
The Light of Hanukkah 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 12/17/17 

Reading: “Sabbath Lights” [Lawrence Kushner and Nehemia Polen, Filling Words with Light: 
Hasidic and Mystical Reflections on Jewish Prayer, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2004, p. 127-128] 

It is difficult to imagine a more primal ritual than the lighting of a candle. The simple 
mystery of a tiny flame—invisibly joined to a wick, bestowing light and continuously 
flickering upward—evokes a sense of the numinous in all spiritual traditions. The flame 
of a candle strikes us at once as a perfect metaphor for a soul … yearning or, in the case 
of the Sabbath candles, renewed and reconnected to its source on high.  On the Sabbath, 
each Jew, it is said, receives a neshamah yetayrah, an extra soul. And any Jew who has 
ever watched the Sabbath lights reflected in his or her mother’s eyes knows this must be 
true. 

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev … reminds us that the Shabbat candles are indeed 
the first mitzvah [or holy act] of Shabbat … because once the candles are lit, the Sabbath 
has begun. And to light them, effectively, brings light down from above. 

And, according to some, that light even obliterates the darkness of night: Rabbi 
Sh’lomo Leib of Lentchna once told his friend Rabbi Yitzchak of Vorki, after sharing a 
Sabbath meal, that the reason we do not customarily say “Good evening” on Shabbos is 
that on Shabbos there is simply no darkness. And therefore, since there is neither night 
nor evening, it’s all light. 

The Light of Hanukkah 

This past Tuesday was the first night of Hanukkah, the Jewish Festival of Lights that 
commemorates a miracle of light that took place over 2,000 years ago. Today I will be sharing 
that story and two other stories related to Hanukkah, and lighting the five candles that would 
have been lit so far—Tuesday night through last night. And I’ll start by lighting the shammash, 
or helper candle. 

The story of Hanukkah involves a dispute about religious freedom and about Jerusalem, two 
things very much in the news today, and in particular, the revolt of a group of Jewish dissidents, 
led by the Maccabees, against the Seleucid Empire. King Antiochus IV ruled Judea at the time, 
and he had commanded the Israelites to worship the Greek Gods and had installed a statue of 
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Zeus in the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem. The Maccabee warriors, using guerrilla tactics, defeated 
the much larger Seleucid army, and that is part of the miracle of Hanukkah, but the miracle of 
light took place later. The temple, which had been ruined, was rebuilt, the statue of Zeus was 
removed, and a new candelabrum was made, but the holy oil needed to keep the candelabrum 
burning at all times was almost gone. There was only enough to last one day, and it would take 
eight days to make more. Still, the oil was poured into the candelabrum and lit for a great Feast 
of Dedication of the temple. The word Hanukkah means dedication. And then the miracle 
happened. The lamp burned for eight days, not just one. And Judaism survived. 

Lynn Ungar, Minister for Lifespan Learning of the Unitarian Universalist Church of the 
Larger Fellowship, has written a number of poems and essays about Hanukkah for the Quest for 
Meaning magazine, and in one of her essays, she talks about what happened after the Hanukkah 
story [December 2011, p. 7].  We tend not to relate or to recall that the victory of the Maccabees 
was short-lived.  It wasn’t long before the Jewish lands were once again occupied territory, and 
later rebellions, similar to the Maccabean rebellion, were viciously suppressed. The Jewish land 
was occupied by a long list of foreign empires, from the Babylonians 500 years earlier to the 
British less than a century ago. And Ungar says that the story of the miracle of the oil that burned 
for eight days came out of the time of defeat, after the Maccabean victory. She calls it the second 
act. The first act—the military victory—seems to tell us that determination and bravery will 
make things right, that the good guys always win. But we know that’s not always true. And in the 
second act, the people living in an occupied land needed a different message: the light did not go 
out. Ungar writes, “Hold on to your light, and let it shine, even when it doesn’t seem like you can 
go on any further. There is enough light to get us through. The holy will always shine through us, 
however long the night may be.”  

And so I light our first candle to honor the truth that there is, and always will be, enough light 
to get us through. 

Two more Hanukkah stories. The first—and this also comes from Lynn Ungar [Quest for 
Meaning, December 2016, p. 7]—is a current-day story about a girl named Rachel who, on the 
first night of Hanukkah, is waiting impatiently for sundown so that she can light the first candle. 
She keeps going outside to look at the sky but the sun hardly seems to be moving. Her father 
suggests that she grate the potatoes for the latkes. Rachel wants to use the food processor, which 
would be quicker, but her father says the blade is too coarse and the latkes wouldn’t be as good, 
and besides, he used to grate the potatoes when he was her age, plus it would give her something 
to do while she was waiting. And as they work together in the kitchen, Rachel and her Dad talk 
about why it matters to wait until sundown—which of course is when candles are the most 
beautiful—and about the waiting in the Hanukkah story—the waiting between the time that lamp 
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was first lit and the time when more oil could be ready: “a time of ... hoping and trusting that you 
have enough light to see you through.”  Here’s how the conversation goes:  

“But that’s the boring part of the story that you get through in one sentence. They 
didn’t do anything. They just waited around to see what was going to happen.” 

“Oh, I bet they did all kinds of things. They had to rebuild their homes and cook food 
and sing to the babies and all the things that people do. And I bet they prayed for that 
light to keep going.” 

“Dad, do you think that those people waiting and hoping and praying is what kept that 
light going the whole time?” 

“I don’t know, but I think that it kept the people going that whole time. Which is good 
enough.” 

Rachel thought for a moment. “So waiting is something you do.  It’s not just sitting 
there. It’s kind of like moving your heart in the direction of what you hope for.” 

And so I light our second candle to honor the truth that you can move your heart toward the 
light that you are waiting for. 

My second story is from about 500 years ago, and is more complicated, and this version of 
the story is told by UU minister Charles Blustein Ortman [Quest for Meaning, December 2010, 
p. 3-4], in an article called “The Shammash Candle.” The shammash is the candle in the middle 
of the menorah. Unlike the other eight candles, it doesn’t represent one of the eight days that the 
light lasted. It is the helper or servant candle, the bearer of the light for the other, more 
“important” candles. The story goes that there was a Marrano Jew—a Jew from Spain or 
Portugal whose ancestors had hidden their Jewishness in order to survive the Inquisition—who 
moved to northern Israel where he was able to practice his religion openly. One day his Rabbi 
spoke of the “show-bread” which in ancient days, in the Temple in Jerusalem, had been prepared 
and baked according to special instructions and then offered to G-d in the Temple each Friday 
before Shabbat. The Marrano Jew and his wife decided to make this offering, and so one Friday 
afternoon, when he thought no one else would be at the Temple, he brought two beautiful loaves 
of Challah and placed them in the Holy Ark, praying fervently that G-d would look favorably on 
this offering and would eat the fresh bread, still warm from the oven. Later that afternoon the 
caretaker, or shammash—like the candle—arrived to check that the Ark and the Torah were 
ready for the next morning.  He was surprised and happy to find the bread, which he decided to 
deliver to some of the poorer members of the congregation, who said it was the sweetest Challah 
they had ever tasted. Later that night, after prayers, the Murrano waited until everyone had left 

  3



and opened the Ark to find, to his delight, that G-d had accepted their offering. And so every 
Friday he and his wife gave G-d the pleasure of their Challah, and every Friday the caretaker 
took two delicious loaves of bread to people in need.  

Some months later, there came a Friday when the Rabbi was at the Temple reviewing his 
sermon for the next day. He watched as the Murrano deposited two loaves of bread into the Ark 
and listened as he prayed for G-d to accept and enjoy the offering. The Rabbi burst out in anger, 
admonishing the man for thinking that the Almighty G-d would eat and drink like a human 
being. Just then the caretaker walked in, expecting to find and deliver the usual two loaves of 
bread, and the Rabbi scolded him too, saying “Tell this man why you came here now, and who 
has been taking the two challahs he has been bringing each week.” The caretaker couldn’t 
imagine what all the fuss was about and freely admitted his role. The poor Murrano went home 
thinking himself guilty of a great sin. And the Rabbi was immediately visited by a messenger 
from Heaven who told him to go home and say goodbye to his family, because before morning 
his soul would depart to its eternal rest. “I heard,” said the messenger, “that it is because you 
halted G-d’s pleasure, the likes of which He hasn’t enjoyed since the day the Holy Temple in 
Jerusalem was destroyed” [p. 4]. 

I light our third candle to honor the truth that in giving of ourselves, in our service to others, 
we are bearers of the light. 

Those are my stories. Our opening hymn this morning reminds us: “People look east: Love, 
the Guest is on the way.”  It’s one of the Advent hymns in our hymnal, but I am thinking further 
back than the Christmas tradition. “People, look east. The time is near of the crowning of the 
year.” What comes from the east every morning is the sun, and now at the crowning of the year 
the sun seems to stand still in its path from north to south, and will very soon start back, growing 
stronger every morning. “People, look east.” And our closing hymn, “Don’t Let the Light Go 
Out,” reminds us to light one candle, always light one candle, for the strength that we need, for 
others, for all that we believe in, and to bring us together. 

And so I light our fourth candle to honor the truth that we must both watch for the light and 
create the light, and nurture it. 

I’d like to end with a poem by Lynn Ungar called “Chanukkah” [Quest for Meaning, 
December 2009, p. 8]: 

Come down from the hills.  
Declare the fighting done.  
Be bold—declare victory,  
even when the temple is wrecked  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and the tyrants have not retreated,  
only coiled back like a snake  
prepared to strike again. 

Come down. Try to remember  
a life gentled by daily acts  
of domestic faith—the pot 
set to boil, the bed made up,  
the table set in calm expectation  
that when the sun sets  
we will still be here. 

Come down and settle.  
Unlearn the years of hiding.  
Light fires that can be seen for miles,  
that dance and spark and warm  
the frozen marrow. Set lamps  
in the window. Declare your presence,  
your loyalties, the truths  
for which you do not expect to have to die. 

It would take a miracle, you say,  
to carve such a solid life  
out of the shell of fear.  
I say you are the stuff  
from which such miracles are made. 

I light our fifth candle to honor the truth that you are the stuff of light.  Amen.
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