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It has been noted by numerous commentators, that a glaring discrepancy becomes 

apparent when one compares the overarching theme of the “Al HaNisim” addition to the Amida 

(the silent devotion) and Birkat HaMazon (grace after meals) for Chanuka,1  

“Al HaNisim” 

And [we thank You] for the miracles, for the redemption, for the mighty deeds, 
for the saving acts, and for the wonders which You have Wrought for our 
ancestors in those days, at this time—  
In the days of Matityahu, the son of Yochanan the High Priest, the Chashmonai 
and his sons, when the wicked Hellenic government rose up against Your People 
Israel to make them forget Your Torah and violate the decrees of Your Will. But 
You, in Your abounding Mercies, Stood by them in the time of their distress. You 
Waged their battles, Defended their rights, and Avenged the wrong done to 
them. You Delivered the mighty into the hands of the weak, the many into the 
hands of the few, the impure into the hands of the pure, the wicked into the 
hands of the righteous, and the wanton sinners into the hands of those who 
occupy themselves with Your Torah. You Made a great and holy Name for 
Yourself in Your world, and Effected a great deliverance and redemption for 
Your People Israel to this very day. Then Your Children entered the shrine of 
Your House, cleansed Your Temple, purified Your Sanctuary, kindled lights in 
Your holy Courtyards, and instituted these eight days of Chanukah to give 
thanks and praise to Your great Name.2 
 

with the Talmud’s account for why Chanuka is celebrated: 

Shabbat 21b 

                                                           
1
 A parallel “Al HaNissim” is inserted into the Amida and Birkat HaMazon on Purim. 

After an identical opening paragraph,  
And [we thank You] for the miracles, for the redemption, for the mighty deeds, for the 
saving acts, and for the wonders which You have Wrought for our ancestors in those 
days, at this time—

 
 

the following summation of the basis for that festival is recited: 
In the Days of Mordechai and Esther, in Shushan, the capital, when Haman, the wicked, rose up 
against them and sought to destroy, to slay, and to exterminate all the Jews, young and old, 
infants and women, on the same day, on the thirteenth of the twelfth month, which is the month 
of Adar, and to plunder their possessions; But You, in Your abundant Mercy, Nullified his counsel 
and Frustrated his intention and Caused his design to return upon his own head and they hanged 
him and his sons on the gallows. 
http://www.ou.org/holidays/purim/al_hanisim_section_for_purim/#.UlJFRWnD-wk  

2
 http://www.chabad.org/holidays/chanukah/article_cdo/aid/597182/jewish/Val-Hanissim.htm  

http://www.ou.org/holidays/purim/al_hanisim_section_for_purim/#.UlJFRWnD-wk
http://www.chabad.org/holidays/chanukah/article_cdo/aid/597182/jewish/Val-Hanissim.htm
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What is [the reason of] Chanuka? For our Rabbis taught: On the twenty-fifth of 

Kislev [commence] the days of Chanuka, which are eight on which a eulogies for 

the dead and fasting are forbidden. For when the Greeks entered the Temple, 

they defiled all the oils therein. And when the Chashmonai dynasty prevailed 

against and defeated them, they made search and found only one cruse of oil 

which lay with the seal of the High Priest, but which contained sufficient for one 

day's lighting only; yet a miracle was wrought therein and they lit [the lamp] 

therewith for eight days. The following year these [days] were appointed a 

Festival with [the recital of] Hallel and thanksgiving.  

 

Some have explained that since the Chashmonaim were Kohanim, and nevertheless 

assumed the kingship of the Jewish people,3 a role that was reserved for members of the tribe 

of Yehuda in general, and descendants of David in particular, the Rabbis, when discussing 

Chanuka in the Talmud, decided to deemphasize their role in the military victory, and stressed 

instead the miracle that took place in the Temple. In effect, the editors of the Talmud shifted the 

center of the Chanuka story, and portrayed as the true hero of the story, the Kohen who 

secreted the single vial of ritually pure oil in the event of some unforeseen need, rather than the 

Kohahim who led the fight against  the Syrian-Greeks on the battlefield.  In effect the Talmud 

promotes the triumph of metaphysics over historical accounts and national politics that were 

deemed in the long-term problematic and non-exemplary. 

However, R. Adin Steinsaltz4 argues that Al HaNissim is not only about how God Aided 

militarily members of the Jewish people to overcome overwhelming odds in order to regain 

their autonomy and ability to worship HaShem properly and appropriately, but reflects an 

attitude towards religion embodied by the Chashmonaim which has gone into relative eclipse in 

recent years. As is often his wont, R. Steinsaltz advocates a somewhat politically incorrect 

approach, in this case vis-à-vis the Chanuka story. He claims that in order to consolidate their 

rule, and because they really did not give any serious credence to any of the multiple religions 

practiced among the peoples comprising their empire, the Hellenist authorities sought to 

                                                           
3
 RaMBaN on Beraishit 49:10 

…the reason for the punishment of the Chashmonaim, who reigned during the Second Temple. 
They were saints of the Most High, without whom the learning of Tora and the observance of 
Commandments would have been forgotten in Israel, and despite this, they suffered such great 
punishment…they ruled even though they were not the offspring of Yehuda and of the house of 
David, and thus they completely removed “the scepter” and “the lawgiver” from Yehuda.(“The 
scepter shall not depart from Yehuda, nor the ruler's staff from between his feet, as long as men 
come to Shilo; and unto him shall the obedience of the peoples be.”)  And their punishment was 
measure for measure, as the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Caused their slaves to rule over them (a 
reference to Herod), and it they who destroyed them… 

RaMBaN Commentary on the Tora, Genesis, trans. R. Charles Chavel, Shilo, New York, 
1971, p. 589. 

4
 Change and Renewal: The Essence of the Jewish Holidays, Festivals and Days of Remembrance, “A Stiff-

Necked People”, trans. David Haberman, ed. Yehudit Shabta, Maggid Books, Jerusalem, 2011, pp. 147-53. 
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encourage tolerance and acceptance of all sorts of beliefs and worship so that different groups 

would be able to live together in harmony. But, R. Steinsaltz pointedly comments,     

Tolerance toward everything does not indicate respect for others’ principles, 

but rather a general devaluation of principles, which makes possible the 

acceptance of foreign and even opposing ideas… 5 

In the eyes of these Jews (the Jewish Hellenists who wished to accept the 

demands of their governors), Judaism is just another habit among many others… 

a collection of customs that are of no real importance and of only sentimental 

value. Even if a person and the members of his household wish to follow these 

customs, that commitment is only up to a certain point; he certainly will not be 

willing to give up his life for them.6 

 In commemoration of the Jewish victory over Hellenism, we celebrate Chanuka 

as a festival of those people who are still moved by zeal for their Judaism.7 

R. Steinsaltz  is apparently unconcerned about what the Chashmonaim and their 

descendants may have done improperly in the years following the Chanuka rebellion, and 

instead focuses upon how they were originally motivated by a holy powerful commitment to 

Jewish tradition and observance. They simply were not ready to sacrifice their religious 

principles in order to be accepted and accepting, and instead mounted a revolt so that they 

could observe “undiluted” Judaism in accordance with their own beliefs. R. Steinsaltz writes that 

he is skeptical whether if confronted with a similar situation today, those specifically committed 

to both religious observance and involvement with the greater society—he refers to them as the 

“sensibly religious”—would be ready to literally fight in order to maintain their beliefs as did the 

Chashmonaim of old.  

Applying R. Steinsaltz’ comments to our situation in the United States, we clearly are  

faced with the dialectical and challenging ongoing situation in which on the one hand, we are 

expected to be deferential and respectful towards those who do not share our specific faith 

commitments, and yet, on the other, devoted and committed to the tenets of our own religion 

and religious tradition to the point where he will breach no deviation or compromise. In his 

notable essay, “Confrontation”,8 R. J.B. Soloveitchik formulates this dilemma as follows: 

We Jews have been burdened with a twofold task; we have to cope with the 
problem of a double confrontation. We think of ourselves as human beings, 
sharing the destiny of Adam in his general encounter with nature, and as 
members of a covenantal community which has preserved its identity under 

                                                           
5
 Ibid. p. 148. 

6
 Ibid. pp. 150-1. 

7
 Ibid. p. 152. 

8
 Tradition, Spring-Summer 1964, p. 17, 

http://www.traditiononline.org/news/originals/Volume%206/No.%202/Confrontation.pdf  

http://www.traditiononline.org/news/originals/Volume%206/No.%202/Confrontation.pdf
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most unfavorable conditions, confronted by another faith community. We 
believe we are the bearers of a double charismatic load, that of the dignity of 
man, and that of the sanctity of the covenantal community. In this difficult role, 
we are Summoned by God, Who Revealed Himself at both the level of universal 
creation and that of the private covenant, to undertake a double mission - the 
universal human and the exclusive covenantal confrontation. 
 

Furthermore, not only is navigating these competing values a challenge for each of us 

individually, but it begs the question of how we ideally should bring up our children, educate our 

students, interact with our congregants, function in our workplaces, deal with our neighbors, 

etc.9 Can we engender and maintain passionate commitment to Judaism in an open society 

which at the same time encourages tolerance and being non-judgmental of our fellow-citizens? 

Will everything end up being relativized, or is it possible to be open-minded and yet passionately 

committed at the same time? The recent Pew survey10 in which the American Jewish community 

is depicted as generally moving away from affiliation and practice at an alarming rate, and which 

in turn has precipitated much discussion and even serious alarm in some quarters, is essentially 

challenging us to reflect upon whether we are being faithful to a major theme associated with 

Chanuka, as R. Steinsaltz has chosen to present it. While I would personally draw back from R. 

Steinsaltz’ provocative categorization of Chanuka as a “religious-zealous” holiday,11 

nevertheless, using this Chag to think about and discuss the level of our individual religious 

commitments as well as trying to imagine what the conditions were that precipitated the 

Chashmonai revolt, adds an entirely new and productive dimension to the Chanuka experience.  

   

                                                           
9
 Here is a link to an article that I wrote a number of years ago entitled, “Jewish Education for Jewish 

Commitment” in which I attempt to outline approaches for thinking about this important issue: 
http://www.lookstein.org/articles/Jewish_Education_for_Jewish_Commitment.pdf  
10

 http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/  
11

 R. Steinsaltz, p. 152. 

http://www.lookstein.org/articles/Jewish_Education_for_Jewish_Commitment.pdf
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/

