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Zechariah 8:18-19

The word of Hashem of Hosts came to me as follows:

Thus said Hashem Of Hosts: The fast of the fourth (17 Tammuz), and the fast of the fifth (9 Av),
and the fast of the seventh (Tzom Gedalyah), and the fast of the tenth (10 Tevet) will be for the
House of Yehudah for celebration and rejoicing and festivals - if you love truth and peace.

Talmud Rosh HaShannah 18a — 19b

Mishnah

The calendar-messengers went out regarding six months:

Nissan because of Pesach; Av because of the fast; Ellul because of Rosh HaShannah; Tishrei to

establish the festivals; Kislev because of Channukah; Adar because of Purim.

When the Temple endured — also regarding lyyar because of the ‘lesser Pesach”.

Talmud

Should not the messengers also have gone out regarding Tammuz and Tevet,
as R. Chana bar Bizna said R. Shimon Chasida:
What does Scripture mean by “Thus said Hashem Of Hosts: The fast of the fourth, and
the fast of the fifth, and the fast of the seventh, and the dast of the tenth will be for the
House of Yehudah for celebration and rejoicing and festivals”? The days are described
as fasts, and also as celebratory and joyous!?
When there is peace — celebration and rejoicing; no peace — fasting. !?

Said R. Pappa:

This is what the verse means: When there is peace — celebration and rejoicing; when there is

persecution — fasting; neither peace nor persecution — optional fasting.

If so, 9 Av also (should be optional, and no messengers should have been sent)!?

Said Rav Pappa:

9 Av is different, since multiple troubles occurred on it

An Amoraic dispute:

Rav and Rabbi Channina say: The Scroll of Fasts is defunct;

Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi say: The Scroll of Fasts is not defunct -
Rav and Rabbi Channina say: The Scroll of Fasts (a Tannaitic calendar of dates on
which fasting was mandatory or prohibited) is defunct — they understand the verse as
follows: When there is peace — celebration and rejoicing; no peace — fasting; and so too
all the other dates mentioned in the Scroll;
Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi say: The Scroll of Fasts is not defunct —
Scripture makes only those (4 fasts) depend on the Temple, but the rest stay as they
were.

Rav Kehana cited a text as a challenge (to the position that the Scroll is defunct):

This happened: They decreed a fast on Channukah in Lod, but Rabbi Eliezer went down to bathe,

and Rabbi Yehoshua has his hair cut, and they said to them: Go fast to atone for having fasted. 1?

Said Rav Yosef: Channukah is different, because it has a mitzvah.

Abbayay said to him: Let both it and its mitzvah be nullified?!

Rather said Rav Yosef: Channukkah is different, because its miracle is publicized.

This is actually a Tannaitic dispute, as we learned in a beraita:
Those days which are written (as forbidden-to-fast) in the Scroll of Fasts:
Whether the Temple endures, whether not — they are forbidden, in Rabbi Meir’s opinion;
Rabbi Yose said: while the Temple endures — they are forbidden, as they are celebratory;
when no Temple — they are permitted, as they are mournful.

The ruling is — they became defunct; and the ruling is — they did not become defunct.

The two rulings contradict!?

There is no difficulty — one refers to Channukah and Purim, the other to the other days.

Rashi
“Because its miracle is publicized” — it is already open to all Israel because they have practiced
mitzvot on it, and they have adopted it as if it were Biblical, so it would not be proper to nullify it.



Channukah had a rough ride this year among American Jews, rather than occupying its
usual bland niche as the Jewish Winter Festival, and a celebration of religious freedom. NYT
columnist David Brooks implicitly drew a challenging analogy between the Maccabees and Al
Qaeda (bearded religious zealots fighting a military superpower and modernizing cultural empire),
and more people than ever noticed that the miracle of the oil is attested only in the Talmud, not in
the liturgy, Josephus, Maccabees, or the surviving manuscripts of Megillat Taanit.

My response to the latter issue was generally as follows: The miracle itself seems
insufficient to warrant a permanent 8 day festival; does it compare, for example, to the prophet
Elisha’s capacity to produce an infinite quantity of oil from one flask? Yet that remarkable feat
doesn’t even get one day, or even an hour! In other words, the miracle would not have been
seen as significant while the Temple stood, and there would have been little point in mentioning it,
as the festival clearly related to the Maccabean victory. The really interesting question is not why
the miracle was not mentioned earlier, but rather that the festival survived the destruction of the
Temple; at that point, a holiday celebrating the restoration of the Temple would have been
tragicomic, and so a previously unremarkable miracle was dragged on to center stage to justify its
continuation. But this begs the question of why Chazal wanted it to continue.

The Talmud (Rosh HaShannah 18-19) directly raises the question of why Channukah
continues, but its answer may differ subtly from my approach. Rav Yosef’s is initial understood
as arguing that Channukah endured because the ritual of candlelighting was worth sustaining, but
Abbayay wonders why it would be worth sustaining a ritual whose purpose was defunct. So Rav
Yosef must instead mean that Channukah endured because of “pirsum hanes”.

Here it gets tricky — my best recollection is that this is usually presented as “because it is
important to publicize the miracle”, and this is of course the halakhic rationale for lighting the
candles. But Rashi compellingly argues that the Talmud means instead that the miracle had
already become so well-known, and the festival commemorating it so popularly entrenched, that
Chazal had no choice but to sanction its continuation — and to define it halakhically in terms of the
miracle - even though, left to their own devices, they would happily have let it fade away. In other
words, Rashi sees the endurance of Channukah as a consequence of a popular attachment to a
miracle which the rabbis did not see as overly significant, rather than seeing the focus on the
miracle as a rabbinic repurposing of a popular holiday. This particularly undercuts those who
wish to depict the rabbis as focusing on, or even inventing, the miracle because they were deeply
uncomfortable with the militarism of the holiday as originally conceived. Perhaps it gives unique
legitimacy to popular rationales for Channukah even when they seem inconsistent with past
explanations, and gives us license as a community to repurpose it again.

But nothing should be done without integrity, and in any case, Mr. Brooks’ analogy
requires addressing. Standard approaches include attempts to downplay the religious motivation
of the Maccabees, seeing them instead as religious moderates with a strong commitment to
cultural autonomy, or focusing on the Seleucid decrees as culturally genocidal and therefore
justifying extreme responses. Each of these has both historical and ideological merit, but | think
they are insufficient.

Rather, | suggest, it is a mistake to believe that people we admire in one context cannot
be dangerous in another. As Americans we celebrated the mujahedeen when it was the Soviets
they were fighting, and | don’t know that we were wrong to do so. A community needs the
capacity for zealotry if it is to survive extreme persecution — but it also needs the capacity to
control its zealots when circumstances are not extreme. We can celebrate Pinchas while
remembering that G-d imposed a brit shalom (covenant of peace) on him immediately after his
celebrated act of zealotry.

So Channukah can be a good time to appreciate the good in the zealots among us. Yet
the Hasmoneans degenerated rapidly, and rabbinic tradition tellingly sees their fall as resulting
from the desire to combine religious and political authority — zealots are particularly susceptible to
the temptations of power, and can never be permitted to control the machinery of the state. On
Channuah, we should take the time to appreciate those among us with the capacity for zealotry —
but also rededicate ourselves to keeping them out of power and subject to communal authority
and norms. Zealots, like burning Channukah candles, are sacred but must not be used.



