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Positive Open-Mindedness
by R. Yaakov Bieler, Chanuka 5773

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.”

On the second day of Chanuka 
in 1930, R. Avraham Yitzchak 
HaKohen Kook, ZaTzaL, first 

Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of Israel, gave a 
talk1 which contained, among others,  the 
following ideas:

The precept of lighting the Chanuka lamp was established 
with different levels of observance: the basic precept, 
Mehadrin,2 and Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin.3 These 
correspond to the different levels of Israel’s aspiration for 
redemption and the various notions of the substance of 
that redemption. The Sages in that generation sought to 
sanctify all levels and avenues of life.  
…The Hasmonean court ruled that His Name be writ-
ten even on financial documents (Rosh HaShana 18b).4 
Thus they infused secular life with holiness, establishing 
the foundations of faith even within the world of com-
merce, in fulfillment of (Mishlei 3:6) “Know Him in all 
your endeavors.”

Not only is the lighting of the Menora on Chanuka fulfilled 
today by Jews associated with all sorts of levels of religious 
commitment and observance, but it is usually carried out in 
its most beautiful form, Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin, whereby 
everyone in a household lights his own Chanukia, adding 
to the lights on each successive day. Whereas a number of 
sociological reasons readily lend themselves as explanations 
for the ubiquity of a high level of fulfillment of this particular 
Commandment—i.e., candles and oil are not very costly, the 
result of the Mitzva is a pleasing sight, the lighting does not 
entail a serious curtailing of one’s lifestyle or autonomy, and 
lighting Chanuka lights constitutes a parallel to other practices 
at this time of year which involve festive lights—R. Kook’s 
rationale assumes a decidedly spiritual and educational per-
spective. He suggests that while the three different levels can be 
looked upon as reflecting an ascending order, with Mehadrin 
Min HaMehadrin constituting the Mitzva’s most desirable 
form, the original Rabbinic legislation5 acknowledged the 
possibility and even propriety of different individuals fulfilling 
the Mitzva in ways that would be meaningful and not overly 
onerous to them personally. While economic considerations 
could be a significant factor in certain situations,6  i.e., re-
quiring more than one light per night per household might 
be financially prohibitive, R. Kook approaches the three-part 
Takana as reflective of an embracing acceptance of the variety 
of religious sensibilities present among the Jewish people. Just 

because some are not on the “Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin” 
level, does not mean that they should be looked down upon 
and their religious observance derided.  R. Kook probably 
viewed people’s religious development in the same manner 
in which he approached holiness in general—i.e., there is 
the holy and the “not-yet-holy”7—mystically understanding 
everything in the world as involved in a dynamic process 
leading to “Teshuva”—ever-increasing Kedusha and a return 
to God; from such a perspective, even if someone is currently 
only on the “basic” level, future potential must be taken into 
consideration, and he must therefore be valued and embraced.8 

A second fascinating aspect of R. Kook’s Chanuka remarks is 
his positive referencing of the legislation that called for includ-
ing the Name of God even on secular documents on the part 
of Israel’s new Jewish rulers. The Gemora in Rosh HaShana 
(see fn. 4) subjects this particular ruling of the Chashmonaim 
to criticism, to the point where when the judicial decision 
was rescinded, the day was recorded in Megillat Ta’anit as a 
holiday when no personal fasting would be allowed! Although 
the impetus to undo the legislation is  certainly understand-
able, since secular documents would often not be treated with 
respect, resulting in God’s Name being disparaged as well,9 
R. Kook nevertheless looks past the Rabbinic critique, and 
reflects upon the Takana’s original intent, i.e., “Know Him 
in all your endeavors.” The idea that not only can holiness 
manifest itself in different ways vis-à-vis people’s religious 
practices, but that it should be integrated into all aspects of 
an individual’s personal and professional life, would appear 
to be the very point of publicizing the Chanuka miracle by 
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means of lighting lights that the outside world can observe 
and of which it hopefully takes note.

Rav Kook’s profound ability to be “Dan LeChaf Zechut” 
(judge by giving the benefit of the doubt), with respect to not 
only people’s practices, but also questionable religious legis-
lation, serves as a wonderful theme for this Chanuka season. 
Let us try to incorporate some of R. Kook’s generous and 
open-minded spirit when it comes to those who are different 
from ourselves, into this year’s celebration of Chag HaUrim! 

NOTES:
1Taken from the portion of the speech summarized in R. Moshe 
Tzvi Neriyah’s Moadai HaRe’iyah, trans. Pesach Jaffe and retitled, 
Celebration of the Soul: The Holidays in the Life and Thought of R. 
Avraham Yitzchak Kook, Genesis Jerusalem Press, Jerusalem, 1992, 
pp. 98-9.
2The term “Mehadrin” is a form of the root “H—D—R” which is 
defined as “beautiful.” Consequently, when one applies the term to 
Mitzva performance, it refers to carrying out the religious practice in 
an esthetically pleasing manner, beyond the minimal, standard way 
of performing the Commandment. The Talmud derives the religious 
value of “beautifying” the performance of Mitzvot from a verse that 
is part of the Song at the Sea of Reeds:

Shabbat 133b
(For it was taught: (Shemot 15:2) “This is my God, and I will 
adorn Him”: [i.e.,] adorn thyself before Him in [the fulfillment of] 
precepts. [Thus:] make a beautiful sukka in His Honor, a beautiful 
lulav, a beautiful shofar, beautiful Tzitziyot, and a beautiful Scroll 
of the Law, and write it with fine ink, a fine reed [-pen], and a 
skilled penman, and wrap it about with beautiful silks. 

3Shabbat 21b
The Rabbis taught: The Mitzva of Chanuka—one light for a person 
and his household. And the Mehadrin—a light for each one. And 
the Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin—Beit Shamai says: On the first day 
light eight, and going forward you diminish by one each day. And 
Beit Hillel says: On the first day you light one, and going forward 
you add by one each day. 
Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 671:2
How many lights should be lit? 
On the first night, one lights one. From this time onwards one light 
is added each night until on the last night there are eight. And even if 
there are many in the home, more lights should not be lit. (Mehadrin).
RaMA: And there are those who say that each person in the home 
lights (RaMBaM), and so is the common practice. (If the intention 
is that each person lights with respect to the number of days rather 
than each person lights a single light regardless of the number of 
days, this is a reference to Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin.) And each 
person should be careful to place his lights in a distinct place, in 
order that it is possible to recognize how many lights are being lit 
on a given evening. 
Bi’ur Halacha: It is said in the Gemora (Shabbat 21b): The Mitzva of 
Chanuka—one light for a person and his household, i.e., one light 
is sufficient for an entire household on each individual night. And 
the Mehadrin light one light for each person in the household, and 
the Mehadrin Min HaMehadrin on the first day light one and each 
succeeding day add one more until on the last night there are eight.…

4Rosh HaShana 18b
[A quotation from Megillat Ta’anit, a historical work that lists the 
various days upon which it was forbidden to fast because of the 
positive things that had occurred on those days]: 
“On the third of Tishrei the mention [of God] in financial bonds was 
abolished”: for the Grecian Government had forbidden the mention 
of God’s name by the Israelites. And when the Government of the 
Hasmoneans became strong and defeated them, they ordained that 
they should mention the name of God even on financial bonds, and 
they used to write thus: “In the year so-and-so of Yochanan, High 
Priest to the Most High God.” And when the Sages heard of it they 
said, “To-morrow this man will pay his debt and the bond will be 
thrown on a dunghill,” and they stopped them, and they made that 
day a feast day. 
5The Mitzva to light the Chanukia on Chanuka is clearly of Rabbinic 
origin rather than something directly derived from the Tora. 
Historically, Chanuka occurred long after the Tora was given. When 
the Talmud asks the question what is the basis for the recitation in 
the blessing over the lighting of the Chanukia, “Who has Sanctified 
us with His Commandments and Commanded us” in light of the 
fact that the Tora never speaks about Chanuka, the following reply 
is given:
Sukka 46a
R. Jeremiah ruled, He who sees the Chanuka light must recite the 
benediction. What benediction does one recite? — Rab Judah 
answered, On the first day he who kindles the light must recite 
three benedictions and he who sees it must recite two; henceforth 
he who kindles the lights recites two benedictions and he who sees 
them only one. 
What is the benediction?—“Blessed [art Thou, O Lord our God, King 
of the Universe] Who hast Sanctified us by Thy Commandments, 
and Commanded us to kindle the light of Chanuka.” But where 
did He Command us?—[The Commandment is deduced from 
the verse,] (Devarim 17:11) “According to the law which they [the 
Rabbinic authorities of your time] shall teach thee, and according 
to the judgment which they shall tell thee, thou shalt do; thou shalt 
not turn aside from the sentence which they shall declare unto thee, 
to the right hand, nor to the left.”
6Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 671:1
One has to be very careful about fulfilling the lighting of Chanuka 
lights, even a poor person who is supported by charity, should borrow 
or sell his clothing in order to obtain oil for lighting.
Bi’ur Halacha: The Magid Mishna wrote that RaMBaM derived this 
[the importance for lighting Chanuka candles even on the part of a 
poor person] from the law of the four cups of wine on Pesach, since 
the purpose of both of these practices is to publicize miracles. Based 
upon this, it appears that those who give out charity, are obligated 
to give the poor that which will allow them to light the Chanuka 
lights, as they must with respect to the four cups. However, if they 
do not give this to him, then he has to use other means to obtain 
what he needs, as the Shulchan Aruch writes. The same thing is 
true re the four cups on Pesach. However, it would appear that it 
is not necessary to give the poor person any more than one light 
per night, which is the fulfillment of “one light for a person and his 
household,” because more than that would be Mehadrin, and there is 
no obligation to help him fulfill the Mitzva on that level. (This would 
be in contrast to the Mitzva of the four cups of wine, which is not 
considered a Mehadrin fulfillment of the Commandment, but rather 
its basic implementation, with each cup corresponding to not only 
one of the four expressions of redemption in Shemot 6:7-8, but also 
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to a significant portion of the Seder ritual: Kiddush, Magid, Birkat 
HaMazon and Hallel.)
7Orot HaKodesh, vol. 1, pp. 64-5.
8Rav Kook’s considerable interest in and involvement with secular 
Israelis is well-documented. The same sort of thinking that allowed 
him to justify a merely basic level of observance could be similarly 
used to explain why he felt that those who were not even on a “basic” 
level still had within them the potential for holiness and increased 
spirituality. One wonders whether R. Kook entertained such a 
position only with regard to those living in and building up the land 

of Israel. Would he have been so open and generous with the Jews 
of Chutz LaAretz who had no connection to the Jewish people or 
Jewish observance?
9The care that was taken in Egypt not to discard anything that was 
written in Hebrew letters and therefore configured to comprise God’s 
Name led to the creation of the Cairo Geniza which has proven such 
a treasure trove for both religious and secular documents from that 
historic community. See Adina Hoffman and Peter Cole, Sacred 
Trash: The Lost and Found World of the Cairo Geniza, Schocken, 
New York, 2011. 


