THE FESTIVAL OF HANUKKAH (Holiday Date: December 19 – 20, 2003)

By Burt Wolf

From THE TASTE OF FREEDOM series

Underwritten by ConAgra Foods

On the 25th day of the Jewish calendar month of Kislev, Jews throughout the world light the first candle of Hanukkah in memory of a battle that took place in 165 B.C. 

A Jewish clan known as the Maccabees won a battle against the King of Syria, which allowed them to return to Jerusalem and rededicate a sacred temple that had been sacked. The clash was part of a rebellion by the Maccabees, but it was a rebellion doomed to failure—a small group of guerrillas had taken on the greatest armed might of the world. However, they won a few battles and were able to recapture their sacred Temple, cleanse it, rededicate it to their God and celebrate a festival. 

According to tradition, the Maccabees only found enough sacred oil in the Temple to last one day, but miraculously it lasted eight days. The word Hanukkah itself means dedication or re-dedication and it celebrates the miracle of the oil and the rededication of the Temple.

But their fight was not just against the religious oppression of the Syrian King. It was also a battle against assimilation—the acceptance of Greek Hellenist culture by Jews. The Jews had lost political independence centuries before and they were not about to get it back.  They were rebelling because Judaism was outlawed and assimilation was all around them. Hellenism was a dominant culture and very attractive to many Jews, it was new, upbeat and worldly. The Maccabees were fighting on two fronts:  the external front against Syrian domination and the internal front against assimilation.

The Hanukkah tradition calls for the kindling of eight lights in a window or a doorway to publicize the miracle.  The eight candles or lights are held in a special holder called a menorah along with a ninth candle that is used for lighting. On the first day of Hanukkah one light is lit, on the second two, and on and on until all eight are burning. 

Hanukkah also has an official game—dreidel spinning. A dreidel is a four-sided top with a letter on each side. And each letter stands for an instruction to the players. The King of Syria decided that any Jew found studying Jewish religious texts would be put to death. When members of the Maccabees gathered to discuss religion they would put a dreidel on the table and spin it. Passing authorities saw them as just a bunch of guys gambling.  The characters on the dreidel also stand for the first Hebrew letters of the phrase, “A great miracle happened here”. 

10/10/03

Page 1 of 2

THE FESTIVAL OF HANUKKAH
By Burt Wolf

Originally, Hanukkah was a minor Temple festival that commemorated the middle of winter. During the Middle Ages it evolved into a family event that centered around a miracle—miracles were very important during the Middle Ages and any self-respecting religion needed a few. 

The miracle of Hanukkah is symbolized in the foods that are part of the celebration—in remembrance of the oil that lit the lamps in the Temple—many of the foods of Hanukkah are deep-fried in oil.  Jewish groups from Northern Europe eat latkes which are deep-fried potato pancakes. In Israel they make sufganiot, a jam-filled, deep-fried doughnut—one folk story has God giving a sweet doughnut to Adam and Eve after their expulsion from the Garden of Eden.  Jews from Spain and Portugal eat dough fritters topped with honey or sprinkled with powdered sugar. Italians prepare pieces of chicken by dipping them in batter and deep-frying. The single uniform element in all the recipes is deep-frying in oil. 

Traditionally, Jews did not give gifts at Hanukkah but the gift-giving element in the American Christmas was so powerful that it was incorporated into the American Hanukkah. Like most of the celebrations that have been brought to the United States by immigrant groups, once they have a taste of freedom the portions get bigger.

Hanukkah – the Festival of Lights –is a time when families and friends come together to remember the Feast of Dedication and the eight-day miracle and celebrate one of the most important of Jewish holidays. 

By Burt Wolf – taken from his new 13-part series, TASTE OF FREEDOM which looks at the history, folklore, traditions and foods that mark America’s holidays and celebrations. TASTE OF FREEDOM is underwritten by ConAgra Foods.
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