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There is one aspect of the story of Chanukah that doesn’t get as much attention as it deserves.
When the story of Chanukah is told, the focus is often on the miraculous military defeat of the
Syrian Greeks or the miracle that ensued in lighting the Menorah. The rededication of the Temple
and specifically, the Mizbe'ach (altar), if it does get mentioned, often gets less prominence.

The prominence of this aspect of the story is apparent when one considers the following: First,
the very name Chanukah is taken from the term (Bamidbar 7:10) chanukat HaMizbe'ach, the
dedication of the Altar.! Second, the Torah reading for Chanukah is the story of the original
dedication of the Mizbe’ach and the offerings that were brought by the nesi’im (princes) to
commemorate that event (Megillah 30b). Third, the prayer Al HaNissim references the
purification of the Temple (77pPn NX 17711). Fourth, there is a tradition in many communities
to recite after the morning prayers the 30" chapter of Psalms (7172 n°271 N1 2w Mn1n) which
is about the dedication of the Temple. While people may be aware that the rededication of the
Temple and the Altar plays a role in the celebration of Chanukah, they may not be aware of its
exact role. This is perhaps why this aspect of the story is not as popular. In this article, we will
present a number of sources that elucidate the role of the rededication of the Temple and the
Altar in the celebration of Chanukah.

The Rededication of the Temple

A number of sources indicate that the rededication of the Temple is not merely an aspect of the
Chanukah story, but a foundation of the holiday itself. Megillat Ta’anit, a compendium of
holidays that were celebrated during Talmudic times, presents the centrality of the rededication
of the Temple:

Why did they decide to celebrate Chanukah for eight days? TNNY 7900 MWY? IR
Wasn't the Chanukah that Moshe established in the desert (i.e. the TWn WYY 7910 KoM L0
dedication of the Mishkan) only seven days? As it states (Vayikra 072 NYAW ROX WY X2 92723
8:33) “You shall not leave the opening of the Tent of Meeting for XN X2 79I 27K N9 MR
seven days.” It also states (Bamidbar 7:12) “The one who brought PRI T NY 2 NYAY

! 9
the offering on the first day,” and on the seventh day [the tribe of] 13 2P IR PR o2
1°XM 1271 0°75K 2°7P "Y°aw)

! Another popular reason for the name Chanukah is presented by Rabbeinu Nissim, in his Commentary on Rif,
Shabbat 9b, who quotes an opinion that it is called Chanukah which is a representation of n"J2 11N, they rested
(from war) on the 25 (of Kislev).
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Ephraim brought its offering. Similarly, we find that King

Shlomo’s dedication was only seven days ... Rather [the reason is

that] during the days of the Syrian-Greek Kingdom, the

Chashmonaim entered the Heichal, built the Mizbe’ach, installed
it with limestone and restored the holy vessels and this took eight

days.
Megillat Ta’anit, Ch. 9

ROW 7717 790 AwYw 15102
ROX ... D1 NVaw ROR WY
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The premise of Megillat Ta’anit is that the celebration of Chanukah is based on the rededication

of the Temple, leading to the question of why Chanukah is celebrated for eight days, one day

longer than the previous “chanukah” celebrations. The answer affirms this premise.

A similar view of the centrality of the rededication of the Temple is found in the Book of Maccabees:

Now Maccabeus and his followers, the Lord leading them
on, recovered the temple and the city; and they tore down the
altars which 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 burned incense and lighted
lamps and set out the bread of the Presence. And when they
had done this, they fell prostrate and besought 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. And
they celebrated it for eight days with rejoicing, in the manner
of the feast of booths, remembering how not long before,
during the feast of booths, they had been wandering in the
mountains and caves like wild animals. Therefore bearing
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 ordinance and vote that the whole nation
of the Jews should observe these days every year.

Book of Maccabees 2:10
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While the Book of Maccabees gives prominence to the rededication of the Temple, it differs from
Megillat Ta’anit in that the celebration is not modeled after the original dedication of the
Mishkan but rather, it is modeled after the holiday of Sukkot.”

Why should the rededication of the Temple or the Mizbe’ach be a cause for celebration? R.
Meir Simcha of Dvinsk suggests that when the Torah (Bamdibar 10:10) commands us to
celebrate on yom simchatchem, the day of happiness, it is referring specifically to the dedication
of the Temple:

[The verse states] “On your day of joy and on your holidays WXI21) D3°TYIN DONNNY O3
... you shall blow the trumpets” ... The simple meaning of the ... XXM anypm (22w
verse is that whenever there is a dedication of the Altar or the W AT 92 R ,RIPT ROWOD
Azarah, one must blow the trumpets and that is the joy ... NPN? T ANYT I 02T TN

1991 ... AW 1IN ,MRIRna
LDORINWA M0 2RI 1T, 00103
DR 71° 9271 DIRPWW ,WIN mar 1w

Therefore, on Chanukah, which was the rededication during
the days of the Chashmonaim, when they built a new Altar

after the Syrian Greek kingdom destroyed [the old one] as 91 77 TTYIY WNEMD AT 1AR
stated in Tractate Avodah Zarah 52b, Rambam states that m’mm S B T Dn’:m an3 .2
they were days of joy and they established them as days of joy. =S

Meshech Chochmah, Bamdbar 10:10 919 M27RA TR TR

According to R. Meir Simcha, Chanukah’s status as days of joy is based on Chanukah as a
celebration of the rededication of the Altar.

The Anniversary of the Completion of the Mishkan

According to the Midrash, the 25" day of Kislev, which is now the first day of Chanukabh, is also
the anniversary of the completion of the Mishkan:

The construction of the Mishkan was completed on the 25" day of 1192 777131 12w NIRYAY
Kislev and the Mishkan remained folded until Rosh Chodesh 7Y 9917 PWAN TAy 12002
Nissan. 1 A"
Bamidbar Rabbah, 13:2 2137727 7272

Rashi, quoted by R. Tzidkiyahu HaRofei, in his Shibolei HaLeket connects this idea with the
Torah reading for Chanukah:

I found in the name of Rabbeinu Shlomo® [stating]: Why did they | 1 9"%1 mnbw 12921 W2 NR¥ND
decide to read the story of the dedication of the Temple on DPRMWI2 79112 MOPD W

Chanukah? Because Moshe Rabbeinu stood on the mountain 120 TWwR TAYW "7 M2MT NN
™77 [] 2"p 972 10

> The Gemara, Shabbat 21b, records that Beit Shammai argued for lighting the Chanukah lights in descending order
(i.e. on the first day, eight lights, on the second day, seven, etc.) based on the Mussaf offerings on Sukkot which also
were offered in descending order (thirteen on the first day, twelve on the second day, etc). Why should the offering
of Sukkot serve as a model? If one assumes that the original Chanukah celebration was based on Sukkot, then the
Sukkot model is an appropriate model to use. Although Beit Hillel disagree, they may have felt that despite the
connection of Chanukah to Sukkot, there are more appropriate models to use.

? He is referring to Rashi. We find similar comments in the name of Rashi by Rashi’s students in Sefer HaPardes no.
198 and Siddur Rashi no. 320.
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days and descended on the 10" of Tishrei and was told that God 01" °NRvo WA *wna

had forgiven the people on Yom Kippur, and on that day, he was WY 17 AR O1°2 121 22D
told “Make me a Temple” ... and on the 25" day of Kislev they MM P7002 7" L. WP 7
finished it. vEp 'O AN ,BPY Haw

Shibolei HaLeket no. 189

Rashi, in his Commentary on the Talmud, Megillah 30b, offers a four word explanation why the
Torah reading for Chanukah is the section dealing with the offerings of the nesi’im: " *21 717
mamn DO, it is also a dedication of the Altar.” How do we understand this brief comment in
light of the explanation attributed to Rashi by R. Tzidkiya HaRofei and Rashi’s other students?
Is Rashi, in his Commentary on the Talmud referring to the original dedication of the Mishkan or
the rededication by the Chashmonaim? If he is referring to the latter, are his comments at odds
with the explanation presented in his name by his students?

Furthermore, if reading the portion in the Torah dealing with the offerings of the nesi’im is
supposed to relate to the rededication of the Temple during the times of the Chashmonaim,
there are a number of obvious questions one can ask. First, according to Rashi (Bamidbar 7:1)
and many other commentators, the first offering of the nesi'im took place on Rosh Chodesh
Nisan, which was the eighth day of the dedication of the Mishkan. The offerings, which
represented the dedication of the Altar, took place for twelve days. Thus, the dedication of the
Temple was completed on the day that the dedication of the Altar began. If Chanukah parallels
the dedication of the Mishkan, why do we read about the dedication of the Altar? If Chanukah
parallels the dedication of the Altar, why don’t we observe Chanukah for twelve days? Second,
on the eighth day of Chanukah, we read the section dealing with the offerings on day eight
through twelve and then continue to Parashat Beha'alot cha to read the section about lighting
the Menorah. Reading about the Menorah seems logical given that the lighting of the Menorah
by the Chashmonaim is a major part of the Chanukah story. However, reading it on the eighth
day seems a little late. After all, all of the Chanukah lights were already lit. Granted that this is
the way it appears in the Torah, isn’t there a way to read it on the first day? Is there a reason why
it is specifically read on the eighth day?

The Connection between the Original Dedication and

Chanukah

Perhaps Rashi, in presenting two different explanations for the Torah reading on Chanukah, is of
the opinion that both the original dedication of the Mishkan and the rededication during the
time of Chashmonaim play a role in Chanukah.

Rashi, in his commentary on the Torah, discusses the Torah’s juxtaposition of the dedication of
the Altar with the commandment given to Aharon to light the Menorah. He states:

Why is the section about the Menorah juxtaposed with the section | NWI5% 7MINT NWID 7O101 747

about the princes (i.e. the dedication of the Altar)? Because when TR ARWOW 5% DRI
Aharon saw the dedication being performed by the princes, hewas | N2W YT W21 DX°WI NI
despondent that neither he nor his tribe was able to participate in K71 RIT K 712303 DY 7

KT T2 WITRA NP MR 10w
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the dedication. God told him: Yours is greater than theirs because TNRWY 077w T T 700
you light and prepare the candles. NN DR 220 P20
Rashi, Bamidbar 8:2 2:m o272 NN

Rashi’s comments are based on the comments of the Midrash Rabbah, Bamidbar 15:3. Ramban
questions why the Menorah specifically was singled out to assuage Aharon’s concerns. Why not
the myriad of other services that the kohanim perform daily? Ramban suggests:

The purpose of this Midrash is to convey a hint from the section TR TN WINTY T AT P
[about the Menorah] relating to the “Chanukah of lights” that took M1 2w 7230 Y 7wnn
place during the time of the Second Temple by Aharon and his TIAR 770 2V "W NP3 AW
children, meaning the Chashmonean high priest and his children. 1712 "RIMWA 7 *N¥7 7
Ramban, Bamidbar 8:2 I 1T

2:77 937722 7" amn

According to Ramban, the Midrash specifically connects the original dedication of the Temple to
the Chanukah story. The participation of the kohanim in the dedication of the Mizbe’ach took

place during the Second Temple. As such, perhaps the celebration of the rededication during the
days of the Chashmonaim is not a new celebration, but a continuation of the original dedication.

R.Yitzchak of Vienna also connects the original dedication of the Mishkan to the rededication
during the times of the Chashmonaim, though in a slightly different manner:

It states in Megillat Ta’anit that the dedication of the '917 MMTYY N2IYN N9 BNR
Chashmonaim is observed in all future generation. Why is it MMT? NAMI X7 7221 RNNWA N2
observed in all future generations? Because it occurred during 29712 1R WD IMRWIY RN
a crisis and they recited Hallel and thanksgiving and lit the -+ TV NI 12 P07 XTI

NN QW Yy 7910 X1 72097
MM ITIRIDY N0 12T
NWAD 770103 7Y WATR2 NRT
TOIW 97 DORCWI NIRY TMovaa

20p° [791] XOW Sy oyann Mo
because [the tribe of] Levi complained that they didn’t merit % K9R 777 XY oW 7207 15 0K

candles in purity ... Therefore it is called Chanukah based on
the dedication of the Altar that was destroyed and rebuilt.
This is what is stated in the Midrash: Why is the section about
the Menorah juxtaposed with the section about the princes

offering a sacrifice. God told them “Theirs was only one day ToW UM YW 991 ROWIY TR
per prince and was only observed once. Your dedication will be | R 3w ynwn MM 2 '7 7700
eight days and in all future generations.” The implication is IMX 7D A "IN vy XOp1 0
that [it is called Chanukah] based on name of the dedication Rakiislivalviiv
of the Altar of the princes. RoW 'D 71297 197 YIIT MN

Or Zarua, Hilchot Chanukah no. 321

R.Yitzchak of Vienna adds another dimension to the discussion by noting that the original
dedication of the Mishkan is no longer celebrated, yet the rededication of the Chashmonaim is
celebrated on an annual basis. He explains, based on his version of Megillat Ta’anit,that the
other aspects of the Chanukah story (the war, the miracle of the oil) contributed to the
institution of this dedication as an annual holiday. Because they rededicated the Temple
immediately after the war, recited Hallel for their victory and lit the Menorah, the rabbis decided
to make this particular rededication an annual holiday. The rededication of the Chashmonaim is
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modeled after the original dedication, but unlike the original dedication, the circumstances
allowed it to merit becoming an annual holiday.

Whether the rededication on Chanukah was a continuation of the original dedication or
whether, as R. Yitzchak of Vienna suggests, it was modeled after the original dedication, we can
now explain the apparent discrepancy in the comments of Rashi. The Torah reading on
Chanukah highlights the connection between the original dedication of the Altar and the
Chanukah story. While Chanukah commemorates the rededication of the Temple, the fact
that construction of the Mishkan was completed on the 25™ of Kislev is significant because the
original dedication of the Mishkan was the beginning of the process (according to Ramban) or
the model for the rededication (according to R. Yitzchak of Vienna). Rashi’s students focus on
the relevance of the Torah reading to the date and Rashi’s comments on the Talmud focus on
the impetus to read about the dedication.

With this understanding of the relationship of the original dedication of the Temple and the
rededication during the times of the Chashmonaim, we can answer the questions relating to the
Torah reading. While Megillat Ta’anit only mentions a seven day dedication of the Mishkan,*
other Midrashim highlight a number of other important events that took place on the eighth
day, including the appearance of the Shechinah (Divine presence) and the offering of Nachshon
ben Aminadav, the first of the nesi’im to offer voluntary sacrifices in honor of the dedication of
the Mizbe’ach.> Assuming that the first of the sacrifices took place on the eighth day, the eighth
day was a continuation of the dedication of the Mishkan, culminating in the dedication of the
Mizbe’ach. In fact, the Torah, in Bamidbar 7, refers to the dedication of the Mizbe’ach four

* It seems that Megillat Ta’anit does not follow the tradition that the nesi’im began to offer their sacrifices on Rosh
Chodesh Nisan. Rather, there were seven days of dedication and the nesi’im began to offer their sacrifices on the
first day. However, this understanding of Megillat Ta’anit is difficult to understand. Why does Megillat Ta’anit
consider the celebration to be only seven days and not twelve? If Megillat Ta’anit does not consider the sacrifices of
the nesi’im to be included in the dedication of the Mishkan, why does Megillat Ta’anit record the first and the
seventh sacrifice? Perhaps these questions motivated R. Yitzchak of Vienna to prefer the alternate version of
Megillat Ta’anit which does not mention the number of days of the original dedication of the Mishkan. R. Avraham
Eliyahu Borenstein, in his Ner LaMaor commentary on the ninth chapter of Megillat Ta’anit, notes the comments of
R. Ya’akov Emden, Mor Uketziah no. 429, that not all Tannaim are of the opinion that the nesi’im began to offer
their sacrifices on Rosh Chodesh Nisan. Rather, he suggests that it is possible that the dedication of the Mishkan
actually began on Rosh Chodesh and the nesi’im began to offer their sacrifices on the second day of Nisan. Based on
R. Emden’s comments, R. Borenstein suggests that Megillat Ta’anit specifically highlights the seventh offering
because that offering took place on the eighth of Nisan, the day that the Shechinah appeared in the Mishkan. R.
Borenstein further suggests that on that day, when Ephraim was given a distinct sacrifice, Aharon realized that
Ephraim and Menashe would each be bringing a sacrifice and the Tribe of Levi was to be excluded. It was on that
day that G-d comforted Aharon with the mitzvah of lighting the Menorah. R. Yehoshua Hurwitz, in his responsa
printed in the back of Imrei Noam Vol. II1, responsa no. 9, offers a different approach to understanding the
comment of Megillat Ta’anit. He suggests that Megillat Ta’anit, in highlighting the offering of the seventh day, is
noting that the offering took place on Shabbat. This is significant because offerings of the individual cannot be
offered on Shabbat. R. Hurwitz proves that the offering on Shabbat was not indicative of the public nature of these
offerings but rather a special dispensation to Yosef’s descendants as a reward for Yosef keeping Shabbat. As such, R.
Hurwitz posits that Megillat Ta’anit is highlighting the private nature of these offerings and how they were not part
and parcel of the dedication.

3 Sifra, Shemini no. 1.
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times in recording the offerings of the nesi’im. One of those verses mentions a specific day that
the Mizbe’ach was dedicated:

The princes offered their dedication of the Altar on the day it 0i°2 72mn N30 DX 2XWIT 12797

was anointed; the princes offered their sacrifices before the D127 DX OX°wIT 127971 IR nwng
Altar. 1217 °397
Bamidbar 7:10 %7 MaTR2

The Midrash comments on the obvious problem with this verse: How can the Torah state that
all of the nesi'im offered their sacrifices on the day it was anointed? Didn’t they offer their
sacrifices over the course of twelve days?:

Did the entire dedication of the Altar take place on the day it | 12T NN 20 WY1 MWHIW 012 °)

was anointed? Didn't it take twelve days to complete the 731 R O WY 02w NRYA TV RO
dedication of the Altar? Rather, the verse comes to teach you | 79W TT172 21N37 X2 X7X 1217 NN
that all of the tribes are equally precious to God such that TMND DD D°2M W 07 DLW
the verse credited all of them as if they all offered their 12XD N7 OT7Y oYY 7137 197

0210 1270 NWRD 012

sacrifices on the first day. 99:7% 729 927R

Bamidbar Rabbah 14:12

Based on the comments of this Midrash, we can deduce that the primary day for the dedication of
the Mizbe’ach was the eighth day of the dedication of the Mishkan. Although, the dedication of
the Mizbe’ach extended for eleven more days, it is possible that we consider that to be due to
unique circumstances® and that is why we don’t have a twelve day dedication of the Altar in future
dedications. The primary celebration of the dedication of the Mishkan was an eight day
celebration with the eighth day serving as the day that the Mizbe’ach was dedicated.” As such, on
Chanukah, when we commemorate the rededication of the Temple as well as the rededication of
the Altar, we read the entire Torah portion dealing with the dedication of the Altar. Yet, it is the
eighth day of Chanukah that has the most extensive reading. Perhaps this is because the eighth day
of the dedication of the Mishkan was marked with the actual dedication of the Mizbe’ach and in
the Chanukah story, it also marked the completion of the rededication of the Temple. This also
explains why we read about the lighting of the Menorah on the eighth day. Based on Ramban’s
comments, it is possible that we read this section in the Torah to connect the original dedication of
the Mishkan to the rededication by the Chashmonaim. The focus is not on the lighting of the
Menorah per se, but on the involvement of the kohanim in the dedication.

Observances Relating to the Rededication

Now that we have seen the role of the rededication of the Temple in the Chanukah story, what
role does it play in observing Chanukah? The observances of Chanukah seemingly correspond
to the various aspects of the Chanukah story. The lighting of the candles commemorates the

¢ See Bamidbar Rabbah, 12:21, that God decided that it is preferable for each prince to have a unique day to
dedicate his particular offering,

7 R. Yechiel M. Epstein, Aruch HaShulchan, Orach Chaim 670:5, notes that both the dedication of the Mishkan and
the dedication of the Beit HaMikdash by Shlomo HaMelech had a seven day celebration and the eighth day marked
the completion.
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miracle of the oil, the recitation of Hallel commemorates the military victory (see Rashi,
Pesachim 117a, s.v. Ve’Al Kol) and the Torah reading corresponds to rededication of the Temple.
Nevertheless, these observances are not exclusively focused on the aspect of the story that they
represent. We have already seen R. Yitzchak of Vienna’s comment that the miracle of the war
and the miracle of the oil play a role in celebrating the rededication of the Temple.

Furthermore, the Pesikta D’Rav Kahanah suggests that our candle lighting is also a celebration of
the rededication of the Temple:

You find the Chanukah that we observe is to commemorate the DWW 1IRW 72NN NRT XYM DX
dedication of the Temple of the Chashmonaim after they waged 2 RIMWM N°2 N2IN7 07
war with the Syrian Greeks and defeated them and now we light. | YR I *127 1TXN 7Manon WYw
Similarly, when they completed the construction of the Mishkan YY1 1, PRI YWY
they observed a Chanukah as it states “this is the dedication of WY 1WA MR T
(Chanukat) the Altar.” TIT NRT N2 1?33;;1;:
Pesikta D’Rav Kahanah no. 6 Y RPE'D RIS 297 NNPOES

The Pesikta seems to highlight a difference between the way the dedications were originally
observed and how we observe the rededication of the Temple. While they were originally
observed by offering sacrifices, we observe the rededication by lighting Chanukah lights. The
Pesikta doesn’t mention anything about the miracle of the oil, but if not for the miracle of the oil,
why would lighting candles have been chosen as an arbitrary event to commemorate the
rededication of the Temple? Rather, our observance of lighting candles is based on the miracle
of the oil, but ultimately serves to commemorate the rededication of the Temple.

R. Moshe Isserles (Rama, 1520-1572) discusses another area of observance that is relevant to
the rededication of the Temple. In his Darkei Moshe, Orach Chaim no. 670, he quotes R.
Avraham of Prague that if the impetus for celebrating Chanukah is the miracle (or miracles),
then Chanukah is a holiday of praise and thanksgiving (hallel and hoda’ah). However, if it is a
celebration of the rededication of the Temple, then Chanukah should be classified as days of
feasts and joy (mishteh v'simcha) and one should have a festive meal each day. Rama, in his
glosses on Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 670:1, ultimately concludes that festive meals are
encouraged, but not mandatory. Nevertheless, Rama’s designation of festive meals as optional
does not necessarily mean that he rejects the component of Chanukah relating to the celebration
of Chanukah. He may agree that we celebrate the rededication but do so in other ways, such as
the Torah reading or lighting the Chanukah lights (as per the Pesikta). Regardless of which
observances commemorate the rededication of the Temple, the rededication plays an important
role in the story of Chanukah.
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