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KINDLI1 G 1 , • THE HOLY , S 
Chanukah Sermon 

By 
Dr . bba Hillel Silver 

t 
The Tem le 

On 
Sun ay morning December 26, 1943 



In the days of the accabees men • ere fightin . T ay men are fighting. 

In the days of the accabe~s en ere fi 6 hting on the hills in caves, s 

soldiers, as guerrilas . Today, in t'e hills, in the jun0 les, in the foxholes 

are soldiers arrl guerrilas. Str ngely enough the b ttle-cries are the s e. 

T enemy is the s me. 

The ar today is a global r. The ur then, ~100 yeurs ago was confined 

to u much smaller field of operation - tote Hills of J ea. But the issues 

fou~ht over • ere identical and the fc1.te of nkind nung in the b lance then 

as it hangs in t!e balance now. 0 the ~accabees of old ~an be said as truly 

as as said concerning the Royal air Force: " .. ever did so m&.ny owe so much 

to so fe. Because, ha.d t e accabees filed , had they been defeuted, J aism 

v ould have :-ierished. All thb.t ste,uned out of J aism - the ole religious 

culture of the oestern \, orld ould have rished. 

The eapons employed then differed from t' o e employed toeuy. Ten 

there ere no guns, planes, t~n s, only swords &rrl spears, and on t e side 

of the enemies the deadly livin tan~s of anti·uity, ar moured elep ants, 

and death-dealin ; ch riots ~nd chltrioteers. But the same fierce resolution 

tas there, t e same indomitable courage, the same heroic disregard of life and 

of safety> the s~irit of ~ulerno arrl Bataan and Tarawa was there . 

''Iha t were the en of those ys fi 7 hting for? ,hat are e fi 5 hting for 

today? Jere the riaccabees fi6hting for new territories ne boundaries? Not 

at all. The Je~s ~ere never milit~ristic. Left alone, the Je~s would h ve 

•been '!uite content to remain ithin the oorders of their o .. n country. They 

never had· perial ambitions. Beca e of the strategic position of P l~stine 

the Je s had to deferrl t_ ems elves. It Has at the cross-road of t · e ancient 

orld. The Jes were fre uently • ttacAed by~~ B·bylon, Assyria, g pt, 

Greece who fo this little cowitry in the of eir imperial ambitions 

I 

and then attempted to en6 ulf it. Very often the very li tle cowitry of Judea 
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found itself enmeshed in in intrigue of its r ormidable neighbors . But the 

Jews on their on never wanted to conquer anyone in the ,orld, and they knef 
✓ 

hm to defend t hemselves. And Ti.thin the boundaries of tha.t little country 

developed a way of life of its on hich differed very radically from that of 

the rest of t he world. Their religion was different. Their moral code ras 

different. The rest of the iorld, the entire ancien world fr()J;l the Palce 

of Hercules to the Gat3s of India as pagan, heathen, idolatrous. Only little 

Judea was a s~all island in this sea of puganism . Only the Jes of the second 

century befor~ th e Common Era, resisted polytheism . They rejected tne \hole 

pag n mrthology oft e countries of the ancient ·orld. 

The Jews kne'l t emselves to b ~ possessed of faith, vitc...l living none 

of the other peo
4

l J ha .d They lone ·mong ~11 the ~eoples of ~nti~uity refused 

to orship testate in t~e s bol of the Em.eror or King . They would not 

tolerate the bust of the Emperor in their 1emple because they recogni zed thc...t 

above all earthly kings an:i rulers w o was alone ~orthy of adoration was 

God, that ubove the country authority there ras some ing higher - that was 

the authority nd moral lav of God . n the name of tht:.. t moral law of God 

its•ifx fre uently the st~te itself could be challenged. In thut little 

country of Judea they had developed a way of life of tl eir m;n and a religion 

of their own and also a standard of mo.ality vhich was different, infinitely 
moral 

superior to the/s cJ..Ddards ull around. 

The moral s tandards of th ancient pagan world ere )[][BJ( pitifully lo,., 

brutal ·slavery , curelty, arenas nere nlen and beasts fight for the deli ht of 

mobs> ·ho ere insensate to human suffering, and could not conceive of the di~nity 

and s,.nctity of hu...:.1an life. There was rrross moral lc1.Xity in their sensu· l lives. 

It as a world in which all things belonged to the strong the ruthless, the 

rapacious. Nothin~ was done to miti ate the lot of the weclt ·nd the small. 



ity, com ssion, ch ity - they ,·ere scorned. ThE Jev:s and th Je ·1s u.lone 

in that c.. &n world had bee disciplined b' centuries of Torah, by a code of 

moral rinciples hie declared th.~t life must be ov rned by justice t..nd love 

and cht..rit~ and brotherhood. Thou shalt, love thy nei5hbor. Thou shalt not 

opyre s 'im. Thou shalt chm ion the dis assessed, because our God is a God of 

merc:y pity. Men Y:110 ish to v,orship God mus t seeK to emulate His ,.. •s . 

There was this island of true reli6 ion, of high morality in the midst of this 

seL of heathendo. The heathens ,ere determined to submerge it. Chan ah tells 

that in the second century this Jewish wuy of life as thre~tened ·ith extinction. 

The great ssyrian :orld wus resolved to destroy that way of life and re lace 

it ith their Oln, just· s the Nazis would like to do today. 

The atta.ck vhich antiochus nd his e pire launched upon Jude v s 

th~refore not nerely a political attack. It 1as 

ihole cora lex of ethical ~rinciples ·hich in our- d· 

s • ritual tt ck on th t 

too, are being ·ttacked. 

ntiochus, liAe ilitler, sou ht to uproot ideas , ich he f ound contrary &nd 

dangerous to his v·J of life. So he prohibited the pructise of the teuc!ing 

of Judaism and the observ nee of those Je ·ish custo and la s ··bich e kne • • ere 

responsible for the survival of tais stiff-necked differing people of Ju:iea J(J[S 

and like Goebbels of our d'y he kne nd his henchmen kne • how to sl· nder 

tis little .eople. In the stor of Chanuka.h e co e across ti~ very 

ch~llenging and st~rtlin6 st tement. ong tne thin0 s hich the propag ndists 

and gesta.o of bntiochus s id about the Je·s s this - that the Jews ere 

eagerly avaitin0 the d·y of collapse of a.ll the dominions and of a.ll n tions 

when their om king ·1ould rule over them, so that "we might rule over • 11 the 

people and over all the lands, so th t the hole 1 orld ill be in our po er." 

Reminiscent, isn't it of the Elders of Zion. 
whole 

isalnd which resisted them, the/pagan 1orld, 

Th· t little countr, hat little 

ntiochus s afr id that that 

people •·nted to destroy the kin doms of the eurth, all of them, and to be in 

control of the hole· orld . 
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tiochus invaded and defiled t heir em.le . He desecr· t ed its hig tars 

and set up iml... es of p gan gods int' e sanctu ries of The Temple . He forced t he 

Jes by tort ure, by threat of death to t ake on his 'iu.Y of l i f e to accept his 

way of life, the ne order. ntiochus h&d s eemingly trium2hed . But ~en ho believe 

in the kind of God in which those 1aen believed in o.nd ,ho ·;ere r·· ed on t e kind 

of t eachings which the Bible taubht, could not bee si~y thre tened or subjugated . 

The Je s of t r1 ose days loved t heir y,a .. l of life They\ oald rather die t han lmve . 

The · ehrmacht of Antiochus, with elephants and charioteers also seemed invi ncible 

in those days , and t he, were ot impressed these &rd driven J e s of Judea . 

with order of Antiochus . The knew it to be wrotten to t he core . o the banner 

of revolt was soon ,aised in Judea . The little family, f a ther nd sons, and 

a handful of f ollm ers rr ised high their banner of revolt . Tr e T kne • that 

they were fer and eu.k, and lacked ~r s . But t hey lso kne¥l that v> ith God it 

is all one to help, t he strength of the ·r .s.k, t e ow er of t he few . The cri tical 

importance of the non-confor ist minority its immortal truths so ·u erbly 

arous ed is pointed out in this story of ~hanukah . 

The miracle, according to the rc..yer recited on Chanukah • s this: 

"t hat you .u:rl:t. could surrender t he many into the hands of e fe ; and the strong 

into the hands of the ~eak~ the small thing th t beco es great because of 

inherent strength . The one lit t le cruse of undefiled oil ·us ble, bee use it 

~as holy oil, to sho~ the miracle of burnin5 not one day ut eight . The 

glory, the incorruptibility, the magnification of that which is small and weak 

hen inspired with inherent pover , full of dyn mic ideals - thut is the message 

of Chanukah . The little li hts vhich rove to be the torches which illwnine the 

~orld . 

attathias ad his sons ad their fe followers mi 0 ht have permitted 

themselves to be swe t along b the majorit . Ever yone as yielding , as accepting 

the King ' s authority und order . The ·hole world as pa ·- an . hy hold out? It 
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is hopeless, impractical. Let' have a little ap e sement. Let's compl y with 

pa anism. And there were Jews in t hose days who turned out to bee ger collabor tionists 

;i th the Hellenists. 'ortuna tely ~s ot ~unich. That lit~le n·ndful 

of le ders realized t t t n.e f ate of t e hole ,.,orld rested on their shoulders. 

They refused to comply. at t athias spake ,it a loude voice: "Thou all the 

n~tions t hat are under t ~e king 's domihion obey him and f~ll a,ay ever y one from the 

religion oft eir f ~thers, and ive consent to his co"iIDandment, yet ill I and my 

sons, and my brethern alk in t ne covenant of our f athers ... , e · ill not ne ·rken 

~o the ki O' 's mrds to go from our rel "gi on, eit er on t he ri ght nand or t e left." 

So this handful of people began to fight among tne hills. gall ntly they 

fou6ht. The drove their enemies fro tneir land. r he , attacked time and~ ai, 

at first ith small det~chments, t hen i th increasingly larger armies. They attc.cked 

time &nd again nd finally defeated them in one of the gre~t battles of the orld, 

drove them out of the country. 

Victoriously Judah and his follo\' ers returned to t e Te ple, cleansed the 

Temple, rededicated the lta.rs and the Temple. d so the day was saved, 

not only for Jtrl ism, but for all that ste ed out of Judaism - . ' istianit • ni 

Islam, and the whole ethical culture of the rest oft e orld. That is ho 

men fought then. That is how men are fighting today. 
--===. 

Even so the ·accabees of our day are fighting their ·ay to victory. 

Holy lamps 1hich ._ ,e extinguished ill be kindled ag&i. The lights are 5 oing 

on· ain ~11 over the world. 11ll men are fightinu today for a net ,ay of life 

not for new con uests, but for the preservation of our i ay of life • g · :inst 

neo-pag ism steeped in cruelt und brut~lity und lust of con uest, • • anism 

th· t aKes 1IDIX ·r on ideas, and e rights f llien to think and believe as they 

·sh, in real se se far more cruel, sadistically cruel th nth t of tne ancients. 

They can take two, three million en ·n o en and children, civilians, innocent 

civilians and put them before a firin S' uad ••• This contempt for life, for the dignity 
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of human beings, this neo-paganism is infinitely more horrible than it was in 

ancient life .... This is our enemy, the same enemy of Isr&el in ancient days . 

When you look at this little llhanukah light , ;y ou c..re 0 azing not at an 

ancient symbol of a distant conflict in a far-removed little land . You 're 

looking at the bravest and noblest symbol of the eternal conflict of the free 

spirit of man, everywhere and in all ages, against t yranny, cruelty and wrong, 

against hate and war and aggression . This is the symbol of the fine spirit 

of man throughout all ages, refusing to submit to darknes s arrl terror at the 

threat of death . This is the symbol of the light tha t never failed in the world . 

That is v;hy Chanukah, 1945 is such a meaningful, such an inspiring festival, a 

spirit of the undying spirit of Israel . It is the festival of the undying S?irit 

of manki nd . · 
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