volume entitled, Festivals of Faith: Reflections on the Jewish Holidays 
(ed. David Shatz, assoc. ed. Simon Posner, OU Press/RIETS, New 
York, 2011).
4See Mishna Berura #3 above. Examples of the Talmud invoking 
this principle can be found in, e.g., Berachot 51b or Pesachim 114a.
5See, e.g., Berachot 14a or Shabbat 23b.
6In the blessing “Modim Anachnu Lach” which is included in every 
iteration of the Amida, we recite:

“…for Your Miracles which are with us every day; and for Your 
Wonders and Favors at all times, evening, morning and midday...” 

This type of miracle is defined as a “Neis Nistar” (a hidden miracle), 
and the fact that life takes place at all can certainly be deemed 
miraculous. However, by virtue of these phenomena occurring 
24/7/365, a particular day would not be associated with them, since 
by definition they take place constantly. “Nissim Nigliim” (revealed 
miracles), constitute massive exceptions to the natural order and 
therefore are celebrated with various types of commemorations. 
Whether historical events during the current period of “Hester 
Panim” (the Hiding of God’s Face—a period when obvious miracles 
and prophecy do not take place) should be viewed as miracles and 
commemorated with special days and prayers, e.g., Yom HaAtzmaut, 
Yom Yerushalayim, is a major bone of contention among various 
Jewish denominations.
7While the Jews during their forty years of wandering in the desert 
were witness to numerous miracles, e.g., the Pillars of Fire and Cloud, 
the Manna, the Clouds of Glory, the rolling Spring, etc. (despite which 
they frequently acted rebelliously and challenged both Moshe’s and 
even HaShem’s Authority), it is possible that these miracles’ ubiquity 
and regular occurrence, resulted over a prolonged period in the 
people’s taking them for granted. 
8R. Lamm, p. 170. 
9Ibid. p. 173. 




