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Is Olanukah For Children? 
Daniel Jersny Silver 

Deceni:>er 20, 1981 

in the cycle of 'Ibrah readirgs which is the custan and the 

practice of the synagogue, this week is devoted to the opening - I can only rope 

that you do better tonight. 

Is Olanukah for children? The answer in 1981 must be yes. Olanukah is a 

time of gifting and singing, a tirre of bustling around the house Ji8.rthe children 

who are very young of great anticipation. But behind the children's Olanukah lies 

many another story and I'd like to tell you two of those stories, two adult stories, 

not x-rated stories but adult stories, today. And I 'd like to do so on the basis 

of two well-known children's songs. 'Ibey' re alnost dCXJgerel. You kID-1 both of 
• than. One goes, I had a little dn,.dle, I made it out of clay, arrl when it's dry 

• 
and ready, then dre~dle I shall play. And the other children's song goes this way: 

on this night we will light one little carrlle fire. . . Now, what could be lovelier, 

nore childlike and child-pleasing than these two little songs . let's look at than 

though nore carefully . 
• 

The ~ ~dle, a top. Children love to play with tops. They spin, they fall, 

they go all over the roan, and this top is a gcxxi teaching device, at least for 

four of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet because it has, as you know, on its sides 

letters nun, yimel, heh, shin, and as our teachers in the Religious School make 

sure that the children know this stands for very sinple, very pious line, which re

flects the massage of Olanukah, it's an acronym - nes, gadol, hiyah, sham - a great 

miracle took place there, and this is the miracle, the miracle of the lights which 

when, you will recall, there was only enough oil for one day's use. It required 

eight days presumably to rrollify, to prepare nav oil, especially for the lights 

of the Tanple and that one small cruse of oil lasted the eight days of Olanukah, 

eight days of the dedicaticn. Every child in the school knows that. Every child 

in the school loves to play with the dradle. What could be nore childlike or be

loved by children \llltil - until you neet up with a medievalist and that medievalist 
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• I takes one look at the dredel and he says, oh, I've seen this before. You call it 

• 
a drldel. It's called in middle high Gennan a trendl and it was one of the major 

gambling devices that was used in Gennany in those years. Arn if he happens to be 

an expert in rredieval England he'll say in England this was called a tetoten. It 

was a gambling device, a gambling top, and it was called a tetoten because tea was 

on one of the sides and totan is the Latin for all and when it fell with the tea up 

it meant that you took the wlx>le pot and so it carre to have in Shakespeare's tine 

the narre teatotan. And if you really meet up with an expert in middle high Gennan 

folklore he'll tell you that in Sale of the Gennan museums there are even exarcples 

of the trendel which are like loaded dice where the one side has been loaded so that 

the particular point that you want to cane up a:mes up. Arn so you find that the 

little pious phrase, the acronym, nes, gadol, hiya sham, is really an overlay of 

four Gennan \\Ords: the nun for nyecht, nothirg happens, you've lost your turn; the 

ginmel, for gans, take it all in, the pot's yours; the heh for halb, you get half 

the pot; and the shin for shtelein, you've got to match the pot, put it in, you lose. 

Scmahow, this children's game then takes us back to the \\Orld of gambling and reninds 

us of the fact that in the rcoralistic literature of our people frcn about the third 

century Mishnaic times down to nodem times gambling was a very special, very par

ticular vice of Jews. By that I don't nean that other people didn't engage in 

it. I simply mean that the rabbis again and again pounded the pulpit in frustration 

about the gambling propensities of Jews. Now, the Orristian rcoralist banged the 

pulpit about drunkenness and the Muslim rcoralist banged the pulpit al:out wenching 

and Jews banged the i;nlpit about gambling. And you' 11 find that garrbling plays an 

imrdinate role in Talmudic literature. '!he Talmud talks again and again about the 

one whose massed kugya, one who plays with dice, and it declares all fonns of gamb

ling a sin. It tries to discourage ganbling in every way possible. It says that 

one who is an inveterate gambler or a professional gaxrbler is disqualified to act 

as a menber of a CX>Urt and his testinony is not to be accepted in civil cases on 
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the grounds that one who lives in this \\Orld has so accustared himself to deceit, 

has learned never to say openly what is in fact the fact, the cards that he holds, 

what he's thinkinJ al:nut, that he cannot be trusted to be honorable am honest when 

it canes to matters of justice arrl law. And as you cme down through Jewish history 

you find again and again the rabbis oonplaining arout the gamblinJ proclivities of 

the Jewish pa:,ple. For all of us who love the game of tennis I'll tell you a little 

tidbit fran Jewish history. 

In the late 17th century the Jewish camrunity of Verona in Italy ONned a 

tennis court. It was a municipal tennis court. It was irrloors but it was a muni

cipal court. And the rabbis in about 1678 issued a ban of exccr.mun.ication against 

any who played on this tennis court and tried .to force the Jewish municipality to 

sell the tennis court because Jews were wagerinJ so much on every gane that sare 

families were bankrupting themselves. Nc:M, today you think of tennis as a relatively 

neutral, unbetting venue, but in those days Jews bet on anything and on everything. 

Clless, what could be a nore thoughtful, nore danarrling, nore interesting game? But 

again you'll fini the rabbis fulminating against chess not because of the game and 

not because of the intelligence required but because Jews were gambling on the out

a:rre of every game that was takinJ place in the camruni ty. Now, again they tried 

to tum the screws on the gamblers, to try and void this tendency, in part because 

it was causing great hardship to many families. 'Ibere were any number of tragic 

cases of \\OlSl who found themselves marrierl to inveterate garrblers who couldn't 

bring hane enough noney to feed the family because they lost vklatever noney they had 

between the tine their wages were paid or they took the noney out of the store and 

they cane 1nm to their families. So the rabbis decreed in the .Middle Ages that 

gambling debts were oot collectible in the crurts, there was no way of enforcinJ the 

collection of such a debt, and they tried to organize the various societies, the 

!Doorary societies of the camrunity, the Hevrakedisha, the various societies that 

were iJrlx>rtant in the life of the camrunity, so that inveterate garrblers were black-
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balled fran admission to these societies, but nothing worked. It's interesting to 

speculate where this urge to gamble canes fran. The anthropologists tells us it's 

one of the nost primitive acts of primitive people, one of the first things you no

tice in a primitive society. And they believe that this a:mes out of the reason that 

primitive peq>le fail to wake a separation between the supernatural \\Orld and the 

real world, and that garrbling is for than a way of testing the waters, of seeing 

whether or not the gods, whoever they worshipped, is in fact sniling on, encouraging 

their particular action. This kind of garrbling is really a fonn of divination. In 

the Greek \\Urld and the Ionan world arrl the Persian \\Urld alnost everybody gambled 

to discover whether or not this was a good day into a business deal, this was a good 

day to undertake sarething. If luck was with you it wasn 't luck, it was the gods . 

If the gods were with you they would be with you all day, and so it ·was a good day 

to canplete your business as well as whatever your nefarious business was around 

the gambling table. But this wa.ildn' t explain why gambling was such an interest of 

Jews. Arrl here I suggest a fact that I have noticed in our literature. If you 

read in the Bible you find the prophets thundering arout every conceivable vice. 

Judeans are accused of being insensitive to needs of the poor; they're accused of 

perverting justice for their own benefit; they're accused of mt being careful of 

the rights of the alien, the stranger who is within their midst; they're accused 

of not providing the tithes that are necessary for the upkeep of the Tanple and 

the schools and of the poor. They' re accused of lying abed if they' re rich on 

couches of ivory, listening to slaves singing songs, getting drunk in the middle 

of the day, all manner of vice. But the Bible never once mentions the vice of gamb

ling. It's only when the era the Bible closes which is that c:nly once the Telple 

is destroyed, once Jews lose their sense of beirg rooted in a particular place, 

once the exile, once the diaspora begins, that the urge to gamble arises anong the 

peq>le. And so I wculd suggest to you that part of this propensity of gan"bling -

every groop ganbles - b.tt this very special Jewish prcpensity for gambling has sare-
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thing to do with hanelessness, with being uprooted, with being denied the opportunity 

to own land, to feel secure. J~,g lived on a narrow edge day in arrl day out and for 

many centuries they oouldn't do anythin:J but live by borrowing and selling and by 

lending out rroney and crying to get it back as best they could. They lived on the 

narrow edge. '!hey were garrbling every day. Business was really a day-long ganble. 

Their lives had such tension to it there was oo security, whatever you had rould be 

stripped fran you tatorrow by an order of exile or appropriation fran the local duke, 

prince or king, and they carried this sense of tension along with them, this sense 

that life really didn't make any sense, what reason was there to squirrel away the 

rroney since it \'.ould be taken fran than anyway, let's gamble for the big stakes, 

perhaps - perhaps - perhaps we'll win. Whether that explanation is accurate or not, 

it is certainly clear that as times got worse in the late Middle Ages the drive to 

gamble becarre greater, and the rabbis tried, as m:xlem ethiticians and politicians 

have tried to do, to noderate the vices of a people by making then seni-legal. And 

so they tried to say, Jews are gambling almost every day, let's say that Jews can 

ganble only on certain days. And so they said we' 11 gamble on Purim and we' 11 gam

ble on Chanukah, they're holidays they \'.ouldn't be \'.orking on anyway, and once they 

gave that pennission it was Purim and Chanukah and then it was the interne:liate days 

of Sukkot and the intennediate days of Passover and then there was Rosh Hc:x:lesh, the 

new rroan. '!hey found excuses, in other \\Ords, to add and to add an:l to add. And 

then they decided well, perhaps since that hasn't really workErl what we ought to do 

is to bring gambling into the synagogue. And in the 18th century you fim the rab

bis beginning, sane of than at least, to encx:,urage lotteries, the nDdern version 

is bingo games, lotteries in the synagogue, on the argument that the State of New 

York did when it created off-track garrbling and off-track betting, the argunent that 

we do in the State of Chio when we tie the suwcrt of our sdlools to the tote boards 

at race tracks and the anount of alcoh::>l that's sold, that at least we'll get sare 

benefit out of peq,le's vices and indulgences. Ard new you have the rabbis oo the side 

of gambliI¥J in a sense, and you find, interestingly, in the 18th and 19th centuries 
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the rabbis beginning to create a gambling liturgy. I found one text in which the 

rabbi was asked by sarelxx:ly what prayer do we recite after we win. And the answer 

is that you l'µanu, it kept us alive and allowed us to enjoy the benefits of this day. 

Nobody asked him what prayer we say men we lose but, in any case, you begin to get 

an aura of sanctity aroond this activity, all out of an attanpt to limit it and to 

daresticate it. And the dreidle represents part of this agenda of daresticating gamb

ling. Chanukah was garrbling time,it lasts eight days, it's a wcnderful way to have 

a binge in mid-winter when you can't be \\10rking in the fields anyway. It lasts. 

eight days. 'lhey gambled heavily, and so if we CX>Uld tum the gambling of Chanukah 

into a child's gane and take the marks arrl the florens away fran the gane and put 

nuts and raisins and marbles instead perhaps we can live with that kirrl of gambling, 

and that's really what's behind the dreidle. '!he dreidle doesn't a~ tmtil the 

17th century and is part of a oonscious effort on the part of the noral leadership 

of our people to limit the gambling proclivities of our people. And fran my obser

vation it has limited than on Chanukah but we are still a generation of gamblers. 

I'll take you one step f~r into the so-called child centeredness of 

Chanukah. we give presents. 'lbnight all around the Chanukah rush will be a whole 

variety of packages for all the little ones. And your grandparents and great grand

parents justified this aping of Christmas on the grounds that in their cx:mmmities 

in Eastern Europe on Chanukah they had given sanething called Chanukah gelt, you've 

all heard of it, ooins were given to the children, ooins were given to the students 

and what's the origin of Chanukah gelt? It's fascinating. Chanukah gelt does not 

appear at all in the Sei;ilardic world. '!here's m mention of it \.llltil the 18th century 

and it seems to have gram for this reasai. '!he students who were in the yeshi.vot, 

the rabbinical students, were notoriously poor. '!hey saw everybody else gambling 

on Chanukah and they had oothinJ to gamble with so they began to tell the people 

they lived with, they had a systan, they lived in a different lune every day and they 

ate in a different late every day arxl, really, at Cllanukal'l time they really ought 
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to give than sane Olanukah gelt, scree noney with \\hi.ch they too oould gamble during 

the Cllanukah season, and so the coocept of giving gifts tonight is even part and 

parcel of this whole process on proclivity of gambling anong our people. So rruch for 

the dreidle. Enjoy it but remanber \\hat it's all aoout. 

What aoout the ~mrah? o.xr children love to place the little multi-colored 

candles in the menorah. It reminds than, as it remirrls us, of a history we dimly re

call, sanething way back when sane Greeks went into the Talple arrl they put up an 

idol and the Maccabees didn't like the idol so the Maccabees finally won out and they 

took down the idol and then the oil lasted for the eight days and we light a differ

ent light each day for the eight days. Now, a nice story, nost Jews kIXM just about 

that aoout the story, but whan we look·nore closely at the menorah and at the nine 

lights, really, of Olanukah we find another story, a story within a story. 

Olanukah is the one holiday for which we have a firsthand account of the 

original Cllanukah. Not only did Juda the Maccabee recapture Jerusalem and purify the 

Terple, but then after a further 18-year struggle his brothers, he didn't survive, 

but several of his brothers were able to establish their family's authority over 

an independent Judea and we had what was callErl the rule of the Hasrconean Dynasty, 

and very early on they hired sane professicnal historians to write the chronicles 

of the Hasnonean Dynasty and these chronicles survivErl in the apocrypha, they're 

called the Secom Book of Maccabees, and here is the story written, probably, on 

the basis of firsthand witness, of the original Olanukah. 

Thereup:,n, Judas and his brothers said, "Now oor enemies have 
been defeated. I.et us go purify the sanctuary ard restore it." 
'!he entire anny assenbled, and they went up to lbunt Zion. '!hey 
saw the tanple laid desolate and the altar profaned and the gates 
burned and ~ courts overgrown with plants as "in a thicket." 
arrl the dlanbers laid in ruins. And they rent their gannents ani 
made great lamentations and i:ut on ashes as all signs of nourning. 
They prostrated themselves upon the ground and sounded the signal 
trmpets am criEd .out to Heaven. Then Judas assigned soldiers 
the duty of fighting the men \tho ranained, the Greeks, that is, mo 
remained in the fortress of Jerusalem\-tu.le he purified the sanc
tuary. He awointed unblenished priests, lovers of Torah, wh:> 
purified the sanctuary and rEDDVed the stones of the loathsane 
structure to an unclean place. 'Ibey deliberated over mat they 
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should do with the profaned altar arrl they carre up with the good idea 
of dismantling it lest the fact that the Greeks had defiled it should 
be held to their disgrace. Accordingly, they dismantled the altar, 
and PJt its stones away on the terple nount in a suitable place until 
the prophet shruld cnne to give an oracle telling than what to do ~ith 
then. Then taking uncut stores as prescribed by the 'lbrah they built 
a new altar after the pattern of the old. '!hey repaired the sanctuary 
and sanctif iErl the interior of the house and the courts . They also 
made new sacred vessels, and they brought the candelabrum and the altar 
of incense arrl the table into the nave. They burned incense on the 
altar arrl kimled the lights on the candelabrum so that they illumin
ated the nave. '!hey set loaves upon the tables and they hung curtains 
and brought to conpletion all the work whichthey had cbne. Then they 
rose early on thennrning of the nventy-fifth day of the ninth nonth 
(that is, the nonth of Kislev), in the year 1948, and they brooght a 
sacrifice according to the 'Ibrah ulX)n the new altar of burnt offerings 
which they had built. At the very ti.Ire of year and on the very day on 
which the Greeks had profanai the altar, it was dedicated to the sound 
of singing and harps arrl cymbals. The entire people prostrated than
selves and bowed and gave thanks to Heaven Who had brought then vic
tory. They celebrated the dedication of the al tar for eight days, joy
fully bringing burnt offerings arrl sacrificing peace offerings and 
thank offerings. And they derorated the front of the nave with golden 
oornices and bosses arrl restored the gates and the chambers and fitted 
then with doors 

and so on. No mention of a cruse of oil, no mention of the Olanukiah, the nenorah 

which is so well knw:,n to us. And we knCM fran history, fran research, that \\hat 

these Maccabean poople were really doing was to oopy out the way in which Solooon 

had dedicated the altar in the First Tanple in Jerusalem. It, too, had been dedi

cated during an eight-day procession \\hich had followed the building of its house 

and the gilding of the implements and the utensils which ¥Jere to be used in the 

sanctuary. It, too, was an altar built of uncut stones and the Hezekiah had sooe 

centuries later built another altar because the altar had been IX>lluted by the 

acts of a king nane:l Menasa. He, too, hirl a feast of dedjcaticn, a feast of Cha

nukah, the Hebrew word for dedj cation, whidl lasted for eight days. As a matter 

of fact, you won't firn ~ mention of the neoorah, of the lights of Olanukah, 

in any literature of a late period in our history fran which thei.-e is a great deal 

of literature for alnost half a millenium, for nearly 500 years. 

\tlat then does the Olanukah menorah represent if we look at it historically? 

In the ancient world around this time of the year people were in the habit of light-
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ing great oonfires. Why did they light bonfires? Because this is the time of the 

year when the solstice takes place, when the shortest day of the year ocrurs, it 

occurs just five days fran now, and as the ancient prople saw the day graving shorter 

and shorter they feared that it might just continue to grow shorter and shorter 1.ID

til the earth is in fact surrol.IDded with darkness which was one of their fears as 

to the nature of an ultimate destruction. And so they lit great bonfires in order 

to encourage Gcx1 or the gods, wl'x)ever they worshiR)Erl, to light the sun up again, 

to give the sun nore ~, so that the sun would in fact bring alx>ut the spring, a 

new harvest, a new seed tine and harvest. And one of the custans which seems to have 

occurred was to set lights in a rCM in a public place. And in the Talmoo we 're told 

that the menorah should be in a window where it can be seen, and pa:,ple would light 

one light less each day as the days grew soorter and then they would begin when the 

days began to grow longer again, just to make sure, light one light nore each day. 

It's sympathetic magic. It's symlx>lizing by a ritual what you want God, the gods, 

the sun, to do. And interestingly, the earliest dis~on of the Chanukiah, of 

the rrenorah, in the Talmud in the fourth century is a discussion not of that ulti

mate cosmic question, shall we begin by lighting the first light on this side or 

the first light on this side, but a discussion of whether we should light all of the 

lights the first day and then seven of than the secorrl day, and six of than the 

third day in diminishing order or should we do it, as is our custan today, in as

cending order and it's a nerory the rabbis no longer urrlerstam but a rrerory of that 

old pagan custan which attetpted at this tme of the year to make sure that the sun 

was bom again. And I use those \«>rds deljberately to suggest that Christianity's 

placing of the birth of the Son is in fact part and parcel of this same old pagan 

inheritance. 

'Ihe Chanukah light represents one of the very few adaptations of a pagan sys

ten into Jewish life. By am large, unlike nost other religions, Judajsm consciously 

and deliberately pit off al.Ioost every vestige of paganisn that was aroond. v1e didn't 
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have idols. We didn't take Zeus and Minervah and Rah and Ossiris am tum them into 

Jesus and the Virgin Mary and the other statues of the saints that are in the churches. 

We put away the pagan things except for this one, arrl the question is why. And the 

answer goes to the very heart of how Chanukah became srnething of what it is today. 

Chanukah was, after all, this first Chanukah that I read to you, represented 

a great triurrph which was the inaugural day, the coronation day in a sense, certainly 

the day in which the rule of the Hasnoneans was legitimatized. It represented inde

pendence and sovereignty and the fourth of July and it was celebrated as in:leperrlence 

day, as the great day0 fue Hasronean Dynasty,for alrrost a century until Rane took over 

that part of the world, and it continued to be celebrated as a national holiday, a 

holiday where the theme was national freedan, during the first centucy of Ranan oc

cupation an:1 I suspect it was the holiday which was nost beloved to the zealots am 

to the others wm ultimately led the revolt against Rane. We had revolted against 

late twice am had been defeated twice and toose \\1ere the tYtU bloodiest defeats our 

people ever suffered in a military sense, defeats which took us fran bein:J a major 

political and numerical groop within the Eastern Ranan Ehpire and reduced us to the 

minority status whidl Jews have had to this very day. Once that had happened it 1:e

carre necessary for the rabbis to try and defuse, take away the nationalisn, of the 

holiday am turn it into a holiday which celebrated sarething which was spiritual 

purely, sanething which would not cry out to poople to try again to duplicate what 

Judah Maccabee had done. What had Judah done? He was small, head of a small band, 

and by guerilla war he defeated the most powerful anpire in that part of the \\Urld, 

and one can see inpressionable 13, 14, 15-year old young Jews feeling that if Judah 

cx,uld do it why can't I, and that was, of cxurse, disaster not only for the small 

group that attarpted this but for the whole ccmrunity. Am so the rabbis devised, 

crafted, found, \4.e don't krx,w quite how it happened, a sto:cy of the cruse of oil 

and they identified this existing system of havi.rxj lights at this time of the year 

with this miracle, and they gave us a lx>liday, the lx>liday \4.e krx,wwhich is a 

ooliday which synix>liz.es the ability of the religioo to survive rather than the 

. -- -
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ability of the nation to achieve its independenc;e, a holiday whidl speaks of God's 

protection of those things which were central to Him, His faith, the Torah, the purity 

of worship and it is in that spirit that we light these lights. 

Olanukah then, like so much in culture, is not quite what it seems. Please 

don't go tone tonight am around the Olanukah tell your four-year old all that I've 

told you today. I'm telling it to you. Olanukah is a tirre to tell them their story 

am let them enjoy Olanukah their way. Spin the dreidle with abandon. Believe rre, 

at the age of four and five and six they don't kna,-, what gambling is all about, but 

the next tine you gamble renenber what we try to do with Olanukah. 



4 36 Thereupon, I udas and his brothen said, "Now our cncmiea 
have been defeated. Let us go purify the sanctuary and restore it." 
37 The entire army assembled, and they went up to Mount Zion. 
3.8 They saw the temple laid desolate and the altar prof an~d and the 
gates burned and the courts overgrown with plants as "in a thicket'' 
QL..likeJ ·"one. of the mountains"" and the • cliambers ·· Jaid in ruins. 
39 They rent their garments and made great lamentation and put on 
ashes. 40 They prostrated· themselves-upon ·· tneg·rourid7iif <f-soitnded 
t~§igt]J~1ltrumpets and-cried out-to Heaven. 41 Then Judas assigned 
soldiers •the dujy· llt" pghting the ·men in tlie Akra-whifehe-purified 
the sanctuary~~nte appointed unblemished priests, .lovers-: of·· tfflt 
: To.rah,. 43 who purified the sanctuary and removed the stones of the 
loathsome structure to an unclean place. 44 They deliberated over 
what they should do with the profaned altar of the burnt offering, 
• 45 an~ they came up with the good idea of dismantling it lest the fact 
that the gentiles had defiled it should· be held to their disgrace. Ac-

. cordingly, they dismantled the altar, 46 and put its stones away on 
the temple mount in a suitable place until a prophet should come to 
give an oracle concerning them. 47 Talcing uncut stones as prescribed 
by the Torah, they built a new altar after the pattern of the old. 
48 They repaired the sanctuary and sanctified the interior of the 
house and the courts. 49 They also made new sacred vessels, and 
they brought the candelabrum and the altar of incense and the table 
into the nave. so They burned incense on the altar and kindled the 
lights on the c~delabrum so that they illumined the nave. 5 l They 

• set lqaves upon the table and hung the curtains and brought to com
pietion all the work whic~ they had done. 52 They rose early on the 
morning of the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month ( that is, the 
month of Kislev), Jn ... tho, ~ :- 148, 53 and they brought a sacrifice 
according to the Torah upon the new altar of burnt offerings which 
they had built. 54 At the very time of year and on the very day on 
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which the gentiles had profaned the altar, it was dedicated to the 
sound of singing and harps and lyres and cymbals. 55 The entire,epeo
pl.~.J>.n>.Sttate.d..themselves-and bowed-and gave thanks to Heaven Who 

.had broug_htJ.9£Q\.J'Jstory~J6 They celebrated the dedication of the , 
altar for eight days, joyfully bringing burnt offerings and sacrificing 
peace offerings and thank offerings. 57 They decorated the front of 
the nave with golden cornices and bosses and restored the gates and . . . 

the chambers and fitted them with doors . .,~ 'lhe-people--wcre--over
joJed as tb.e....shame_ inflicted by the gentiles was removed. 59 Judas 
and his brothers and the entire assembly of Israel decreed that the 
days of the dedication of the altar should be observed at their time 
of year annually. for eight .days, begi~ing with the twenty-fifth of 
the month of Kislev, with joy and gladness. 60 At--that-time they 
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