
When the Supreme Court Debated the Meaning of Ḥanukkah 
1. Justice Harry Blackmun, County of Allegheny v. ACLU, 492 U.S. 573 (1989), I-B 
At least since 1982, the city has expanded its Grant Street holiday display to include a symbolic 
representation of Chanukah, an 8-day Jewish holiday that begins on the 25th day of the Jewish 
lunar month of Kislev. … According to Jewish tradition, on the 25th of Kislev in 164 B.C.E. the 
Maccabees re-dedicated the Temple of Jerusalem after recapturing it from the Greeks, or, more 
accurately, from the Greek-influenced Seleucid Empire, in the course of a political rebellion. 
 Chanukah is the holiday which celebrates that event. … The Talmud explains the lamp-lighting 
ritual as a commemoration of an event that occurred during the rededication of the Temple. The 
Temple housed a seven-branch menorah, which was to be kept burning continuously. When the 
Maccabees rededicated the Temple, they had only enough oil to last for one day. But, according to 
the Talmud, the oil miraculously lasted for eight days (the length of time it took to obtain additional 
oil). To celebrate and publicly proclaim this miracle, the Talmud prescribes that it is a mitzvah (i.e., 
a religious deed or commandment), for Jews to place a lamp with eight lights just outside the en-
trance to their homes or in a front window during the eight days of Chanukah. … The Talmud also 
ordains certain blessings to be recited each night of Chanukah before lighting the lamp. … Although 
Jewish law does not contain any rule regarding the shape or substance of a Chanukah lamp it 
became customary to evoke the memory of the Temple menorah. The Temple menorah was of a tree-
and-branch design; it had a central candlestick with six branches. In contrast, a Chanukah meno-
rah of tree-and-branch design has eight branches – one for each day of the holiday – plus a ninth to 
hold the shamash (an extra candle used to light the other eight). Also in contrast to the Temple 
menorah, the Chanukah menorah is not a sanctified object; it need not be treated with special care. 
 
2. bShabbat 21b 
What is Hanukkah? The Sages taught: On the twenty-fifth 
of Kislev, the days of Hanukkah are eight. One may not 
eulogize on them and one may not fast on them. When the 
Greeks entered the Sanctuary they defiled all the oils that 
were in the Sanctuary. And when the Hasmonean monar-
chy overcame them and emerged victorious over them, 
they searched and found only one cruse of oil that was 
placed with the seal of the High Priest. And there was suf-
ficient oil there to light the candelabrum for only one day. 
A miracle occurred and they lit the candelabrum from it 
eight days. The next year the Sages instituted those days 
and made them holidays with recitation of Hallel and spe-
cial thanksgiving in prayer and blessings. 
 

 ב דומע אכ ףד תבש תכסמ ילבב דומלת .2 

 הכָּוּנחֲדַ ימֵוֹי וילֵסְכִבְּ ה״כבְּ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָדְּ ?הכָּוּנחֲ יאמַ
 .ןוֹהבְּ תוֹנּעַתְהִלְ אלָדְוּ ןוֹהבְּ דפַּסְמִלְ אלָדְּ ןוּנּיאִ איָנְמָתְּ
 .לכָיהֵבַּשֶׁ םינִמָשְּׁהַ לכָּ וּאמְּטִ לכָיהֵלַ םינִוֹויְ וּסנְכְנִּשֶׁכְּשֶׁ
 אֹלוְ וּקדְבָּ ,םוּחצְּנִוְ יאנַוֹמשְׁחַ תיבֵּ תוּכלְמַ הרָבְגָּשֶׁכְוּ
 לשֶׁ וֹמתָוֹחבְּ חנָּוּמ היָהָשֶׁ ןמֶשֶׁ לשֶׁ דחָאֶ ךְפַּ אלָּאֶ וּאצְמָ
 וֹבּ השָׂעֲנַ .דחָאֶ םוֹי קילִדְהַלְ אלָּאֶ וֹבּ היָהָ אֹלוְ ,לוֹדגָּ ןהֵכֹּ
 םוּעבָקְ תרֶחֶאַ הנָשָׁלְ .םימִיָ הנָוֹמשְׁ וּנּמֶּמִ וּקילִדְהִוְ סנֵ
 .האָדָוֹהוְ ללֵּהַבְּ םיבִוֹט םימִיָ םוּאשָׂעֲוַ



3. I Maccabees 4 
And Yehudah, his brothers and all the community of Israel 
commanded to celebrate the dedication of the altar on the 
twenty-fifth day of month of Kislev, eight days each year, 
with praise and thanksgiving to the Lord. 
 

 ד קרפ א םיבקמ רפס .3 

 תכונח תא גוחל לארשי להק לכו ויחאו הדוהי הווציו
 םימי תנומש ולסכ שדחל םירשעו השימחה םויב חבזמה
 .'הל הדותבו ללהב הנשב הנש ידמ
 

3a. II Maccabees 10 
They celebrated a festival to God for eight days like the 
days of Sukkot, remembering how a short time before they 
had spent the festival of Sukkot like wild beasts in the 
mountains and the caves. They took willow and branches 
and offered songs of praise and thanksgiving to God who 
had given them the strength and salvation to purify His 
Temple. They decreed a rule in all the cities of Judah to 
celebrate this festival annually. 
 

 י קרפ ב םיבקמ רפס .א3 

 תא ורכזיו ,תוכוסה גח ימיכ םימי תנומש 'הל גח וגוחיו
 ,תורעמבו םירהב תוכוסה גח תא םגגחב םדקמ םימיה
 תופכו לחנ יברע וחקיו .הדש תומהבכ ןומישיב ועתיו
 זוע םהל ןתנ רשא ,'הל הידוהו חבש ריש ורישיו םירמת
 ירע לכב לוק וריבעיו .ושדקמ תיב תא רהטל העושתו
 .הנשב הנש ידמ הזה גחה תא גוחל הדוהי

4. Siddur 
In the days of Mattisyahu, the son of Yochanan the High 
Priest, the Hasmonean, and his sons, when the wicked 
kingdom of Greece rose up against Your people Israel to 
make them forget Your Torah and to stray from the laws of 
Your will, You, with great mercy stood by them in the time 
of their distress. You fought their fight, judged their cause 
and avenged them with vengeance. You delivered the 
strong 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 arrogant 
into the hands of those engaged with Your Torah. For 
Yourself you made a great and holy name in Your world, 
You performed a great deliverance for Your people Israel 
on this day. After these things, Your children entered into 
the Holy of Holies of Your House, cleansed Your Temple, 
purified the place of Your Holiness, kindled lights in Your 
holy courts and established these eight days of Hanukkah 
to express thanksgiving and praise to Your great name. 
 

 רודיס .4 

 וינָבְוּ יאנַוֹמשׁחַ לוֹדגָּ ןהֵכֹּ ןנָחָוֹי ןבֶּ וּהיָתְתִּמַ ימֵיבִּ
 םחָיכִּשְׁהַלְ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ךָמְּעַ לעַ העָשָׁרְהָ ןוָיָ תוּכלְמַ הדָמְעָשֶׁכְּ
 םיבִּרַהָ ךָימֶחֲרַבְּ התָּאַוְ ךָנֶוֹצרְ יקֵּחֻמֵ םרָיבִעֲהַלְוּ ךָתֶרָוֹתּ
 םנָידִּ תאֶ תָּנְדַּ םבָירִ תאֶ תָּבְרַ םתָרָצָ תעֵבְּ םהֶלָ תָּדְמַעָ
 דיַבְּ םיבִּרַוְ םישִׁלָּחַ דיַבְּ םירִוֹבּגִּ תָּרְסַמָ םתָמָקְנִ תאֶ תָּמְקַנָ
 םידִזֵוְ םיקִידִּצַ דיַבְּ םיעִשָׁרְוּ םירִוֹהטְ דיַבְּ םיאִמֵטְוּ םיטִּעַמְ
 ךָמֶלָוֹעבְּ שׁוֹדקָוְ לוֹדגָּ םשֵׁ תָישִׂעַ ךָלְוּ ךָתֶרָוֹת יקֵסְוֹע דיַבְּ
 הזֶּהַ םוֹיּהַכְּ ןקָרְפֻוּ הלָוֹדגְ העָוּשׁתְּ תָישִׂעָ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ךָמְּעַלְוּ
 וּרהֲטִוְ ךָלֶכָיהֵ תאֶ וּנּפִוּ ךָתֶיבֵּ ריבִדְלִ ךָינֶבָ וּאבָּ ןכֵּ רחַאַוְ
 תנַוֹמשְׁ וּעבְקָוְ ךָשֶׁדְקָ תוֹרצְחַבְּ תוֹרנֵ קילִדְהִוְ ךָשֶׁדָּקְמִ תאֶ
 .לוֹדגָּהַ ךָמְשִׁלְ ללֵהַלְוּ תוֹדוֹהלְ וּלּאֵ הכָּנֻחֲ ימֵיְ
 

5. Justice Harry Blackmun, I-B 
The cultural significance of Chanukah varies with the setting in which the holiday is celebrated. In 
contemporary Israel, the nationalist and military aspects of the Chanukah story receive special 
emphasis. 
 



6. Rashi, Shabbat 21b, s.v. “mai chanukah” 
“What is Hannukah?” Which miracle was the basis for in-
stituting the holiday? 
 

 הכונח יאמ ה״ד ב דומע iiאכ ףד תבש תכסמ י״שר .6 

 ?הועבק סנ הזיא לע – ״הכָּוּנחֲ יאמַ״

7. bYoma 6b 
Impurity imparted by a corpse is permitted in cases of 
public need. 
 

 ב דומע ו ףד אמוי תכסמ ילבב דומלת .7 

 .רוּבּיצִבְּ איהִ הרָתְּוּה תמֵּהַ תאַמְוּט
 

8. Rabbi S. Z. Aurbach on Mizmor Le-Todah 
Therefore, it seems that the main reason for our Hallel and 
thanksgiving is for the miraculous military victory, for the 
war itself would have contained many great miracles. 
 

 גיר 'מע הדותל רומזמב א"זשרגה לש ורמאמ .8 

 לש סנה לע אוה האדוההו ללהה רקיעד הארנ ךכיפלו
 םיסנ ויהש ףא המצע המחלמבד אלא ,המחלמה
 .םילודג
 

9. Rashi, Shabbat 21b, s.v. “kavum ve-asum” 
The days are not yamim tovim in the sense that melakhah 
is forbidden; rather, for saying Hallel and saying al ha-nis-
sim in the thanksgiving section [of the amidah]. 
 

 םואשעו םועבק ה״ד ב דומע אכ ףד תבש תכסמ י״שר .9 

 ללה תורקל אלא ועבקנ אלש הכאלמב ןירוסאש אל
 :האדוהב םיסנה לע רמולו
 

10. bYoma 8b 
However, because people were giving money in order to 
be appointed to the High Priesthood, they were replaced 
every twelve months like the parhedrin who are replaced 
every twelve months. Therefore, the chamber was called 
disparagingly the Chamber of Parhedrin. 
 

 ב דומע ח ףד אמוי תכסמ ילבב דומלת .10 

 לכָּ הּתָוֹא ןיפִילִחֲמַוּ ,הנָּוּהכְּלַ ןוֹממָ וילָעָ ןינִתְוֹנּשֶׁ ךְוֹתּמִוּ
 לכָּ םתָוֹא ןיפִילִחְמַּשֶׁ וּללָּהַ ןירִדְהֶרְפַכְּ שׁדֶוֹח רשָׂעָ םינֵשְׁ
 תכַּשְׁלִ הּתָוֹא ןיאִרְוֹק וּיהָ ךְכָיפִלְ ,שׁדֶוֹח רשָׂעָ םינֵשְׁ
 .ןירִדְהֶרְפַּ
 

11. Rashi, Ibid. 
Because the Priests of the Second Temple were instituted 
through the money they gave to the Hasmonean dynasty 
in order to receive the High Priesthood. 
 

 םש י״שר .11 

 לע ןינתונש ןוממ י"ע ןידמוע ויה ינש תיב ינהכש ךותמ
 :יאנומשח תיב יכלמל הלודג הנוהכ
 

12. Ramban, Genesis 49:10 
This was also the reason for the punishment of the 
Hasmoneans, who reigned during the Second Temple. … 
all the children of the righteous Matithyahu the 
Hasmonean were deposed for this only: they ruled even 
though they were not of the seed of Judah and of the house 
of David, and thus they completely removed “the sceptre” 
and “the lawgiver” from Judah. And their punishment was 
measure for measure, as the Holy One, blessed be He, 
caused their slaves to rule over them, and it is they who 
destroyed them. 

 י קוספ טמ קרפ תישארב רפס הרותה לע ן״במר .12 

 לבא , ... ,ינש תיבב וכלמש ,םיאנומשחה שנוע היה הזו
 רובעב אלא ורבע אל קידצה יאנומשח היתתמ ערז לכ
 וריסהו ,דוד תיבמו הדוהי ערזמ ויה אלו וכלמש הז
 ,הדמ דגנכ הדמ םשנוע היהו ,ירמגל קקוחמהו טבשה
 םהו םהידבע תא םהילע אוה ךורב שודקה לישמהש
 .םותירכה



13. mShabbat 6:4 
A man may neither go out on Shabbat with a sword, nor 
with a bow, nor with a shield, nor with a lance, nor with a 
spear. And if he unwittingly went out, he is liable. Rabbi 
Eliezer says: These weapons are ornaments for him. And 
the Rabbis say: They are nothing other than reprehensi-
ble, as it is written: “And they shall beat their swords into 
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation 
will not raise sword against nation, neither will they learn 
war anymore” (Isaiah 2:4). 

 ד הנשמ ו קרפ תבש תכסמ הנשמ .13 

 אֹלוְ ,סירִתְבִ אֹלוְ ,תשֶׁקֶבְ אֹלוְ ,ףיִסַבְ אֹל שׁיאִהָ אצֵיֵ אֹל
 רזֶעֶילִאֱ יבִּרַ .תאטָּחַ ביָּחַ ,אצָיָ םאִוְ .חמַרֹבְ אֹלוְ ,הלָּאַבְ
 אלָּאֶ ןנָיאֵ ,םירִמְוֹא םימִכָחֲוַ .וֹל ןהֵ ןיטִישִׁכְתַּ ,רמֵוֹא
 םיתִּאִלְ םתָוֹברְחַ וּתתְּכִוְ )ב היעשי( רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,יאנַגְלִ
 אֹלוְ ברֶחֶ יוֹגּ לאֶ יוֹגּ אשָּׂיִ אֹל ,תוֹרמֵזְמַלְ םהֶיתֵוֹתינִחֲוַ
 .המָחָלְמִ דוֹע וּדמְלְיִ

 


