Great Miracles Happen Here:
Liturgy, Poetry, and Art for Chanukkah
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The Day Before Hanukkah: Hanukkah poem #1
i figure the day before Hanukkah
is the right time to begin
a new time
in inhuman history
our own human historyi don’t light lights
i watch each of you
flip the switch
in your apartments
across my balcony
and i count the growing
little theatre of box lights
there are miracles longer than eight days
there are pods greater than the sum of our immediate families
there are numbers
there is a Total other than death
there are makeshift joys to make a new mourning
turn a window into a door
suddenly the dark changes
grow your hands into the shape of a menorah
you change everything
(while you are at home waiting)
stop watching, light!
stop lighting light!
you are and will be Light.

Devon A. Spier

3

Illustration by Steve Silbert

4

For Each Night of Chanukah: Lighting the Candles
Hanerot Halalu for 2020: The Divine Lights Keeping us Going
In the beginning, for thirty six hours of b
 ereishit, the Divine light of creation shone from one
1
end of the universe to the other before it was hidden away, encased, protected in the natural
order of things, for its own good (or for ours?). Our Sages of blessed memory teach that the
thirty six candles of Chanukah2 parallel these 36 hours of holy illumination, enabling us to
experience the Divine through revealed sparks of this or haganuz (hidden light).3
It wasn’t oil that enabled the miracle of the eight days of Chanukah. Rather, our Sages taught
that the righteous souls who cared for Torah, community, and tzedakah during a period of
intolerance and persecution enabled the supernal light of Creation to shine through, as it is
written, “A light shines for the upright in the darkness…” (Psalms 112:4) , and  as we are
taught, “The one occupied with the needs of the community is like one who is occupied with
matters of Torah” (Talmud Yerushalmi, Brakhot 5:1)
This Chanukah we honour those whose light has shone throughout the challenges of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the helpers4 who despite the t ohu and bohu, t he chaos and confusion,
trauma, fear and disinformation have served and continue to serve, illuminating our
communities by their commitment and caring.

A Blessing for Everyday Heroes, Embodied Miracles, Divine Light:
Hanerot halalu anu madlikim
Al hanisim ve'al hanifla'ot
Sheh asita lanu bayamim hahem bazman hazeh.
Al yedei giborei yomyomi’im.
Vechol shmonat yemei Chanukah
Hanerot halalu kodesh hem,

1

These Chanukah lights we light
In honour of the miracles and the wonders
That You brought, In those days, in our time.
By the hands of Your everyday heroes.
And throughout Chanukah's eight days
These lights shall be sacred:

Babylonian Talmud, Chagigah 12a.
36 = 1+2+3+4+5+6+7+8
3
Sefat Emet, Genesis, For Chanukah 29:3
4
Mr. Rogers: W
 hen I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, “Look for
the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.” To this day, especially in times of “disaster,” I
remember my mother’s words and I am always comforted by realizing that there are still so many helpers – so
many caring people in this world.
2

5

May the One who blessed our ancestors before us bless all who give of their time and their
hearts, essential holy workers on the front lines and on the homefront, keeping us safe and fed
and cared for and taught, treating us and healing us and guiding us, who work and volunteer
and serve our communities in ways seen and unseen. May the work of their/our hands be
blessed and may their/our light continue to shine through the t ohu a nd bohu, the chaos and
confusion wrought by COVID-19.
May we all be protected under Your wings of Holy presence, and may the time come speedily
when we can all gather together again to walk the paths of peace in holy community. Amen.
Everyday Heroes/ Miracles Embodied in 2020, for each day:
Night 1: We light tonight’s lights for health care and long term care workers (from personal
support workers to heads of public health) at the front lines of the pandemic caring for the
most ill and vulnerable members of our communities
Night 2: We light tonight’s lights for grocery store, supply chain, food and retail, hospitality
and service workers often working for minimum wage, showing up day in and day out to keep
society functioning, store shelves full, and lights on
Night 3: We light tonight’s lights for teachers feeding our students’ minds and souls in ways
different from any lesson plan of years past, online and in person, often counseling anxious
students through the pandemic all the while sustaining the future
Night 4: We light tonight’s lights for parents/ caregivers juggling and struggling work (or the
lack of work) and childcare often all on top of one another, without the benefit of boundaries
and support
Night 5: We light tonight’s lights for volunteers delivering meals, groceries, goods to those in
need, walking dogs, checking in with at-risk neighbours, counting ballots to preserve
democracy while garbed in PPE
Night 6: We light tonight’s lights for artists of all media and for spiritual care providers/ faith
leaders, prophets and pastors both, creating anew and maintaining faith and connection
across all platforms, dreaming up holidays and holiness in ways never experienced before
Night 7: We light tonight’s lights for public/civil servants upholding democratic norms and
institutions, developing and delivering pandemic support programs around the world at a
decidedly un-bureaucratic pace
Night 8: We light tonight’s lights for all of us! Surviving, caring, holding on, crying,
mourning, loving, living, lighting our candles.

Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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Al HaNisim: Future Miracles Unfolding Now
From the Year 2050 looking back on this time, for the children of our children.
ּרות וְעַ ל
ֹ  עַ ל הַ נ ִּסִּ ים וְעַ ל הַ ּפ ְֻר ָקן וְעַ ל הַ גְּבוWe thank You for the miracles, redemption, the
ֹ ֲשיתָ לַא
ׂ ִ ָָאות ֶׁשע
ֹ ּעות וְעַ ל הַ ִנ ְפל
ֹ שו
ׁ  הַ ְּתstrengths and salvations, and wonders You did for
ּ בותֵ ינו
. ַ ּבי ִָּמים הָ הֵ ם ּבַזְּמַ ן הַ זֶּהour ancestors in those days at this season.
,ערן
ְ ֶַ׳סינְדָ א אַ ְרד
ִ  ג,יסי עֵ י ּב ְָראמְ ז
ִ ִֵּבימֵ י סְ ט
 רו ּתּ ּבֵעיְדֶ ר,ְט׳ונִי פָאו ּצִ ‘י
ֹ  אַ נ,ָאר ּבֶר
ְ וִ ׳י ְליָם ּב
 ג ְֵרעטָ ה טוּנְ ּב ְֶרג,ג׳ון לו ִּאיס
ֹ ,גִ ינְ ְז ּבו ְּרג
עולָם הַ ְׁש ִ ּכיחָ ם
ֹ ָ עָ מֵ י ה,ו ּמָ א ָללָה יו ּסַ א ְפזַאי
 הֶ חַ ְּמדָ נו ּת.ירם מֵ חֻ ֵ ּקי צִ ְּד ֶק ׇך
ָ ִתּ ֹו ָרתֶ ׇך וְהַ עֲ ב
. הַ בו ּרו ּת לַעֲ גָה לְמַ דָ ע.ִאי ְּכלָה אֶ ת הַ אֱ מֶ ת
סוף וְטֻ מְ אָ ה
ֹ ִנ ְׂש ְרפו ּ דְ ל ִָקים מְ או ּ ָ ּבנִים ּבְלִ י
ש הַ טֶ בַע ֶׁשל ׇ
 צָמְ חו ּ הַ ָקנָאו ּת.ְך
ׁ אֶ ת ִמ ְק ָּד
ש
ׁ וְהַ ְׁש ִחיתו ּת וְטֻ מְ אָ ה אֶ ת ִמ ְק ָּד
מו ְק ָר ִטיָה ֶׁשל ׇ
.ְך
ֹ ֵהַ ד

In the days of Stacey Abrams, Jacinda Ardern,
William Barber, Anthony Fauci, Ruth Bader
Ginsberg, John Lewis, Greta Thunberg and Malala
Yousafzai, peoples of the Earth had forgotten
Your teachings and transgressed Your ways of
justice. Greed corroded truth. Ignorance mocked
science. Fossil fuels burned without end, defiling
Your temple of nature. Zealotry and corruption
flourished, defiling Your temple of democracy.

אֲ בָל גַם ְּכ ֶׁשהֵ ִעידו ּ ָׁשמַ יִם וַאָ ֶרץ ֶנגֶד הֶ עָ ִמים
ּ ּבָזְּמַ ן הַ זֶה – ְּכ ֶׁשעָ לָה ִמ ּ ְפלָס הַ יָם ְו ִנ ְׂש ְרפו
 ֶנגַע הֵ בִ יא, חָ מָ ס ָׁש ְפכָה דָ ִמים,רות
ֹ ָהַ יְע
,פו ֵרר
ֹ  עָ ִרים הֵ חֵ ּלו ּ ל ְִה ְּת,עָ ִמים עַ ל ִּב ְר ָּכיִם
וְהַ גַן ֶׁשנָתַ ָּת לַהֶ ם לְעָ בְדָ הּ ו ּ ְל ָׁשמְ ָרהּ הֵ חֵ ל
 ּבְתּ ֹוךְ ּכֹאֵ ב.עוד לֹא אָ בְדָ ה ִ ּת ְקוָתַ ם
ֹ – לָמו ּת
קול
ֹ ַ ָזכְרו ּ הַ ּב ְִרית ְו ָׁשמְ עו ּ אֶ ת ה,ו ְִה ְׁשתּ ֹו ְקקו ּת
 ְו ָׁשבו ּ אֶ ל ׇ,ְּדמָ מָ ה דַ ָ ּקה ּבְתּ ֹוכַם
.ֶיך ּבְאַ הֲ בָה

But even as heaven and earth testified against the
peoples of that time – when seas rose and forests
burned, violence spilled innocent blood, plague
brought nations to their knees, cities began to
crumble and the garden You gave them to till and
tend began to die – still their hope was not lost.
Amidst pain and yearning, they recalled the
Covenant, they heard the still small voice within,
and they returned to You in love.

וְאַ ָּתה ּב ְַרחֲ מֶ ׇ
יך הָ ַר ִּבים עָ מַ דְ ָּת לָהֶ ם ּבְעֵ ת
. ְו ַּדנ ְָּת אֶ ת ִ ּדינָם,ְת אֶ ת ִריבָם
ָּ  ַרב,צ ָָרתָ ם
ְת
ִ מָ סַ ְר ָּת אֶ ת הֶ עָ ִ ּתיד לֵידֵ י צ ִַד
ָּ  ו ְִהנְחַ ל,יקים
ְדולָה וּגְאוּלָה
ֹ שו ּעָ ה ג
ׁ או ָּתם אֶ ת ְּת
ֹ
ׇ
אור נ ִָקי
ֹ הור ֶׁשל
ֹ ַ ְ ּבכֹחַ הֲ ט.ִּב ְקדו ּ ָׁשתֶ ך
 ּבָאו ּ ָבנ ׇ,חוק
ֶיך לִ דְ בִ יר
ֹ ַוּב ְִמ ְׁשפַט עַ ל ִ ּפי ה
ּבֵיתֶ ׇך ו ּפִ נּו ּ אֶ ת הֵ י ָכל ׇ
. ו ְִטהֲ רו ּ אֶ ת ִמ ְק ָּד ֶׁש ׇך,ֶך
ׁ ְ ו ְִהתְ חַ ד,ְרות ָק ְּד ֶׁש ׇך
ֹ ֵרות ּבְחַ צ
ֹ ִהדְ לִ יקו ּ נ
ּ שו
דות וּלְהַ ּלֵל
ֹ ְהו
ֹ  ל,ּ מונַת יְמֵ י חֲ נֻ ּכָה אֵ ּלו
ֹ אֶ ת ְׁש
ְ
הור
ֹ ַָאור ט
ֹ של
ׁ עולָם ִמחָ ָּד
ֹ ָ לַחֲ ֹנוך ה,שמְ ׇך
ׁ ִ ְל
.ְונ ִָקי וּלְחָ כְמָ ת הַ אֶ מֶ ת ָל ֶנצַח

And You, in Your great mercy, stood with them in
their time of distress. You fought their fights and
judged their cause. You delivered the future into
the hands of the righteous, and in Your holiness
You empowered their great deliverance and
redemption. With the pure power of clean light
and justice under law, Your children returned to
the oracle of Your house, cleansed Your temple
and purified Your sanctuary. They kindled lights
in Your holy courts, and renewed these eight days
of Chanukkah to give thanks and praise to Your
Name – to re-dedicate the world to pure and clean
light and to the wisdom of truth forever.

Rabbi David Evan Markus
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1st Night: NO PARTY
So anyway, God,
Here I am.
Alone
On Hanukkah.
No party at shul,
No table covered in aluminum foil,
Adorned with menorahs
The families bring from home.
No cantor leading the blessing,
No tedious contest between latkes and hamantaschen
(Fried potatoes vs. dry prune pastry?
Don’t waste my time.)
Speaking of, no latkes in the social hall basement,
Or at the party at my neighbors’, no parties at all.
No presents, from anyone, why should there be?
I’m too old for getting presents
And there are no children to buy for.
So why bother lighting the menorah?
Who for, me?
All alone on a jewishly insignificant minor holiday?
Feh.
Fire hazard.
But in a year of lonely death and negligence,
In a year of right wing thugs and fascists,
In a year of proud racists and anti-semites,
I buy an electric hanukiah for the window.
It has small tasteful blue LED bulbs
That are hard to see before the fifth night,
Faint light in the winter darkness
But nevertheless
They proclaim,
A JEW LIVES HERE!
And I imagine all the Jews
All over the world,
Waiting for the sickness and the evil to pass,
Doing the same.
Amen.

Trisha Arlin
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Smell: I remember the first time we tried making latkes at home. That smell! The

smoky oily oniony-ness all rolled together, like the smell itself took up space it was so
THERE. And so, well, intense. And so comforting – with notes of home and family and
warmth and heat. I think I remember that from my Bubby. But then once I got burned.
That smell too.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer and Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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2nd Night: Rededication
It's not like the Temple, sullied
by improper use and then washed clean
and restored to former glory.
This house is tarnished by familiarity.
Month after pandemic month I've circled
from bed to table to sofa to bed again.
I no longer see the mezuzah
on every door frame. Tonight
with one tiny candle I light another.
I want their little flames to galvanize
my hands to consecrate each room.
I sweep flour from my kitchen, affirming
here where I sing to my challah is holy.
So too the hallway where I hang coats
and newly-washed fabric masks to dry,
the bedroom with its pile of quilts
and rosemary plant in the window
struggling to make it until spring.
God, we're all struggling to make it
until spring. Help me make this house
a place where hope keeps burning bright.

Rabbi Rachel Barenblat
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Touch: I remember we always had to go to this one shop across town where more Jews
lived to get Chanukah candles and they were always those same ones. I remember holding
them in my hands and feeling the slight oiliness of the wax getting onto my hands, and
rubbing the wax off the wicks so it wouldn’t be in the way when I lit them. And when they
wouldn’t stand up straight, the feeling of melting the base of the candle, just warm
enough, not too hot, so that it would stick just right in its spot, standing proud and tall.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer and Rabbi Dara Lithwick

12

3rd Night: Second Calendar
There is a Jewish calendar for those who came late.
Until Tuesday afternoon,
One might prolong the shabbes
For all those still in need
Of a second soul.
On p
 essach sheni,
All those can access freedom
Who were too preoccupied with life
And therefore missed the first ten calls.
On each yom kippur katan,
All those of us who didn’t feel entirely
Pure and innocent
May commit themselves anew.
And then there is c hanukah,
For all those who missed the initial party,
Who celebrate later,
Who are able to rejoice in joys postponed.
Time seems to welcome
The tired, slow, sick, and weary;
A tender, darker calendar,
For those who stayed behind. No
As if someone smuggled,
In the midst of darkness,
A spark of light into our homes:
A warm, growing glow.

Rabbi Sonja K. Pilz, PhD
Second calendar. Jewish tradition offers a variety of opportunities to “re-do” a festival. Prolong the s habbes. I f
havdalah is not made on Saturday night, it can still be made until the end of the day on Tuesday. Pesach sheni.
See Numbers 9:6, about one who was t amei due to a death and could not celebrate Pesach in its time. Yom Kippur
katan. This “little Yom Kippur” is marked each month before new moon. Chanukah. One interpretation of this
8-day festival is that it was an opportunity to “re-do” the Sukkot which had not been properly observed.
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Taste: There was once a war in our house. We had guests over one Chanukah night, fun,
a latke tasting gathering. Homemade, well, mostly. Potato ones and zucchini ones and
sweet potato ones, even broccoli ones. Splendid oily diversity. But traditional too. It was
all going so well… until we brought out the dips. Debate erupted. One one side, sour
cream. On the other, applesauce. There was no room for ketchup or hot sauce – not even
worthy of discussion. Dinner was heading off the rails. Quiet! My children looked at us
and yelled. Just eat already! Stunned, the guests stopped and looked down and grabbed
food and dove in. Bliss. All was forgiven.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer and Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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4th Night: My Father’s Menorah
When I was small Hanukkah was small too
Except for the sawhorse menorah
my dad made.
Nine huge lightbulbs
screwed into the wood somehow
Cords hidden behind,
Standing proudly
embarrassingly
on the front lawn.
We were the only Jews
in the suburban neighborhood.
I walked the few blocks to school
where my teacher insisted
I decorate a Hanukkah bush
to stand beside the Christmas tree.
I got an F on the naked tree
but my dad gave me an A and hot chocolate.
I stood proudly beside him and his
no longer embarrassing menorah,
Eight nights in a row
Reliving my rebellion
Reveling in his love.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer
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Hearing: There are so many sounds – the crackle of the latkes frying, the spark and

hiss of the candles being lit and burning, the whoosh of the spinning of dreidels and the
cackling of kids when they spin a gimel and eat too much gelt, the clatter of dishes and
laughter of friends and family gathered together (even on Zoom this year alas), the
dreidel song earworm, the prayers of thanksgiving for miracles then and now, those I
love most.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer and Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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5th Night: Re-Dedication
The season
Of re-dedication:
Oil onto my belly,
Cut and open.
Lips coated with sugar
After screaming and crying:
Pain and exhaustion,
Blunt overwhelm.
Walking slowly.
Regathering strength; tired muscles:
Upright, upright,
Reclaiming the mountain.
Counting money
Once the battle is over:
Healing body, only slowly,
Giving love to you.
Life is brutal.
We are bleeding:
We light some candles,
We say the Sh’ma.
Glowing in the darkness
The light of two lovers:
A people and Holiness,
Meeting anew.

Rabbi Sonja K. Pilz, PhD
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Sight: The best part, the last night when all the candles are lit, and everybody’s
menorahs are lined up, an old and simple and beautiful brass passed down from my
maternal grandmother, new ones that we made with clay and sticks, a silly one with the
Eiffel Tower as the shamash, and we can see each other and the candles reflected in the
window, the lights flickering, and we know from outside the window that people can see
our dedication to our tradition and our joy in celebrating together. Or at least lovely
lights and love.

Rabbi Jennifer Singer and Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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6th Night: My Maccabees
This year
My Maccabees
Wrote postcards
Made phone calls
Texted
Knocked on doors (safely)

This year
My Maccabees
Wore masks
Washed their hands
Kept their distance
Stayed home

This year
My Maccabees
Taught their children at home
Channeled their anger
Watched a lot of TV
Learned to use Zoom

Blessed Holy Wholeness —
I give thanks for these Maccabees,
My heroes.
May they have sustenance in place of
anxiety,
Health in place of sickness,
Joy in place of grief,
Justice in place of evil.
Amen

This year
My Maccabees
Reported to work at hospitals
Saw thousands die
Helped many people live
Counseled survivors
This year
My Maccabees
Embraced their righteous anger
Held signs
Organized protests
Marched in the streets
This year
My Maccabees
Voted
Made sure everyone else could vote
Danced in the streets
Defended the outcome
This year
My Maccabees
Lost their jobs
Collected unemployment
Stood on lines
Worried

19

Trisha Arlin

Illustration by Steve Silbert
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7th Night: Hanukkah poem #2

for hanukkah
this year
i stayed in and
ordered the

they forgot to notice
they were
(ground to)
dirt

non festive special

made to idols

to inhale and recite the day after the days
end
because unfortunately
we are out of time for oil

it is never too early
or too late
to celebrate
unless it is

to that not liquid courage our ancestors were
raving about-

Devon A. Spier

the sun is setting!
the sun is setting!
fetch the menorah
the sun is setting
never mind about the earth
we have to be on time for the
White House Hanukkah
party
poor human
crying fasting
and mourning the light
tripping over the length of our days
of course what i mean
to say is
i have felt so many friends
Fall
over the crack of
whether to punch a Nazi

21

Leftovers
Even after tonight’s lights go out,
Eyes still dance to the swaying beat of flickering flame,
Tiny sparks driving out what darkness cannot,
Cheeks still warmer than a few spunky candles ought to be,
Proof that both matter and soul can change with light speed.
Latke oil lingers on the lips, leftovers of salty savory crunch,
An old-world recipe to lift joy out of soiled and humble roots,
Buried in the earth, dark as the deep, awaiting their moment,
Their whole purpose in being: to make a memory and a smile.
And if for spuds, then also for souls, buried in their deep dark,
Awaiting their moment, their whole purpose in being: to shine.
Why wait? When the moon shone, we less noticed the candles,
Yet there they were, each day one more, one more, a bit brighter.
There they were, awaiting not the sun but the disappearing moon,
The year’s darkest night, to begin revealing their brightest light,
If dark is what brings out your light, then maybe so too all of us.
Give people a way to make light, and we all can become the way.

What darkness cannot – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (“Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do
that”). Both matter and soul – Dr. Albert Einstein (“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though
nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle”). W
 hen the moon shone – Shakespeare,
Merchant of Venice V:i (“When the moon shone we did not see the candle”). D
 isappearing moon – Chanukkah’s
seventh night coincides with Rosh Chodesh (New Moon) Tevet, the Northern year’s darkest night. If dark is
what brings – Robert Frost, C
 hoose Something Like a Star (“Since dark is what brings out your light”). G
 ive light
– Ella Baker (“Give light, and people will find the way”).

Rabbi David Evan Markus
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8th Night: Windows
Once I compared daily prayer
to a chat window open with God
all the time. That was before.
Now the chat windows where I text,
the Zoom windows where we meet,
are as fervent as prayer:
the only way we can be together
anymore. The digital windows open
between my home (my heart) and yours -they're what link us, together apart
like lovers with hands pressed
to far sides of thick glass.
Chanukah candles go in the window
to shine light into the world
to proclaim the miracle even
in dark times. We've all seen
the old photo, chanukiyah burning
small and defiant in the foreground
and on a building across the street
the swastika's hideous slash. I put
my lights each night in my window:
tiny candles visible to anyone
driving through the condo complex.
It's not brave like the rabbi in Kiel
in 1932, though more people hate us
today than I used to imagine. Still
these little lights declare
that hatred will not destroy us.
Let's be real: no one walks past
my window in the smalltown night
so I post a photo too on Facebook
scattering holy sparks
through every browser window
proclaiming the miracle
that we're still here, that
the light of our fierce hope still shines.
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Windows, Then and Now

Collage by Steve Silbert
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Remaining Sparks
The 9th Night: Chanukah of Stars
“I feel above me the day-blind stars waiting with their light.” Wendell Berry

The year I had no hanukiah
No candles
Not even a match
Because I had let the last cigarettes crumble in a drawer
That year
I waited for dark.
On the first night I went out into the cold grass,
Chose the brightest star as the shamash
And counted, One.
The next night, Two.
Three.
Four.
Five.
The sixth night there were clouds,
and I closed my eyes
And remembered the poet’s day-blind stars
that waited with their light
and counted, Six.
The clouds parted.
Seven.
Eight.
On the ninth night I stepped out,
bare toes in the icy grass
Looked up
To see the sky crowded with tiny flames.
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