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A Chanukah Message for the First Night

INSPIRED BY FAITH, WE CAN CHANGE THE WORLD
Points to 
Ponder

1 Why do you think 
the Greeks were 

against Jews keeping 
their religion?

2 What life lessons 
can you learn from 

the victory of the 
Maccabees over the 
ancient Greek army?

3 Can you give other 
examples from 

Jewish history of the 
“Jewish spirit”?

WHY DID God choose this tiny people for so 
great a task, to be His witnesses in the world, 
the people who fought against the idols of the 
age in every age, the carriers of His message to 
humanity? Why are we so few?… Where did 
Jewish strength lie if not in numbers?

The Torah gives an answer of surpassing beauty. 
God tells Moshe: Do not count Jews. Ask them 
to give, and then count the contributions.

In terms of numbers we are small. But in terms 
of our contributions, we are vast. In almost 

every age, Jews have given something special to 
the world…

When it comes to making a contribution, num-
bers do not count. What matters is commit-
ment, passion, dedication to a cause. Precisely 
because we are so small as a people, every one 
of us counts. We each make a difference to the 
fate of Judaism and the Jewish people.

Ten Paths to God, Unit 10: Responsibility 
(www.RabbiSacks.org/TenPaths)

Points to 
Ponder

1 Can you think of a 
reason why Hashem 

chose a small group 
of people for a great 
task?

2 What is the 
connection be-

tween this quote and 
Inspired By Faith, We 
Can Change The World 
(above)?

TWENTY-TWO centuries ago, when Israel 
was under the rule of the empire of Alexander 
the Great, one particular leader, Antiochus IV, 
decided to force the pace of Hellenisation. He 
forbade Jews from practising their religion and 
even set up a statue of Zeus Olympus in the 
Beit Hamikdash in Jerusalem.

This was too much to bear, and a group of 
Jews, the Maccabees, fought for their religious 
freedom, winning a stunning victory against the 
most powerful army of the ancient world. After 
three years of conflict, they reconquered Jerusa-
lem, rededicated the Beit Hamikdash and relit 
the Menorah with the one cruse of undefiled oil 
they found among the wreckage.

It was one of the most spectacular military 
achievements of the ancient world. It was, as we 
say in our prayers, a victory of the few over the 
many, the weak over the strong. It is summed up 
in wonderful line from the Prophet Zechariah: 
“Not by might nor by strength but by my spirit 
says the Lord.” (Zechariah, 4:6)

The Maccabees had neither might nor strength, 
neither weapons nor numbers. But they had a 
double portion of the Jewish spirit that longs 
for freedom and is prepared to fight for it.

Never believe that a handful of dedicated 
people can’t change the world. Inspired by faith, 
they can. The Maccabees did then. So can we 
today.

From the Thought of Rabbi Sacks
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Based on the teachings and writings of Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks זצ"ל
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Chanukah for the Young (and Young at Heart!)

It Once Happened…

The Chanukah story as told in the Al HaNissim 
prayer in the siddur:

“IN THE DAYS of Mattityahu, son of Yo-
chanan, the High Priest, the Hasmonean, and 
his sons, the wicked Greek kingdom rose up 
against Your people Israel to make them forget 
Your Torah and to force them to transgress 
the laws of Your will. It was then that You in 
Your great compassion stood by them in the 
time of their distress. You championed their 
cause, judged their claim, and avenged their 
wrong. You delivered the strong into the hands 
of the weak, the many into the hands of the 
few, the impure into the hands of the pure, 
the wicked into the hands of the righteous, 
and the arrogant into the hands of those who 
were engaged in the study of Your Torah. You 
made for Yourself a great and holy reputation 
in Your world, and for Your people Israel You 
performed a great salvation and redemption 
as of this very day. Your children then entered 
the holiest part of Your House, cleansed Your 
Temple, purified Your Sanctuary, kindled lights 

in Your holy courts, and designated these eight 
days of Chanukah for giving thanks and praise 
to Your great name.”

 The Chanukah story continued, as told in the 
Talmud (Shabbat 21b):

“WHEN THE GREEKS entered the Sanctuary 
they ruined all the cruses of oil that were in 
the Sanctuary by touching them, which made 
them unfit. When the Hasmoneans overcame 
them and emerged victorious over them, they 
searched everywhere for oil to relight the Me-
norah in the Temple, but could only find one 
cruse of oil that had the seal of the High Priest 
unbroken, untouched by the Greeks. 

This cruse of oil was only enough to light the 
Menorah for one day. A miracle occurred and 
the Menorah was lit by this oil for eight days. 
The next year the Sages instituted a festival to 
remember and celebrate those days, by singing 
Hallel and saying special prayers of thanksgiv-
ing.”

Point to 
Ponder

Which do you think is 
more impressive, the 
military victory or the 
miracle of the oil?

Chanukah Challenge!

Anagrams 
Rearrange the letters used in each anagram 
to find the Chanukah-related word

1. At Elk

2. Ole Violi

3. Deer Lid

4. Became Sac

5. Yeah Duh

6. Mash Ash

7. That Yat Imu

8. Reclaims

In Judaism, the number 8 
represents miracles. Why? 

Because it is beyond 7, which 
represents nature – the 

7 days of creation.

FUN 
FACT!
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Educational Companion to the Questions

INSPIRED BY FAITH, WE CAN CHANGE THE WORLD

1. Throughout their history, the Jewish people have faced both 
physical and spiritual threats. The Purim story represents 
a physical existential attack on the Jewish people, and the 
Chanukah story portrays a spiritual existential threat. These 
are two parallel paths to achieve the same goal: the destruction 
of Judaism and the Jewish people. We can never be sure what 
the motivation for these attacks are, but we can speculate that 
there were those in Greek society who felt that the values of the 
Torah, Jewish culture and society, were perceived as a threat, as 
they were often diametrically opposed to the values of Greek 
culture. 

2. Size and power are not what is important in life to achieve our 
goals. Might does not make right. Even a single individual can 
change the world. We have to put our faith in God that there is 
a plan for us as individuals and for the Jewish people. 

3. Jewish history is brimming with examples of the Jewish spirit of 
triumph over adversity based on faith in God. Examples include 
the survival of Jews and Judaism after the expulsion from Spain; 
the influx of millions of Russian and Eastern European Jews 
to the United States of America in the late 19th / early 20th 
century, and how they established themselves there; and the 
significant contributions that Jews have made to wider society 
in areas such as science, culture, and economics. But perhaps 
the most powerful example is the return of Jewish sovereignty 
to the Land of Israel just three years after the Holocaust, despite 
its devastating destruction of the majority of European Jewry.

FROM THE THOUGHT OF RABBI SACKS

1. Our very history as a people is a testament to the existence of 
God, who has protected us and ensured our survival against 

all the odds through thousands of years of persecution and 
wandering. The very existence and survival of the Jewish people 
transmits core Jewish messages to the world, such as; might 
does not make right, the dignity of difference, and faith in God.

2. The quote refers to the size of the Jewish people in relation to 
the importance of their task and national mission, and Cha-
nukah is an example of a small people achieving great things, 
demonstrating core Jewish values and the Jewish destiny.

IT ONCE HAPPENED…

God can perform miracles through supernatural means, and through 
nature. The military victory represents a natural miracle, as the 
Maccabees fought hard, but they achieved an unlikely triumph that 
must have benefitted from God’s help. This is no less impressive than 
the supernatural miracle of the oil that burned for eight days, when 
it should only have burned for one day.

CHANUKAH ANAGRAMS

1. Latke

2. Olive oil

3. Dreidel

4. Maccabees

5. Yehudah

6. Shamash

7. Mattityahu

8. Miracles

Just as the Chanukah lights illuminate our homes, Rabbi Sacks זצ"ל lit up the world by in-
spiring us and others with his timely and timeless insights. Chanukah reminds each one 
of us to be a light in the wider world. Every night of Chanukah we will be highlighting 
one book where Rabbi Sacks articulated his deep insights into Judaism, morality, sociol-
ogy, theology, and much much more, guiding us all to live a life of Judaism engaged with 
the world.

Tonight’s book is The Politics of Hope, a brilliant analysis of the rise in the ‘politics 
of anger’ in the West today and how it might be possible to instead create a different 
kind of politics: the ‘politics of hope’.
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