Eight Days of Chanukah

By: Steve Epstein
Why eight days

One of the most common questions asked regarding the festival of nain is
—‘why is this holiday 8 days long?' Many reasons have been given:

1. The X0, in his commentary on the Talmud (8”5 naw), explains that
during the times of Hellenization, the Greeks contaminated the mam
nwnn (the altar that lies in the courtyard, outside the 90 and the o?)
by using it for idolatrous sacrifices. Therefore, after the war, the Jews
could not use the contaminated 'nam to worship G-d , but were required
to build a totally new nam. Once this rebuilding was completed, the Jews
of the Hashmonaic period celebrated an 8 day *namn nann similar to that
of King Solomon (1 2 @n "27), who had commemorated the completion
of the wTpnn ma with 8 days of ritual — 7 days of sacrifices followed by a
day of contemplation ('n7xy’).

d=
«
=
-
[ =
(\]
=
O
Y
(]
(7]
>
[\']
(a]
S )
=
20
1)

2. 1YW 1, in his M VOY, a commentary on the 41 (872 n3w), provides
a different explanation. He notes that one of the rituals prohibited by the
Greeks during the Hellenization of Y%7 YR, was that of the non na.
Therefore, after the defeat of the Greeks and revocation of the Hellenistic
legislation, the Jews celebrated the resumption of the n?n nMa ritual
with an 8 day holiday corresponding to a baby's age at the time of the
no»n M.

3. In 020100 190, another reason is offered. In addition to the nom mn3,
the Greeks, during the Hellenistic period, also prohibited the offering

1. See-® m7n that states that the remains of the contaminated nam was stored in the North Eastern
compound in the second WTpnN 2:
mw mon IRPYY NAMN IR NR IRNNVN 21231 1 - 1PN NN
Also see Daniel Sperber’s essay in > 971 981w 2nm. - Also look in: - v YN NN
"IPM W IMTYI NN IR DY 01 570Y RNNWN 11721010 w ma%N M7 ROR ,07 NNNW T 10NN muy IR M
'Y NNV 12 DPOYNN Y MY 911"

2. Hence, the name nonn.




of mi1p. The last Holiday before the war, during which the Jews were
prevented from performing any ritual sacrifices in the wTpnn m3a, was
mon an. Hence, immediately after the victory, once the practice of
offering mM11p was reinstated, the Jews offered the mawon an Yv mMip
for 8 consecutive days to commemorate the 8 days of sacrifices that
were missed.

However, the classic, well known explanation for the eight-day duration
appears in X" naw nion. The Xnx asks what the source of the mM NP> TH MIXN
7N (‘noun »8n?) is. The Xy answers that after the war, the entire supply of
olive oil required for lighting the N was impure except for one pitcher of oil
that was buried deep in the ground and contained the authenticated signature
of the " 102. In this pitcher there was sufficient oil to last for a single day,
but miraculously the oil lasted for eight days.

Problem with the classic explanation

This Talmudic interpretation explains that the eight days of "> commemorate
a miracle that lasted eight days. What it does not explain is why there was a
need for an eight-day miracle. What is significant about the number eight?
Why did the oil not last for six days or twelve days? What happened at the end “‘ [

of the eighth day to deem the continuation of this miracle unnecessary?? b

Two answers to the latter question are generally quoted: one by 11p qov 27 in his
qov 1 and another by the 1”7 in his commentary on the q".

1. The qov m3, in his commentary on the Y 07n 7R MW, states that after
the tragic deaths of so many soldiers and civilians during the war, the
entire Jewish population, including all the ), became &nv and were
in a state of nn NkMY - the highest level of ritual impurity attained as a
consequence of contact with a dead person. Thus, before performing
the daily ritual of lighting the nmmn, the 0n2 needed to first undergo the

3. The assumption here is clearly that G-d does not perform miracles for the sake of performing
a miracle, but rather performs a miracle in order to solve a specific problem on Earth.
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seven-day process of ritual purification *(7978 779 77770). Furthermore,
once purified, another day was needed for the preparation of the olive
oil by the newly consecrated o303 - hence, according to the qov 3, an
eight day miracle was needed.

2. On the other hand, o1 w17 (8”3 NIW) contends that the miracle lasted
eight days, not because of the duration of any ritual observance, but
because of the round trip time from Jerusalem to the oil factory of choice.
It took eight days to go and return with the newly pressed, pure, high
quality oil.

As we will see, the answers of both the qov m1 and 1”1 are problematic and
require further analysis.

Problems with the explanation of the qov n»na

According to the qov 1, how was it possible for the 103 to light the nmmn
immediately after the war before completing the purification process of the n19

mR? If he were in fact impure, he would make the oil and the nmn impure
while lighting®.

The 0"X1, a commentary on the v”X1 (8”5 naw), suggests that the 103 lit the
nmn with a plain piece of wood with no receptacle, based on the law that
plain pieces of wood cannot be made impure (AN D293p1 DI PP 155 sVIWY).
Although this answer may explain how the purity of the oil was maintained
during the lighting, the nmm, in contrast, has a receptacle (:p m1), and must
be touched during the lighting process. Therefore, the impure 105 would have
made the nmn impure. What, then, was the purpose of this miracle?

The wm M3, another commentary on the M, defends the explanation of the
0"X1 by postulating that there happened to be at least one 173 who remained
pure throughout the war and that this one pure 173 lit the nmn. However,

4. It is explained in npn w19 that before one can be purified from NN NRMY, one is required to be
sprinkled with the ashes of the n7% 119 on the third day and the seventh day.
5. NRM is passed in many ways, but primarily by direct contact - yan.




if there was indeed a pure 103, why did he not prepare a new batch of pure
olive oil immediately following the war, making this 8 day miracle entirely
superfluous? The wmn m1 answers this question by positing that this > was
dysfunctional and did not know how to prepare oil.

Asecond problem with the explanation of the 4oy 192 1M - MR HRMY

Another problem with the explanation of the qov m1 is the Tannaic
commentary on “Tnn 7197 MMN DR T’ 173 XIpN. The 0113 nmn explains
“PAN - NXML1 a8’ The 199N of M1 MMM ARMY permits the performance
of a myn if the majority of the Jewish people are wrnv, even when that mxn
normally requires a state of "nv. According to the mn> nn, this rule applies
to the lighting of the nn as it does to nm¥n such as Noa 117p or PN 127p. If this
is the case, there was no need for pure oil at all. Hence, the 1nwn 79 01 seems
to be unnecesary.

Two answers are given, neither of which is totally convincing,

1. The nn%w nnon, on his commentary to the 7y 15w, is followed by X0,
that the lighting of the nmn was part of the wTpnn NN celebration and " .
in this case the principle of M¥1 "mMn kMY does not apply. ©

2. PPOVAR 71 YR 17, in Y”IN NIVN N, states that the category of nvmv
that pertained to the oil was that of 21 nkmv and not nn nrmv; therefore,
the principle of m¥1 MmN M’ML does not apply.”

Problems with the explanation of the }”4

As mentioned above, the 1”7 provides a second explanation for the necessity of
an 8-day miracle. The 1”1 claims that the travel time to the place where the oil

6. See Daniel Sperber who gives a similar answer in » 971 9% %nn.

7. This is based on the mpn that all items that come in contact with idol worshippers are automatically
placed in a state of ar nkMV.
As stated in "N RNVWY DWIANI TNY PPN HY 1IN PNV 12 1AM 27 NR" - 19 A AP NN See also
™ nw.

8. M¥a MM NXMO only applies to the NRMY of NN NXMV see NOA
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was produced, was four days each way’. But where was this place where all the
oil for the w1pnn ma was produced?

The 0”217 in the 21 nam ™MER MM - "N Mwn states that all oil for the nMn
was produced and brought from the city of Tekoa as it states in a Mishna in
n"a mmn /1nwh ROR Mpn'— namely, that Tekoa produced grade A olive oil. But
where was this oil producing city of Tekoa located?

Tekoa is mentioned primarily in 3 places in 7"1n.

1. In 2-7" - 21 58%mv, Yoav sent a messenger to consult with a wise woman
from Tekoa - the nnan NWR from Mpn.

2.In XX 01MY, we learn that the prophet Amos worked as a shepherd in
Tekoa as it is stated: "yipnn o712 PN VR DINY M7

3. In X-1 w0 "M27, King oyam built 13 fortified cities of which three were
near Jerusalem: Bethlehem, Eitam and Tekoa.

Of these 3 sources, the X3 in 7n mmn associates only the first source with
the oil-producing city of Tekoa.

In the "1pn nyT ,27p nmiv states that the city of Tekoa is the same in all three
biblical sources and it is the place currently identified as such, namely the
Judean city of Tekoa in Xy W1. Thus, based on the statement in mmn non, the
location of the source of oil for the wTpnn N2 must be in Judea. Shaul Liberman
also brings proof from the Talmud Yerushalmi that the oil producing city of
Tekoa is the Judean city of Tekoa near Beit Lechem.

If this is truly the case that the location of the source of oil for the wTpnn 1 was
the Judean city of Tekoa, why did it take four days to travel each way? By horse,

9. The " also needs to provide an answer as to why the Jews could not produce oil locally until the high
quality oil was retrieved. He also may be forced to provide an answer such as that of 11p qov 27 and
then enter the whole problematic deliberation stated above.

10. See 2:7 - 219XV - RPN NPT




one should be able to travel between Jerusalem and the Judean city Tekoa in no
more than a half of a day.

The true location of the city of Tekoa

The p”17, on 2:77 - 2 HYRINWY and X:X VMY, claims that unlike the Judean
city of Tekoa where the fortified city of nyan was built, the Tekoa where
Amos lived and the Tekoa where the mypnn nwr lived was a major city
located in the upper Galilee - the part of Israel granted to the tribe of Asher
(which is why Moses blessed the tribe of Asher with a plethora of oil in
773 = )9 DT 9N 1WA Y0 YR 8717 - let him be the favored of his brethren,
and let him dip his foot in oil). Given that the tribe of Asher was located on
the Mediterranean Sea between Tzidon and Naharriya, a 4 day journey could
be expected.

Professor Shmuel Katz, in his book 990 yIR(p 31-32), argues that the Galilean
city of Tekoa was actually located next to the city of Meron. He brings multiple
proofs, of which the following two carry the most weight:

1. The xnavin of ©Nod NN details that Xwin N’ 127 used to travel to
learn with »&nv 12 nynw 117, Because this period was after the failed
X101 12 revolt and the subsequent destruction of Jewish Judea (including
the Judean city of Tekoa), we can assume that this yeshiva was located
in the Galil, where both ®win nm 11 (who lived in Tzipori and then in
Beit Shearim) and »&nv 72 nynw '11 resided. Furthermore, it is likely that
this meeting place was nearer to the residence of »Xnv 72 pynw *11, who
lived in the city of Meron.

2. Professor Katz's second proof is even stronger. The Xnavn in myaw
asserts that one can eat olives on the seventh year until the end of the
olive harvest in Tekoa. However, a separate Xn»11in mmi2 states that the
one can eat olives in the seventh year until the end of the olive harvest

11. Professor Katz emigrated from Hungary to Jerusalem to become one of the first professors of
710 at Hebrew University. He wrote his seminal book "% yIX’ on the locations of various cities
in the Galil.
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in Meron. Because the same n2%n is mentioned using the same language
in two separate places, it is likely that either Tekoa is another name for
the city of Meron or at least the Galilean city of Tekoa was a suburb of
the ancient city of Meron.

Thus, if you are ever asked the question, which holiday focuses on the ancient
city of Meron, the correct answer is not only 11 3", but also nnn, for our 8
day holiday was instituted based on the travel time to this city from Jerusalem
and back.

Steve Epstein is a principle architect working at NDS for 11 years. Steve has degrees
from Columbia University and Boston University in the USA and has studied in various
Yeshivot including Yeshivat Har Etzion and Yeshivat Hakotel. Steve is married to Edith and

they have 3 children Avital, Itamar and Ori.




