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A. Historical Sources

1.1 Maccabees

The setting of the book is about a century after the conquest of Judea by the Greeks under Alexander the
Great, after Alexander's empire has been divided so that Judea was part of the Greek Seleucid Empire. The
book tells how the Greek ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes attempted to suppress the practice of basic Jewish
religious law, resulting in a Jewish revolt against Seleucid rule. The book covers the whole of the revolt, from
175 to 134 BC and highlights how the salvation of the Jewish people in this crisis came from God through
Mattathias's family, particularly his sons Judas Maccabeus, Jonathan Apphus and Simon Thassi, and his
grandson John Hyrcanus. The doctrine expressed in the book reflects traditional Jewish teaching, without later

doctrines found in, for example, 2 Maccabees.

Though the original book was written in Hebrew, as can be deduced by a number of Hebrew idioms in the text,
the original has been lost and the version which comes down to us is a pre-Christian Greek translation. Some

authors date the original Hebrew text even closer to the events covered, while a few suggest a date even later.
Because of the accuracy of the historical account, if the later date is taken, the author would have to have had
access to first-hand reports of the events or other primary sources. (Wikipedia)

Chapter 1.

41 Then the king wrote to his whole kingdom that all should be one people, **and that all should give up
their particular customs. *All the Gentiles accepted the command of the king. Many even from Israel
gladly adopted his religion; they sacrificed to idols and profaned the Sabbath. **And the king sent letters by
messengers to Jerusalem and the towns of Judah; he directed them to follow customs strange to the

land, “*to forbid burnt offerings and sacrifices and drink offerings in the sanctuary, to profane Sabbaths and
festivals, ““to defile the sanctuary and the priests, “’to build altars and sacred precincts and shrines for idols,
to sacrifice swine and other unclean animals, **and to leave their sons uncircumcised. They were to make
themselves abominable by everything unclean and profane, “’so that they would forget the law and change
all the ordinances. *’He added, "And whoever does not obey the command of the king shall die."

51 In such words he wrote to his whole kingdom. He appointed inspectors over all the people and
commanded the towns of Judah to offer sacrifice, town by town. **Many of the people, everyone who
forsook the law, joined them, and they did evil in the land; **they drove Israel into hiding in every place of
refuge they had.

54 Now on the fifteenth day of Kislev, in the one hundred forty-fifth year they erected a desolating
sacrilege on the altar of burnt offering. They also built altars in the surrounding towns of Judah, **and
offered incense at the doors of the houses and in the streets. **The books of the law that they found they
tore to pieces and burned with fire. >’ Anyone found possessing the book of the covenant, or anyone who
adhered to the law, was condemned to death by decree of the king. **They kept using violence against
Israel, against those who were found month after month in the towns. *’On the twenty-fifth day of the
month they offered sacrifice on the altar that was on top of the altar of burnt offering. “’According to the
decree, they put to death the women who had their children circumcised, ®'and their families and those who
circumcised them; and they hung the infants from their mothers' necks.

62 But many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean food. “They chose to
die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy covenant; and they did die. *Very great wrath
came upon Israel.

Chapter 2

' But Mattathias answered and said in a loud voice: "Even if all the nations that live under the rule of the

king obey him, and have chosen to obey his commandments, everyone of them abandoning the religion of
their ancestors, “°I and my sons and my brothers will continue to live by the covenant of our

ancestors. *'Far be it from us to desert the law and the ordinances. *We will not obey the king's words by

turning aside from our religion to the right hand or to the left."
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 When he had finished speaking these words, a Jew came forward in the sight of all to offer sacrifice on
the altar in Modein, according to the king's command. **When Mattathias saw it, he burned with zeal and
his heart was stirred. He gave vent to righteous anger; he ran and killed him on the altar. At the same time
he killed the king's officer who was forcing them to sacrifice, and he tore down the altar. **Thus he burned
with zeal for the law, just as Phinehas did against Zimri son of Salu.

*" Then Mattathias cried out in the town with a loud voice, saying: "Let every one who is zealous for the
law and supports the covenant come out with me!" **Then he and his sons fled to the hills and left all that
they had in the town.

2% At that time many who were seeking righteousness and justice went down to the wilderness to live
there, * Othey, their sons, their wives, and their livestock, because troubles pressed heavily upon them.

Chapter 4
3% When he saw that their army was strong, he prayed, saying, "Blessed are you, O Savior of Israel, who
crushed the attack of the mighty warrior by the hand of your servant David, and gave the camp of the
Philistines into the hands of Jonathan son of Saul, and of the man who carried his armor. *'Hem in this
army by the hand of your people Israel, and let them be ashamed of their troops and their cavalry. **Fill
them with cowardice; melt the boldness of their strength; let them tremble in their destruction. 3Strike
them down with the sword of those who love you, and let all who know your name praise you with hymns."
3 Then both sides attacked, and there fell of the army of Lysias five thousand men; they fell in
action. **When Lysias saw the rout of his troops and observed the boldness that inspired those of Judas, and
how ready they were either to live or to die nobly, he withdrew to Antioch and enlisted mercenaries in
order to invade Judea again with an even larger army.

3% Then Judas and his brothers said, "See, our enemies are crushed; let us go up to cleanse the sanctuary
and dedicate it." *’So all the army assembled and went up to Mount Zion. **There they saw the sanctuary
desolate, the altar profaned, and the gates burned. In the courts they saw bushes sprung up as in a thicket, or
as on one of the mountains. They saw also the chambers of the priests in ruins. **Then they tore their
clothes and mourned with great lamentation; they sprinkled themselves with ashes *’and fell face down on
the ground. And when the signal was given with the trumpets, they cried out to Heaven.

*! Then Judas detailed men to fight against those in the citadel until he had cleansed the sanctuary. **He
chose blameless priests devoted to the law, “*and they cleansed the sanctuary and removed the defiled
stones to an unclean place. **They deliberated what to do about the altar of burnt offering, which had been
profaned. **And they thought it best to tear it down, so that it would not be a lasting shame to them that the
Gentiles had defiled it. So they tore down the altar, **and stored the stones in a convenient place on the
temple hill until a prophet should come to tell what to do with them. *’Then they took unhewn stones, as the
law directs, and built a new altar like the former one. **They also rebuilt the sanctuary and the interior of
the temple, and consecrated the courts. *They made new holy vessels, and brought the menorah, the altar
of incense, and the table into the temple. **Then they offered incense on the altar and lit the lamps on the
menorah, and these gave light in the temple. *' They placed the bread on the table and hung up the curtains.
Thus they finished all the work they had undertaken.

>2Early in the morning on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month, which is the month of Kislev, in the
one hundred forty-eighth year, **they rose and offered sacrifice, as the law directs, on the new altar of burnt
offering that they had built. **At the very season and on the very day that the Gentiles had profaned it, it
was dedicated with songs and harps and lutes and cymbals. >All the people fell on their faces and
worshiped and blessed Heaven, who had prospered them. **So they celebrated the dedication of the altar for
eight days, and joyfully offered burnt offerings; they offered a sacrifice of well-being and a thanksgiving
offering. >’ They decorated the front of the temple with golden crowns and small shields; they restored the
gates and the chambers for the priests, and fitted them with doors. **There was very great joy among the
people, and the disgrace brought by the Gentiles was removed.

> Then Judas and his brothers and all the assembly of Israel determined that every year at that season the
days of dedication of the altar should be observed with joy and gladness for eight days, beginning with the
twenty-fifth day of the month of Kislev.

80 At that time they fortified Mount Zion with high walls and strong towers all around, to keep the Gentiles
from coming and trampling them down as they had done before. ®' Judas' stationed a garrison there to guard
it; he also fortified Beth-zur to guard it, so that the people might have a stronghold that faced Idumea.
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2. 1l Maccabees

The author of 2 Maccabees is not identified, but he claims to be abridging a 5-volume work by Jason of Cyrene.
This longer work is not preserved, and it is uncertain how much of the present text of 2 Maccabees is simply
copied from that work. The author wrote in Greek, apparently, as there is no particular evidence of an earlier
Hebrew version. A few sections of the book, such as the Preface, Epilogue, and some reflections on morality
are generally assumed to come from the author, not from Jason. Jason's work was apparently written sometime
around 100 BC and most likely ended with the defeat of Nicanor, as does the abridgement available to us.

The beginning of the book includes two letters sent by Jews in Jerusalem to Jews of the Diaspora in Egypt
concerning the feast day set up to celebrate the purification of the temple and the feast to celebrate the defeat
of Nicanor. If the author of the book inserted these letters, the book would have to have been written after 124
BC, the date of the second letter. Some commentators hold that these letters were a later addition, while others
consider them the basis for the work. Catholic scholars tend toward a dating in the last years of the second
century BC, while the consensus among Jewish scholars place it in the second half of the first century BC.

It appears to be written for the benefit of the diaspora Jews in Egypt, primarily to inform them about the
restoration of the temple and to encourage them to make the yearly pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It is written not
from the point of view of a professional historian, but rather of a religious teacher, who draws his lessons out of
history. (Wikipedia)

Chapter 1
' The Jews in Jerusalem and those in the land of Judea,

To their Jewish kindred in Egypt,

Greetings and true peace.

? May God do good to you, and may he remember his covenant with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, his
faithful servants. *May he give you all a heart to worship him and to do his will with a strong heart and a
willing spirit. “May he open your heart to his law and his commandments, and may he bring peace. "May he
hear your prayers and be reconciled to you, and may he not forsake you in time of evil. ‘We are now
praying for you here.

" In the reign of Demetrius, in the one hundred sixty-ninth year,* we Jews wrote to you, in the critical
distress that came upon us in those years after Jason and his company revolted from the holy land and the
kingdom *and burned the gate and shed innocent blood. We prayed to the Lord and were heard, and we
offered sacrifice and grain offering, and we lit the lamps and set out the loaves. >And now see that you keep
the Festival of Booths in the month of Kislev, in the one hundred eighty-eighth year.

'® Since on the twenty-fifth day of Kislev we shall celebrate the purification of the temple, we thought it
necessary to notify you, in order that you also may celebrate the Festival of Booths and the festival of the
fire given when Nehemiah, who built the temple and the altar, offered sacrifices.

Chapter 10

! Now Maccabeus and his followers, the Lord leading them on, recovered the temple and the city; *they
tore down the altars that had been built in the public square by the foreigners, and also destroyed the sacred
precincts. *They purified the sanctuary, and made another altar of sacrifice; then, striking fire out of flint,
they offered sacrifices, after a lapse of two years, and they offered incense and lighted lamps and set out the
bread of the Presence. “When they had done this, they fell prostrate and implored the Lord that they might
never again fall into such misfortunes, but that, if they should ever sin, they might be disciplined by him
with forbearance and not be handed over to blasphemous and barbarous nations. It happened that on the
same day on which the sanctuary had been profaned by the foreigners, the purification of the sanctuary
took place, that is, on the twenty-fifth day of the same month, which was Kislev. “They celebrated it for
eight days with rejoicing, in the manner of the Festival of Booths, remembering how not long before,
during the festival of booths, they had been wandering in the mountains and caves like wild

animals. "Therefore, carrying ivy-wreathed wands and beautiful branches and also fronds of palm, they
offered hymns of thanksgiving to him who had given success to the purifying of his own holy place. *They
decreed by public edict, ratified by vote, that the whole nation of the Jews should observe these days every
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year.

? Such then was the end of Antiochus, who was called Epiphanes.

3. Josephus, Antiquities 12

The next literary work by Josephus is his twenty-one volume Antiquities of the Jews, completed in the last year
of the emperor Flavius Domitian (between September 1, 93 and March14, 94, cf. AJ X.267). He claims that
interested persons have pressed him to give a fuller account of the Jewish culture and constitution. Here, in
expounding Jewish history, law and custom, he is entering into many philosophical debates current in Rome at
that time. Again he offers an apologia for the antiquity and universal significance of the Jewish people.

Josephus most likely used some form of 1 Maccabees (very likely the Hebrew original) in writing his account of

the Maccabean revolt.

7. Now Judas celebrated the festival of the restoration of the sacrifices of the temple for eight days, and
omitted no sort of pleasures thereon; but he feasted them upon very rich and splendid sacrifices; and he
honored God, and delighted them by hymns and psalms. Nay, they were so very glad at the revival of their
customs, when, after a long time of intermission, they unexpectedly had regained the freedom of their
worship, that they made it a law for their posterity, that they should keep a festival, on account of the
restoration of their temple worship, for eight days. And from that time to this we celebrate this festival, and
call it Lights. I suppose the reason was, because this liberty beyond our hopes appeared to us; and that
thence was the name given to that festival. Judas also rebuilt the walls round about the city, and reared
towers of great height against the incursions of enemies, and set guards therein. He also fortified the city
Bethsura, that it might serve as a citadel against any distresses that might come from our enemies.

4. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat, 21b

What is [the reason of] Hanukkah? For our Rabbis taught: On
the twenty-fifth of Kislew [commence] the days of Hanukkah,
which are eight on which a lamentation for the dead and fasting
are forbidden. For when the Greeks entered the Temple, they
defiled all the oils therein, and when the Hasmonean 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.

R. Jose b. Judah says, He should not make one [a copy of the
menorah from the Temple] even of wood, for thus did the
Hasmonean kings make it [and one cannot make a vessel that
would serve as one of the vessels of the Temple]. But [the
Rabbis] said to him, Is any proof to be deduced from that? In
fact it was made of iron bars which they overlaid with tin [and
they were not wood]; when they [the Hasmoneans] grew richer
they made one of silver, and when they grew still richer they
made one of gold.
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5. Megilat Taanit

A chronicle which enumerates thirty-five eventful days on which the Jewish nation either performed glorious
deeds or witnessed joyful events. These days were celebrated as feast-days. Public mourning was forbidden on
fourteen of them, and public fasting on all. In most of the editions this chronicle consists of two parts, which are
distinct in language and in form, namely: (1) the text or the Megillat Ta'anit proper, written in Aramaic and
containing merely brief outlines in concise style; (2) scholia or commentaries on the text, written in Hebrew.

[According to the Talmud and Hilkhot Gedolot] the Megillat Ta'anit must have been composed ... about the year
7 of the common era, when Judea was made a Roman province to the great indignation of the Jews (comp.
Schmilg, I.c. pp. 20-36). This calendar of victories was intended to fan the spark of liberty among the people and
to fill them with confidence and courage by reminding them of the victories of the Maccabees and the divine aid
vouchsafed to the Jewish nation against the heathen. ... According to this [other] account [based on the
Scholium] therefore, the Megillat Ta'anit was composed by the Zealots after the year 66 of the common era,
during the revolution

The Hebrew commentary on the Megillat Ta'anit was written much later, the author, who did not live earlier than
the seventh century, having before him the text of both the Talmudim as well as that of Bereshit Rabbah (comp.

Brann, |.c. pp. 410-418, 445-451). The commentator collected those baraitot of the Talmud which contained
comments on the Megillat Ta'anit, and jumbled them uncritically with accounts from other, unreliable sources.

As the text and the scholium of the Megillat Ta'anit are distinct in form and in language, so do they differ also in
value. The text is an actual historical source, whose statements may be regarded as authentic, while its dates
are reliable if interpreted independently of the scholium. The scholium, on the other hand, is of very doubtful
historical value and must be used with extreme caution. Although it contains some old baraitot which are
reliable, the compiler has mixed them with other, unhistorical, accounts and legends, so that even those data
whose legendary character has not been proved can be credited only when they are confirmed by internal and
external evidence. (Jewish Encyclopedia)
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B. Connection of Temple Dedication to Sukkot

1. Kings 1:8

1. Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel, and all the

heads of the tribes, the chief of the fathers of the people of
Israel, before king Solomon in Jerusalem, that they might
bring up the ark of the covenant of the Lord from the city
of David, which is Zion .2.And all the men of Israel
assembled themselves to king Solomon at the feast
[Sukkot] in the month Ethanim, which is the seventh
month [Tishrei].

64. The same day did the king hallow the middle of the
court that was before the house of the Lord for there he
offered burnt offerings, and meal offerings, and the fat of
the peace offerings; because the bronze altar that was
before the Lord was too small to receive the burnt
offerings, and meal offerings, and the fat of the peace
offerings.65. And at that time Solomon held a feast
[Sukkot], and all Israel with him, a great congregation,
from the entrance to Hamath to the brook of Egypt, before
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the Lord our God, seven days and seven days, fourteen
days.66. On the eighth day he sent the people away; and
they blessed the king, and went to their tents joyful and
glad of heart for all the goodness that the Lord had done
for David his servant, and for Israel his people.

2. Ezra, Chapter 3

1. And when the seventh month [Tishrei] came, and the people
of Israel were in the cities, the people gathered themselves
together as one man in Jerusalem.

2. Then stood up Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and his brothers
the priests, and Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, and his
brothers, and built the altar of the God of Israel, to offer burnt
offerings on it, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, the man
of God. 3. And they set the altar upon its bases; for fear was
upon them because of the people of those countries; and they
offered burnt offerings on it to the Lord, burnt offerings
morning and evening. 4. They also kept the Feast of Booths, as
it is written, and offered the daily burnt offerings by number,
according to the ordinance, as the duty of every day required;
5. And afterwards offered the continual burnt offering, at the
new moon, and at all the appointed feasts of the Lord that were
consecrated, and the offerings of every one who made a
freewill offering to the Lord. 6. From the first day of the
seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the Lord.
But the foundation of the temple of the Lord was not yet laid.
7. And they gave money to the masons, and to the carpenters;
and food, and drink, and oil, to the Sidonians, and to the
Tyrians, to bring cedar trees from Lebanon to the sea of Jaffa,
according to the grant that they had from Cyrus king of Persia.
8. And in the second year of their coming to the house of God
at Jerusalem, in the second month, began Zerubbabel the son of
Shealtiel, and Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and the rest of their
brothers the priests and the Levites, and all those who came
back from exile to Jerusalem. And Levites were appointed,
from twenty years old and upward, to supervise the work of the
house of the Lord.

3. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat, 21b

Our Rabbis taught: The precept of Hanukkah [demands] one
light for a man and his household; the zealous [kindle] a light
for each member [of the household]; and the extremely zealous,
— Beth Shammai maintain: On the first day eight lights are lit
and thereafter they are gradually reduced; , but Beth Hillel say:
On the first day one is lit and thereafter they are progressively
increased. ‘Ulla said: In the West [Palestine] two amoraim, R.
Jose b. Abin and R. Jose b. Zebida, differ therein: one
maintains, The reason of Beth Shammai is that it shall
correspond to the days still to come, and that of Beth Hillel is
that it shall correspond to the days that are gone; but another
maintains: Beth Shammai's reason is that it shall correspond to
the bullocks of the Festival; whilst Beth Hillel's reason is that
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we promote in [matters of] sanctity but do not reduce.

Rabbah b. Bar Hana said: There were two old men in Sidon:
one did as Beth Shammai and the other as Beth Hillel: the
former gave the reason of his action that it should correspond
to the bullocks of the Festival, while the latter stated his reason
because we promote in [matters of] sanctity but do not reduce.
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Bablonian Talmud, Shabbat 22b

R. Shesheth asked: “Outside the veil of testimony ... shall
[Aaron] order it:” - Does He then require its light?! Surely,
during the entire forty years that the Israelites travelled in the
wilderness they travelled only by His light! Butitis a
testimony to mankind that the Divine Presence rests in Israel.
What is the testimony? — Said Rav: That was the western
branch [of the candelabrum ] in which the same quantity of oil
was poured as into the rest, and yet he kindled [the others] from
it and ended therewith
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Is Hanukkah a National or Religious
Holiday?

Rabbi Dov Linzer

(appeared in Blueprint, 2002)

Hanukkah was established immediately after the
successful Hasmonean revolt (165 or 164
B.C.E.), led by Judah the Macabee, which
recaptured the Temple and the Temple Mount
from Antiochus’ troops. The revolt had be
sparked by the religious fervor of Judah’s father,
Mattathias, who refused to submit to King
Antiochus’ decrees compelling the Jews, on the
penalty of death, to abandon their religious
practices, desecrate the Sabbath, and worship
idols (1 Mac. 1:41-50). Mattathias called for all
those who were “zealous for the law and strive to
maintain the covenant” (1 Mac. 2:26) to follow
him. In the immediate aftermath of the recapture
of the Temple Mount, Judah and his followers
removed the idols in the Temple, cleansed the
Temple from its ritual impurity, restored the
daily sacrifices, and rededicated the Temple to
the worship of God. The purification and
dedication of the Temple was accompanied with
an eight-day celebration, and this celebration was
soon afterwards instituted as an annual Jewish
festival (1 Mac. 4:36-61, 2 Mac. 1:7-9, 18; 10:1-
6). Thus, in its inception, Hanukkah was clearly
a religious holiday, commemorating a revolt
fought for religious reasons and whose victories
were religious ones.

The lasting significance of the Hasmonean
revolt, however, was not merely religious.
Eventually, the Hasmoneans succeeded in
restoring Jewish sovereignty over Judea, and in
recapturing almost the entire Land of Israel,
including areas in present-day Syria and Jordan
(Josephus, Anitquities, 13:395). Thus, one
imagines that Chanukah has long been
intertwined with national and political
elements. Remember, also, that the distinction
between nationality and religion is a relatively
recent one. During Temple times, a central
feature of Judean nationality was the Jewish
religion, and the religious victories of the
restoration of the Temple and the freedom of
worship were also national ones.

For most religious Jews today, Hanukkah is not
about the war of the Macabees, but rather about
the miracle of the cruse of oil that miraculously
lasted eight days, according the story in the
Babylonian Talmud (Shabbat 21b). Whatever
one thinks about the historicity of this event, the

Talmud’s choice to emphasize it, to the exclusion of the
more central events of Hanukkah, demonstrates its
desire to communicate the religious message of
Hanukah, and perhaps to underscore that war victories
were ultimately God’s doing (see Maharal, Chidushei
Aggadot, to Shabbat 21b).

In contrast, the Palestinian Talmud makes no mention
of the miracle of oil. Similarly, the al hanisim liturgy
ignores this miracle, and instead focuses on the
victories of the war and the rededication of the Temple.
These works, coming from Eretz Yisrael, maintain the
national dimension of the holiday, an aspect that might
have been less significant for Babylonian Jews living in
the Diaspora after the destruction of the Temple.

This difference of approach continues today. Compare
two popular Hanukkah songs. A stanza from "Ma'oz
Zur," a traditional song, reads:

O mighty Rock of my salvation / To praise
You is a delight

Restore my House of Prayer / And there we
will bring a thanksgiving offering

Then I shall complete with a song of hymn /
The dedication of the altar

And from the remnant of the flasks / A miracle
was wrought for the roses

Men of wisdom / Days eight / they established
for song and rejoicing

While the modern-day, Zionist "Mi Yimalel" song
reads:

Who will speak / Of the mighty deeds of Israel
/ Who will count them?

Behold, in every generation / There will arise a
mighty one / A redeemer of the nation.

In those days, at this time / A Macabee, a
redeemer and a savior /

And in our days, the entire nation of Israel /
Will be unified, will arise, and be redeemed

In the first, the focus is on God, Temple and sacrifices.
In the second, the redeemer is a person and the focus is
on the people and State of Israel. Ideally, we should
strive to celebrate both aspects of Hanukkah — to value
the political, nationalistic victories of the past and
present, but to appreciate these as coming from God
and as affording us opportunities to serve God more
fully.
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