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Chanukah 5768 / 2007 

BRINGING LIGHT INTO THE WORLDé 

Chanukah means òdedicationó in Hebrew. In the 2nd Century BCE, the Syrian-Greek regime of 
Antiochus sought t o pull Jews away from Judaism, with the hope of assimilating them into 
Hellenism (Greek culture). Antiochus outlawed three specif ic aspects of Jewish observance ð 
circumcision; celebration of the New Moon; and the study of the Torah ð in an almost successful 
attempt to decay the foundation of Jewish life and practice. Many of the Jews began to assimilate, 
taking on Greek names and marrying non -Jews. Even today it is not unusual to refer to the 
ôPentateuchõ and ôSynagogueõ, rather than ôChumashõ and ôShulõ. 

In response, a group  of courageous Jews launched an open revolt against this threat to Jewish life in 
Judea. Led by Matisiyahu, and later his son Judah the Maccabee, a small band of pious Jews carried 
out a guerrilla warfare campaign against the Syrian -Greek army. Antiochus sent thousands of well -
armed troops to crush the rebellion but thanks to divine assistance the Maccabees were successful 
in driving the invaders out . 

When the Jewish fighters finally recaptured Jerusalem in the month of Kislev/December 1 64 BCE, 
our Holy Temple was in ruins, defiled and desecrated by the Syrian-Greek forces. They cleansed & 
purified the Temple, re -dedicating it to Hashem on the 25th of Kislev. When it came time to re-light 
the holy seven branched Menorah they searched the entire Temple but only one small jar of oil 
bearing the pure seal of the High Priest could be found. Miraculously, the small jar of oil burned for 
eight days, until a new batch of oil could be supplied.  

Ever since, the Jewish nation has observed a holiday for eight days in hono ur of this historic victory 
and the miracle of the oil.  Today the main feature is the public (many people do this in their front 
window) light ing of  a special ôChanukiah Menorahõ with nine branches (one for each night & a 
helper candle), adding one new candle each night. Other customs include shpieling  (gambling for 
small amounts!) and eating òoilyó foods such as potato latkes & jam-filled  donuts. 

Many people throughout history have asked the question òwhy is Chanukah not recorded in the 
Torah like all the other festivals?ó One common response is that the threat to our existence as a 
nation ð both through overt anti -Semitism as well as through more sublimina l actions ð is still very 
real and therefore we are still in need of making a great effort to retain our heritage & traditions.  

May this forthcoming Chanukah be a time of bringing light into our homes and families and may 
2008 be a source of blessing for all. Happy Chanukah! 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO THE TREES!  

Tuesday 22nd January 2008 

 

òA land of wheat and barley and [grape] vines and fig trees and pomegranates, 

A land of olive trees and [date] honeyó 

This Torah passage is how the Land of Israel is described in Deuteronomy 8:8 and all seven of these 
species have grown naturally in the area since time began. 

Tu b'Shvat is a minor Jewish festival celebrating the ôNew Year of the Treesõ. It is one of the four 
Jewish New Years mentioned in the Mishnah. The name comes from the date of the holiday ð the 
15th of Shevat ð with Shevat being the name of the month and "Tu" the vocal transliteration of ô15õ 
in Hebrew numerals.  

Tu Bishvat was originally a day when the fruits that grew from that day on were counted for the 
foll owing year regarding tithes. It was also thought that this was the day that the sap would rise in 
the trees in ancient Israel, freeing the tree from relying on the soil for sustenance. Definitely  since 
the Middle Ages and possibly earlier, this day started  to be celebrated with a minor ceremony of 
eating fruits from the tree.  

In the 1600s in Safed, Israel, the famed kabalistic Rabbi Yitzchak Luria created a Tu Bishvat Seder, 
somewhat like the Passover Seder, that celebrated the Tree of Life. The earliest published version of 
this Seder evokes Kabalistic themes of restoring cosmic blessing by strengthening and repairing the 
Tree of Life, generally using the framework of the Four Worlds of emanation that can be roughly 
mapped onto the physical metaphor of a tr ee, i.e. roots, trunk, branches and leaves. 

In modern times Tu Bishvat has become popular with many Jews, and is celebrated with much 
enthusiasm in Jewish schools, synagogues, and communities. There are two general interpretations 
of the festival. Firstly,  the reclaiming of the land of Israel through tree -planting ; and secondly, the 
celebration of the earth ð in essence a Jewish Earth Day ð often accompanied by reflections on 
ecological or environmental issues. 

The tradition of planting trees in Israel star ted in 1890 when the teacher and writer Zeev Yabetz 
went out with his students in a school in Zichron Yaakov for a festive planting. This ini tiative was 
adopted in 1908 by the Israeli Teachers Union and later on by the Jewish National Fund. 

Many people have the custom to enjoy a festive meal on the evening of the festival which contains 
all seven of the species special to the Land of Israel (as described in the Torah passage above). 
Others try to eat a tree-borne fruit that they havenõt eaten so far in the season to celebrate. 

So why not try something new & delicious this year?  Happy Birthday to the Trees!   

 

          

 


