THE FEMININE SIDE
OF CHANUKAH

Who was the young woman who kindled the
fire of rebellion of the Maccabees? Who was
the woman whose resourcefulness helped the
Maccabees win? And why did women suffer
more than anyone else under Greek rule?
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Women are exempt from positive time-constrained commandments of doing (Source
1), the reason being, that they are more spiritual.

If so, the Rebbe asks, why are women obligated to observe the commandment of
lighting Chanukah candles (Source 2)? The Rebbe explains that because the decree
was also about women, and the victory was, as well, achieved by a woman, therefore,
the women are also obligated in it.

The Midrash details the deep involvement of women in the decrees of the Greeks, and
in the victory of the Maccabees (Source 3).
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Who allowed the Maccabees to sacrifice their lives? Maimonides specifies that the
Jew must sacrifice his life only for three specific serious transgressions, and for all
the rest - he must transgress and not be killed (Source 4). According to these rules,
apparently the Jewish people at the time of the Chanukah miracle were not supposed
to sacrifice their lives.

However, during a period of religious persecution, one must give up their life even
for a minor mitzvah (Source 5), but this is only when the gentile come to the Jew and
forces him to violate a prohibition, it is not intended that he should preemptively go
out on a suicide mission against the world’s most powerful empire.
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The Rebbe explains that when the are decrees against matters concerning the purity
of the family and the nation, there is no room for logical considerations, as the Kesef
Mishneh establishes (Source 6). The women were the ones who evoked this feeling
among the Jewish people, and therefore they were the ones who brought about the
ultimate victory.

Since the self-sacrifice of the jewish people was irrational, so too the miracle - the
reward - was beyond nature, a victory of the few against the many, and the miracle of
the jug of oil.



Why did they need the miracle of the jug of oil? After all, according to jewish law,
it is permissible to light a fire with impure oil in such a situation! (Source 7). The
Rebbe explains that since the Jewish people sacrificed themselves in a manner that
was beyond the letter of the law, G-d performed a miracle for them, beyond the letter
of the law, so that they could light with pure oil.

Introduction

The Jewish people rebel against the ruler who wants to defile a Jewish girl on her
wedding night, killing him, his ministers and his servants. As a result, the city of
Jerusalem is besieged. A Jewish woman asks to leave the besieged city. In her heart is
a dangerous ruse that could cost her her life.

Who was this woman, what did she want to do, was she actually able to carry out this
dangerous operation, and what does this all mean to us?

Alesson on dedication, self-sacrifice, and going the “extra mile”
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A. Women and Chanukah

Source 1 waimud Kiddushin 29a

The mitzvot that don’t obligate women

All positive, time-bound mitzvot are obligatory = X3 1IOY¥ AWy NN z:‘:;)
for men, but not women. All positive mitzvot that ,MMWLD W1 "0 DWIR
are not time bound are obligatory for both men 7.7 = ;
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and women. All prohibitions, whether they are
time-bound or not, are obligatory for both men
and women.

Women must only observe the positive commandments whose application is not limited to specific
times. For example, Tefillin are layed only during the day and not at night, so women are exempt. The
commandment of the Sukkah is for specific dates - the 15th-22nd of Tishrei, and women are therefore
exempt from this mitzvah as well.

In contrast, the grace after meals is a commandment that has no specific slot in the Hebrew calendar,
therefore, women must also bless after eating bread. The same goes for the commandment of honoring
parents, etc.

Why are women exempt from a large part of the commandments?

The Rebbe explains in a talk (Likkutei Sichos Vol. 26 p. 267), that this is because women’s faith in G-d
is naturally much stronger than men’s, and they therefore don’t need to be commanded as much. The
Torah trusts them to do the right thing, even without a command.

>> The Rebbe
Women Are Obligated In The Mitzvah Of Chanukah Candles

The mitzvah of lighting Chanukah %M A9U0 NI NPYIR Mxna
candles obligates women as well, as the 2115w °53,12 M2 DY DAY
Talmud states, “women are obligated to TO1M Y1 N oY IR
kindle Chanukah candles because they DI 1IN 1 17 ARY
were part of that miracle”
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There are two elements to this:
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A. “The decree was especially aimed
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against them, as Maimonides says,
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“the Greeks stole their money and their N7 ,"ERNNAaY onnm
women.” Rashi also explains this. hakibhisth i ah N Eak7a R ARk}

. SR T 5y nwy
B. The salvation from the decree came

about through a woman. X°77 71900 91 MR AR < 77 2107

For this reason women are obligated to R 221, KA Y WY NI
light the Chanukah candles even though MMBD D'W1 R DY awy
it is a time-bound mitzvah from which W1 D3 112 N2 - s
women are usually exempt.

Based on what we learned earlier it seems that women should not be obligated to light Chanukah
candles. The mitzvah to light candles every night for eight nights is time bound, and women are
generally exempt from such mitzvot. Yet, the reality is that Jewish law obligates women to light
Chanukah candles as well, just as men are obligated.

The Rebbe quotes the Talmud that explains that an exception was made for Chanukah candles because
the decree also affected the women, and the victory came through women. The women’s central role
in the story of the festival creates an obligation in its mitzvah.

We will now study the sources and learn which aspect of the decree specifically targeted the women,
and who was the woman who brought about the victory.

Source 2 tamud shabbat 23a

As Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Women are D%} :°12 12 YU 027 MNRT
obligated in lighting the Chanukah light, as they i 11 ARY 7210 12 M2°0

too were included in that miracle. .017MIR3

Rashi A

Were in that miracle: Since the Greeks decreed  ?¥ 0’11 1130 :037 YIN3 °7
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upon all the women getting married that they
must first cohabitate with the Greek officer.
In addition, the miracle happened through a

woman.

“Theywere in that miracle”, is a principle that excludes certain time constrained commandments from
the usual exemption for women, and instead obligates women in them just like men. The reasoning is
that these commandments are intended to commemorate special miracles performed for the entire
Jewish people - both men and women. The Talmud gives examples for this: The commandment of
drinking four cups of wine at the Seder table, the commandment of listening to the reading of the

Megillah on Purim, and lighting Chanukah candles.
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Source 3 otzar Midrashim, Midrash chanukah
The decrees of the Greeks

The sages taught: During the days of the wicked
Greek empire, they decreed upon the Jewish
people:

1. Anyone who has a bolt in his house should
engrave on it that the haters of Israel (a
euphemism for the Jews) have no share in the
G-d of Israel. The Jewish people immediately
went and uprooted the bolts from their houses.

2. They further decreed that everyone who owns
an ox should write on its horn that the haters
of Israel have no part in the G-d of Israel. The
Jewish people went and sold their oxen.

3. They further decreed that the men should
cohabitate with their wives while they were in
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a state of niddah, The Jewish people went and
separated from their wives.

(This was probably done by shuttering the mikvahs. Thus, the Jewish people were forced to live in
celibacy. Similar events happened several times throughout history. For example, in the Soviet Union
the Jewish branch of the Communist Party closed the mikvahs on health pretexts, and couples were
forced to live separately for long periods of time).

The Seleucids tried to force the Greek Hellenistic culture upon the Jewish people. They admired the
wisdom of the Jews, but despised faith in G-d as a source of authority that obliges people to specific
forms of behavior, i.e. the commandments.

They enacted draconian laws with the aim of rooting out the commandments from the Jewish people.
They forced every homeowner to write on the door bolt a prominent inscription declaring their
disbelief in G-d - the Jewish people in response removed the bolts from their houses.

When the Greeks amended the law and applied it to the horns of the oxen, the Jewish people got rid
of their oxen. And so on, the Jewish people kept finding creative solutions to avoid transgressing
commandments without breaking the Greek law.

But then the Greeks came up with a particularly vicious and nasty decree:

RYUY °n 53w 1M T 4
IR 77NN M2 2Y3n IwR
2937 M 72

4. They further decreed that before anyone
marries a woman, the woman must first
cohabitate with the ruler, and only then be given

to her husband.
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The Protest Of The Maccabees’ Sister

They practiced this for three years and eight
months until the daughter of Yochanan the high
priest was married. When they wanted to take
her to that ruler, she exposed her head and tore
her clothes in front of the people. Judah and his
brothers were outraged by her conduct and they
said: take her out to be burned. She then said
to him: I would rather be humiliated in front of
my brothers and friends than be humiliated in
the eyes of this impure person, that you wish to
violate me by abandoning me to lie with him.
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This criminal practice of taking the bride to the ruler continued for more than three and a half
years, and the people lowered their heads and surrendered. What chance did they have against the
greatest power in the world? (Some claim that this was a common practice of rulers in many places
to demonstrate their power).

When the high priest’s daughter was about to be married, the same fate awaited her... Everyone
gathered for the wedding feast knowing what would happen, and no one did anything. But that
Jewish woman did something radical that awakened everyone and ignited in them the fighting spirit

that would lead to the great rebellion.

The Beginning of The Uprising

When Judah and his colleagues heard this
they conspired together to kill the ruler. They
immediately dressed the young woman in royal
clothing and made a canopy of myrtle from the
Hasmonean house to the house of the ruler.
There were harpists, fiddlers, and singers, and
they sang and danced until they came to the
ruler’s house. When the ruler heard this, he said
to his ministers and his servants, look at these
people, from the greatest of Israel, and from
the descendants of Aaron the priest, how happy
they are to do my will! They are worthy of great
honor! He ordered his ministers and servants
to leave. Judah and his companions entered the
ruler’s house with his sister and they cut off his
head and plundered all his belongings. They
killed his ministers and servants and completely
obliterated the Greeks, except for the main part
of the kingdom.
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The Jewish people backin the city were trembling
in fear for those Jewish men. A heavenly voice
emerged and proclaimed: “The young men who
went to fight in Antiocha won” The fighters
returned and closed the gates and did penance
and engaged in Torah and charitable deeds.

When the king of the Greeks heard that the Jewish
people killed his representative, he gathered his
entire nation and laid siege to Jerusalem, causing
the Jewish people to be very afraid.

There was a widow named Judith who took her
maidservant and went to the gates of Jerusalem.
She said to the guards: let me go out, perhaps
G-d will do a miracle through me. They opened
the gates for her and she went out. She went
before the king, and he said to her, what would
you like? And she said, master! I am a daughter
of great Jewish people, and my brothers are
prophets. I heard them prophesying that
tomorrow Jerusalem will fall into your hands.
When the king heard this, he rejoiced greatly.
The king believed Judith and fell in love with
her, and said to her, would you like to marry me?
And she said to him, my lord the king, I am not
worthy of even one of your servants, butsince
your heart is so inclined, make a proclamation
throughout the camp that anyone who sees two
women walking by the spring should not harm
them, as I must go there to bathe and immerse
myself. Immediately the proclamation was sent
out and that is what she did. The king followed by
making a great feast, and the people drank and
became inebriated.
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Tidings At The City Gates

They each went to their tents and the king
went to sleep. Judith followed him and took his
sword, cut off his head and spread a sheet over
it. She went with the king’s head to the gates
of Jerusalem and said, “Open the gates for me,
for G-d has already done a miracle through
me.”” They said to her, is it not enough that you
defiled yourself, but you are coming to us with a
conspiracy? Immediately she showed them the
head of the king, and as soon as they saw it, they
opened the gates and proclaimed loudly: Hear O
Israel, G-d is our L-rd, G-d is one (Shema Yisrael
Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad).

The Enemies Flee

When the Greeks heard this, they said “soon
they will be coming for us” They went to the king
and found him headless. A terror and fear fell
upon them and they all fled. The Jewish people
pursued them and killed many of them. So may
the Almighty take revenge on our enemies,
speedily, and grant us salvation, as is written,
“And a redeemer shall come to Zion”

In summary, the midrash lays out how significant the women were in the Chanukah story. They were
the main victims of the Greek occupation; It was a young woman who awakened the spirit of honor
in her brothers and encouraged them to rebel; And it was a woman who courageously killed the Greek
commander and brought about a victory. They were also the primary beneficiaries of the victory: the
overwhelming defeat of the Greek military brought about the end of the Jewish women’s nightmare.
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Abuse of women stopped, and they could marry their husbands without fear.

Therefore, even though time-constrained commandments generally do not apply to women, the
commandment of Chanukah was made an exception due to the women’s central role in the holiday

story.

This is the historical background.

10
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>> The Rebbe

We will now explain the deeper reason NP?IDI) 9377 DYL WA WM
for why the salvation of Chanukah came TIN2 101N 01 5w ISR (D°1°IY

about specifically through a woman, - M137IM7 195W) RPMT AWK P10 Y
thereby obligating women in the (19NN 3 NPT - MR
mitzvah.

In the next sections of the address, the Rebbe will explain the reason why events occurred in this way

and the lesson we can learn from it.

il
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B. Is a Suicide Mission Allowed?

>> The Rebbe

Who Allowed Them To Risk Their Lives?

First we must address the question of
the Jewish people risking their lives in
the war against the Greeks. According
to Jewish law it seems that they were
not obligated to risk their lives because
the Greek decrees didn't affect any of
the cardinal sins which we are obligated
to risk our lives to avoid violating.

M IR TNROGY - TAnTRM
SR °12 Sw Dwol N7°on Oyy
5y ,Nw L0030 T3 onnnbna
,0%2°111 SR °31 PR KD T 0D
N3 ,°9 7% wH1 MI°on1a 7R
%Y Snw nnzn by Sncn oo

7370 ORI MY Sw 1T

Source & vaimonides' Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Hatorah 5:1

Transgress And Do Not Get Killed

The entire Jewish people are commanded
regarding the sanctification of G-d’s great name,
as the verse states: (Leviticus 22:32) “And I shall
be sanctified amidst the children of Israel” Also,
they are warned against desecrating it, as the
verse states: (Ibid) “And they shall not desecrate
My holy name.

Whatisimplied? Should a gentile arise and force a
Jew to violate one of the Torah’s commandments
on pain of death, he should violate the
commandment rather than be killed, because
the verse states concerning the commandments:
(Leviticus 18:5) “which a person will perform and
live by them” They were given so that one may
live by them and not die because of them. If a
person dies rather than transgress, he is held
accountable for his life.
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“Be killed and don't transgress” is a halachic instruction for a person who is required to choose
between two options: To sin or die. A Jew must sacrifice his or her life rather than transgress.

But this obligation only applies when at stake is one of the three sins of idolatry, forbidden relations,

SPR1190 79 (PPOWIYTIR) DOWITA IRIK ODPVIR N2 IR (8 "9 179N W2 (205 7Y 27¥) AV 30 T 03 IR - IR K3 (7
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or murder. The Torah has 365 negative commandments prohibitng certain things and yet, with the
exception of the three offenses mentioned above, a life comes first, even at the painful expense of
committing a sin.

This begs the question, how were the Maccabees allowed to embark on a hopeless rebellion and risk
their lives for the observance of the Torah and mitzvot? The Torah itself states that physical danger
overrides the entire Torah!

>> The Rebbe

During A Period Of Religious Persecution We Must Give Our Lives

The aforementioned distinction IRW 172 MNRT PIPANY 0D DY AR
between the three cardinal sins and the LW (737770 DRI 13Y°"w) DIRNI
other mitzvot of the Torah only applies R ("M BRI AY) N1y

QUringfre%glgr times. Hov.vever, I;‘in a 10998  TAWN NYW RXOW RON
t1r.ne o 1.‘e 1g10us persecution, w en a n TaYY XM YD Nywa
wicked king issues a decree against the

2025 SR Py 1w M. L Y

Jewish religion or one of its mitzvot,
we are required to give our lives in K1 39 ,MEEN 12 MIN W onT

order not to violate any of the mitzvot”  »"DN13% IXWH NNX 7y 12°DX My
It appears that the situation during M7 %N W 1TY IR NIDWDHI
the Chanukah era fit the criteria for a J17°T2 DYWD K17 7970

“period of religious persecution.”

Source 5 maimonides Mishneh Torah, Yesodei Hatorah 5:3

All the above distinctions only apply in times Nywa XPY 1987 027270 %9
other than times of a decree. However, in XN 77131 NYW32 23X 1130
WA YY) Ten TN
X By A3 ) M
LRI I MEn I onT bua’b

‘ _ ' nox Sy 19OR T2y SR
faith or one of the mitzvot—one should sacrifice T2 DI 3 NIEn WD

times of a decree—i.e., when a wicked king, like
Nebuchadnezzar or his like, will arise and issue a
decree against the Jewish people to nullify their

one’s life rather than transgress any of the other  yq39y pab 33 DINI "2 MWy
mitzvot, whether one is compelled to transgress .072213
amidst ten Jews or one is compelled to transgress

merely amidst gentiles.

The order “be killed and don't transgress”, as limited to only the three specific offenses, applies only
to a Jew as an individual. However, when the Jewish people as a collective are faced with a spiritual
threat in which a hostile regime tries to force them to abandon their religion, they are all required
to sacrifice their lives over every sin, even the smallest and most insignificant. Obviously, this was
the situation under the Greek decrees. Therefore, it is clear that the Maccabees had to sacrifice their
lives for it!
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>> The Rebbe

Willingness To Die Doesn’t Require Active Rebellion

Studepr;t'lg But there is still room to question 12 OR 1YY QPR w0 PUIY 0

whether the Jewish people were aRrNY DRES 0% 19 SR
obligated to go to war over this. When NYWAw 09377 NIND Y, OY
the law states “be killed and don’t 55 by Ay XY 3 TS
transgress” this means that if a person
is being forced to violate a prohibition
he is obligated to give his life. But this K17 270 AN AR 7Y My
doesn’'t seem to mandate launching a 23X §MIYD KA WD X MON?
war against the evil kingdom in order to DRS? 2P0 W IN° PR IR
abolish the decrees. 2025 NYWIN NID2NN T MANDRa
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True, in a time of religious persecution we are obligated to give up our lives for every mitzvah. But
this obligation only applies in a scenario where a person is personally and directly being compelled
to transgress. In many cases people have a third option, to flee to the desert or hide somewhere,
thereby avoiding transgression. Nowhere does it say that people are obligated to launch a rebellion
against the strongest army in the world, and begin what would be a suicidal war!

We therefore require an explanation YITH 7 92071 N2 WINT 77 00N
for why the Jewish people went to war 0%399°57 733 NRON2 DR 933 IR
against the Greeks, risking their lives in ¥ RO 1DIRA QWD DR 10M
a way that wasn't at all obligatory. 19555 11 3237

We see that, from the standpoint of pure halachah, the Maccabees seemingly shouldn’t have risked
their lives against the mighty Greek army. Rather, they should have kept a low profile and tried to
ride out the wave until better times would come.



C. National Sanctity

Student'ﬁ >> The REbbe
pa.

Beyond Reason

We can suggest the following $7112 N2 M5 v
explanation:

During the Chanukah period there was TVIAT N0 AU "aw 11
a decree that targeted the purity of ML’ oy DMwpn oory Yy
Jewish family life. This is a matter on nwreeh  yaIn 3T hnnownn
which the sanctity of the Jewish people— oy DWIIP 03 77150 737271 ,S0ING
at that time and for all subsequent o°R3g NIMTa &Y Twm SR
generations—is dependent. Therefore, 232 NawnNT XD 195 - AT MINNS
the Jewish people made no calculations

about whether risking their lives was

. AMPN? XYY XOR XD X DWDI DR
obligatory or not, and embarked on a bossh
’
war beyond any rhyme or reason - in YT BYLI N2YI0W WDl N0

order to protect and guarantee the  NUITP DX LI MMw? 7>
sanctity of the Jewish people. SR
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There are times when a Jew'’s conduct goes beyond the regular halachic rules. There are times when
the soul comes to the fore and makes decisions on its own. In such cases, a Jew doesn't enter into
a logical analysis of halachic angles to determine how to act, but rather acts instinctively, beyond
reason.

As we will see, halachah itself recognizes the legitimacy of such conduct.

Source 6 «esef Mishneh on the above Mishneh Torah

S‘Udegg"ﬁ Maimonides is of the opinion that when the X232 MPRYIY 137 720
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is considered a righteous act. It seems that they A0 R

so as not to be killed. But many other great
authorities maintain that if the person allowed
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killed” as mere permission to transgress, but not
as a requirement.
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according to Maimonides’s opinion, a great
and pious person who fears G-d, and sees that
the generation is completely disregarding the
proposed transgression, may sanctify G-d’s name
and sacrifice himself even for a simple mitzvah,
so that the people will see and learn to fear G-d
and love him with all their hearts.

A person may “sanctify G-d’'s name and sacrifice himself even for a minor mitzvah” if the generation
is disregarding it. Meaning, there is room for performing an act of self-sacrifice for the purposes
of education and influence on society. This may be an extreme case, but its occurrence is certainly
possible and valued.

>> The Rebbe
The Women Inspired The Men To Rebel
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of that generation.

In addition to the Jewish women
themselves resisting the Greeks in non-
obligatory self-sacrifice (like the men),
the Jewish women were the ones that
inspired the men to feel the need for
superrational self-sacrifice and to rebel
against the Greeks militarily.

Since this unique form of self-sacrifice
during the Chanukah era—sacrifice
beyond any reason—was inspired by the
Jewish women, they also merited that
the miracle of salvation came about
through a woman.
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The women didn’t only resist the Greeks themselves, they were the catalysts for the rebellion,
inspiring the men to fight on behalf of the sanctity of the nation. This is why the salvation ultimately
came about through a woman.
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Supernatural Reward For Superrational Sacrifice

As the Jewish people acted with self-
sacrifice beyond reason, G-d rewarded
them measure for measure, beyond
nature.

There were two supernatural elements
in the story: (a) the military victory over
the Greeks was supernatural, and (b)
the finding of the jug of pure oil and the
subsequent miracle that the oil lasted for
eight days.
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Until now we learned that mitzvot are compatible with life, and when there are certain extenuating
circumstances preventing people from observing a mitzvah, they are halachically exempt. On this
level, reason plays a central role. The halachic and rational analysis of the situation guides us how
to conduct ourselves in it.

During the rebellion against the Greeks, logic and reason didn’t play a role. The force motivating
the women—and the men that followed in their wake—to rebel against the Greeks, was super-
rational self-sacrifice, beyond any reason.

In response, the reward was correspondingly supernatural. The victory of a band of poorly armed
Maccabeans against the mighty Greek empire was completely supernatural. In addition, the miracle
of finding a small jug of pure oil that lasted for eight days in the Menorah of the Holy Temple was
similarly supernatural.

Why Was Pure Oil Needed?

There is a question that needs to be
addressed regarding the oil. The law is
that “impurity is allowed for the public,’
meaning that when the public as a whole
is impure, their state of impurity can
be ignored and they may go about the
regular Temple service. If so, the Jewish
people should have been allowed to
kindle the Menorah using impure oil and
shouldn't have needed the miracle of
finding the one pure jug.
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Source 7 penei Yehoshua, Shabbat 21b

What is Hanukkah? The Sages taught . . . the
Greeks defiled all the oils that were in the
Sanctuary . . . the Jews searched and found only

one jug of oil . . . a miracle occurred etc.

Seemingly, one must wonder, why was the trouble
of the miracle necessary? It is an established law
that impurity is allowed for the public, and they
could have kindled the menorah with impure oil.
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When examining the situation according to halachic standards, it is not clear why such an amazing
miracle was really necessary. The halacha expressly permits the use of impure oil, of which there
was plenty. “Impurity was allowed for the public” - this is what the halacha states very clearly.
Granted, it is not at all pleasant to light with impure oil which was defiled by the Greeks, but

definitely not the end of the world.

>> The Rebbe

The explanation is that G-d rewarded
the Jewish people measure for measure.
since they had self-sacrifice beyond the
letter of the law, G-d rewarded them
with the miracle of finding a jug of pure
oil that miraculously lasted for eight
days. This was also beyond the letter
of the law, as strictly speaking it would
have been permissible to use impure oil
under the circumstances.
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When people go beyond their obligations and make the effort to do something they aren’t obligated
in, G-d derives pleasure from this and rewards them in kind.

No Compromise On National Security

There is a lesson here for every Jew:

In matters pertaining to the sanctity of
the Jewish people we shouldn’t only do
what we are allowed and obligated to do
by the letter of the law. We must exert
ourselves and act with superrational self-
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sacrifice, beyond the letter of the law.
G-d will reward us measure for measure,
and bless us with great abundance in our
material and spiritual affairs, even when
a more measured blessing would have
sufficed.
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Thank G-d, we no longer have to deal with oppressive regimes that prevent us from observing

mitzvot. We enjoy unprecedented religious freedom, and Jewish communities are flourishing around

the world, living in peace and respect from our non-Jewish neighbors. Expressions of antisemitism

are roundly condemned by governments and prominent civil organizations.

But the concept of self-sacrifice still finds expression in our lives. When we make the extra effort to

do a good deed even when we aren't obligated, even when we have valid justifications for inaction,

G-d rewards us in kind, measure for measure.
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