Session 3: Hanukkah and Songs of the Night

Ariel Evan Mayse

Jane Hirshfield, “Counting, This New Year’s Morning, What Powers Yet Remain To Me”
The world asks, as it asks daily:
And what can you matke, can yon do, to change my deep-broken, fractured?
I count, this first day of another year, what remains.
I have a mountain, a kitchen, two hands.
Can admire with two eyes the mountain,
actual, recalcitrant, shuffling its pebbles, sheltering foxes and beetles.
Can make black-eyed peas and collards.
Can make, from last yeat’s late-ripening persimmons, a pudding.
Can climb a stepladder, change the bulb in a track light.
For four years, I woke each day first to the mountain,
then to the question.
The feet of the new sufferings followed the feet of the old,
and still they surprised.
I brought salt, brought oil, to the question. Brought sweet tea,
brought postcards and stamps. For four years, each day, something.
Stone did not become apple. War did not become peace.
Yet joy still stays joy. Sequins stay sequins. Words still bespangle, bewilder.
Today, I woke without answer.
The day answers, unpockets a thought from a friend
don't despair of this falling world, not yet
didn't it give you the asking

Job 35:9-10
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But none says, “Where is my God, my Maker,
Who gives strength in the night.”
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Bereshit Rabbah 11:2
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3:15) now come to attack me?! What did the
blessed One do for him? God made Adam find
two flints, which he struck against each other.
Light came forth and he said a blessing over it.
Hence it is written — “but the night was light
about me (ba'adeni)” (Psalms ib.)
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Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 8a

The Sages taught: When Adam, the

first person, saw that the day was progressively
diminishing, he said: “Woe to me; perhaps
because I sinned the world is becoming dark
around me and will return to chaos and
disorder. This is the death that was sentenced
upon me from Heaven.” He arose and spent
eight days in fasting and in prayer.

Once he saw the season of Tevet, and

saw that the day was progressively lengthening,
he said: “This is the order of the world.” He
went and observed a festival for eight days.
Upon the next year, he observed these [first
eight days of fasting] and those [eight days of
celebration], as days of festivities.

Jane Hirshfield, “Let Them Not Say”

Let them not say: we did not see it.
We saw.

Let them not say: we did not hear it.
We heard.

Let them not say:  they did not taste it.
We ate, we trembled.

Let them not say: it was not spoken, not written.

We spoke,

we witnessed with voices and hands.

Let them not say:
We did not-enough.

they did nothing.

Let them say, as they must say something:

A kerosene beauty.
It burned.

Let them say we warmed ourselves by it,
read by its light, praised,
and it burned.
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Levi Yitshak of Barditshev, Kedushat Levi (Kedushat Hannkkah #5)

The Talmud teaches that the commandment of
lighting Hanukkah candles should be
performed “between sunset and the time when
feet disappear from the marketplace” (b.
Shabbat 21b).

... Know that the miracles our Creator has
performed for us are divisible into three
categories. There are hidden miracles and
revealed ones. The revealed miracle, like those
that took place for our ancestors in Egypt,
including the ten plagues and the splitting of
the Reed Sea, involved a change in the natural
order...

Now the hidden miracles themselves may be
divided into two categories. The first includes
Purim, when the Cause of Causes brought
things about without any activity on the part of
those below. God foiled Haman’s intent,
brought retribution on his head, and saved us
from the hands of all our oppressors. No one
down here did anything... But on Hanukkah the
Hasmonean and his sons did act and fight
God’s battles. God only intervened by
“handing over the many to the few and the
strong to the weak,” but God did so with
human help...

If a person has no faith, God forbid, in hidden
miracles, but thinks that the sun simply rises
every day and the moon each night, that at
night one sleeps and wakes by day, or that
whoever does much business will get rich, or
that the one who travels far will profit, or that
medicine aids the sick—such a person sees all
this as just ordinary. But when one sees the
hidden miracles that the Creator has wrought,
placing the strong in the hands of the weak, or
the fall of Haman, and even mote so the
revealed miracles, one will come to see that
there is nothing ordinary about the way the
wortld works. It is God who releases the bound
and raises up the fallen, who rolls away light
before darkness, creating both light and dark; it
is God who brings healing to the sick....

This is why the mitsvab is to be performed
“between sunset and the time when feet (rege/)
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disappear from the marketplace.” The setting
sun refers to the hidden miracles, those that are
not so easily seen. “Until the rege/ disappears
from the marketplace”—you have to
contemplate the Hanukkah candles until you
overcome your sense that the world is
conducted by the ordinary (bergel) force of
nature. Such an idea comes to you from forces
that lurk without, the evil urge, the
“marketplace.” When you kindle Hanukkah
lights, this thought disappears from you, and
you no longer see the world as ordinary....

In this way you come to the faith that the
hidden miracle is not merely natural, but that
God is constantly re-creating the world, in
every hour and moment. Sometimes God re-
creates the natural order set into motion in the
six days of creation and sometimes God
changes something, like a revealed miracle. But
once you accept that there are hidden miracles,
you realize that all is constantly being re-
created, even the established natural order....
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Tsevi Elimelekh Shapira of Dinov, Bene: Yissakhar, kislev no. 3

To understand the name “Hanukkah” — the
illumination of this miraculous light is from the
hidden light that was concealed within the
Torah’s light. With this light, Adam gazed from
one side of the world to the other, and when
prophecy ended, so that Israel did not say “we
have lost all hope,” God allowed a tiny amount
of this radiant light to shine through the Torah.
Some of it is revealed to us each and every
year... and this small measure of light
accustoms us to the light of the future
redemption...

This commandment of the Hanukkah lamp
comes from the word for education (hinukh)
and sensitization to this light of future
redemption.
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Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, hilkhot teshuvah 8:8

The sages did not call it “the World to Come”
because it is not now in existence, such that it
might be inferred that this world will be

destroyed and thereafter will come that world.
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The matter is not so! That World is present and
ready, for it is said: “Oh how great is Your
goodness, which You have hidden away for

those in awe of you ... for they who take their
refuge in You” (Ps. 31.19-20)...
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Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed 111:43

The festivals are all for rejoicing and
pleasurable gatherings, which in most cases are
indispensable for human beings; they are also
useful in the establishment of friendship, which
must exist among people in political societies. ..
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Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, hilkhot megilat ester ve-hanukkah 4:12-14

The commandment of lighting the Hanukkah
lamp is exceedingly precious, and one should
carefully observe it in order to acclaim the
miracle, ever praising and thanking God for the
miracles which performed for us. Even if one
has nothing to eat except what is received from
charity, one should borrow, or sell their
garment, to buy oil and lamps and light them.

When a person has only a single coin and must
fulfill both sanctifying the [Sabbath| day and
lighting the Hanukkah lamp, one should give
precedence to purchasing oil to kindle the
Hanukkah lamp over wine for &iddush. Both are
rabbinic in origin, and it is preferable to give
precedence to the kindling of the Hanukkah
lamp, for it commemorates the miracle.

If [one must choose between] lighting a lamp
for one’s home [i.e. Shabbat candles] or lighting
a Hanukkah lamp—or, alternatively, lighting a
lamp for one’s home or reciting &iddush—the
lamp for one’s home receives priority, since it
generates peace within the home. God's name
may be blotted out to create peace between
husband and wife.

Peace is great, for the entire Torah was given to
bring about peace within the world, as
(Proverbs 3:17) states: “Its ways are pleasant
ways and all its paths are peace.”
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Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, hilkhot nelakhin 12:4

The prophets and the sages longed for days of
the Messiah not in order to dominate the
nations of the world, nor to rule over them, nor
to be exalted by them, nor to eat and drink and
rejoice, but to be free to study Torah, with no
one to oppress or disturb them, so as to
deserve life in the Wotld to Come, as we have
explained in the hilkhot teshuvah.

In that era there will be no famine, no war, no
envy, no strife. Prosperity will be plentiful, and
all kinds of luxuries will be available like dust.
The universal preoccupation will be primarily
to know God. The people of Israel will be very
wise; the things that are now vague and deeply
hidden will be revealed to all; they will attain a
knowledge of their Creator to the utmost
human capacity, as it is written: “The land shall
be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the
waters cover the sea” (Isaiah 11:9).
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