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I think I've misunderstood the story of the miracle of Hanukkah since the first time I heard it 

a million years ago in Hebrew School. But even with my flawed understanding, it and I have 

still gone through a lot of mood swings in the course of our relationship: I've loved it 

(because of its charm and spiritual message) and I've loathed it (because it is, after all, just a 

legend), I've dismissed it (because it seems to fly in the face of all the legitimate historical 

sources that present the testimony of contemporary or nearly contemporary witnesses to the 

events at hand) and I've taught it to little children as emblematic of the irrepressible spirit of 

the Jewish people in the face of adversity. But until recently, I don't think I ever really 

understood it or what the rabbis were possibly trying to say with it. 

Part of my problem was that I had a crucial detail all wrong. Everybody, I think, knows the 

basic outline of the story. The Maccabees seize Jerusalem from their adversaries (anti-Semitic 

Syrian Greeks in the story, reform-minded Jews backed by the Syrian Greek regime in 

historical reality) and enter the Temple. They pitch out the idols and set to rededicating the 

sanctuary (Hanukkah means "dedication" in Hebrew) step by step. First of all, they wish to 

rekindle the sacred candelabrum that stood in the antechamber just before the Holy of 

Holies and which was lighted every day by the High Priest himself. 

That the oil used to light this famous menorah had to be ritually pure olive oil is already 

specified in the Torah itself. But they could only find one cruse of oil with the seal of the 

High Priest on it. It would only last for one day and it was going to take at least eight days to 

prepare new oil, so they had to make a choice: to put off lighting the candelabrum until a day 

before the new oil would be ready or to light it anyway, then allow the flames to die for a 

week or so until the new oil would be prepared. They decided on the latter course of action, 
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but then a miracle occurred.... 

Now this is the part I've always visualized incorrectly. I've always had the idea that the oil 

ought only to have burned for one day, but a miracle occurred and it burned for eight days 

instead. In commemoration of this miracle, the eight days of the festival were instituted. 

I think a lot of people think of the story in precisely that way, but that isn't quite what the 

Talmud says. There, in the tractate called Shabbat, the relevant part of the text reads as 

follows: "...the searched, but only found one cruse of oil that bore the seal of the High Priest 

and it was only enough to burn for one day. A miracle occurred and they kindled the flames 
from it (i.e. from that single cruse of oil that ought only to have held enough for one single 
day) for eight days..." 

It's hard to render the Hebrew precisely in English, but I don't think there's any option but 

to take the story to mean not that the miracle was that the oil burned for eight days, but that 

the little jug ought to have been empty that first day after they poured the oil out of it, but it 

wasn't...and they continued to pour oil out of it for eight more days even though it ought 

only to have held enough for one single day. 

Is this a minor point? Obviously, there's a certain satisfaction in finally getting the story 

straight, but does it mean anything if we tell the story one way or the other? After all, a 

miracle is a miracle! 

I think it makes a lot of difference and this is why. The miracle as I now understand it isn't 

something entirely new. In fact, it's something entirely old--a story already told (actually, 

twice told) in Scripture that the rabbis, I think, must have supposed their audience would 

immediately recognize. (So what if it took me forty years to make them right? The point is 

that I caught on eventually, don't you think?) 

The original stories are found in the Book of Kings and concern both the prophet Elijah and 

his disciple, Elisha ben Shaphat. They're both good stories, so I'll cite them directly from the 

Bible. 

The first one has to do with Elijah and is the shorter of the two. It seems that God had sent a 

drought to the land as a means of expressing His intense displeasure with the evil ways of 

King Ahab. The prophet, meanwhile, was hiding in the Wadi Kerit from Ahab--who, 

missing the point completely, was apparantly blaming Elijah for the drought--when the 

water in the wadi suddenly dried up. The prophet's goose was nearly cooked, but God again 

looked out for him, sending him to a place called Zarephath where a certain widow had been 

pre-selected to care for him. Elijah does as he was told and finds the widow outside her home 

gathering some twigs. He skips the involved explanation any modern would probably feel 
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obliged to give and he begins their relationship by asking for some water. Then, when she 

goes to fetch it, he asks for some bread as well. 

The widow, it turns out, doesn't have any baked goods available at that particular moment. 

In fact, she points out, she doesn't really have anything at all in her pantry except for a 

handful of flour and a little oil in a jug and she was just gathering some wood so she could 

make a fire and bake the flour and oil into some sort of cake for herself and her son to eat. 

Elijah tells her to go right ahead, but he has a bit of prophetic good news to offer: if she 

serves the prophet before either herself or her son, then neither the jar of flour nor the jug of 

oil will give out until after the drought is over. I'll quote the end of the story directly from 

Scripture: She went and did as Elijah had spoken and she and he and her household had food 
for a long time. The jar of flour did not give out, nor did the jug of oil fail, just as the Lord 
had spoken through Elijah. 

The story about Elisha is similar to the one about Elijah: A certain woman, the wife of one of 
the disciples of the prophets, cried out to Elisha: "Your servant, my husband, is dead and you 
know how your servant revered the Lord. And now a creditor is coming to seize my two 
children as slaves." 

Elisha said to her, "What can I do for you? Tell me, what have you in the house?" 

She replied, "Your maidservant has nothing at all in the house except a jug of oil." 

"Go," he said, "and borrow vessels from all your neighbors, as many empty vessels as 
you can. Then go in a shut the door behind you and your children and pour oil into 
all those vessels, removing each one as it is filled." 

She went away and shut the door behind her and her children. They kept bringing 
vessels to her and she kept pouring oil. When the vessels were full, she said to her 
son, "Bring me another vessel." 

 He answered, "There are no more vessels," whereupon the oil stopped flowing. 

She came and told the man of God (that is, Elisha) what had happened and he said, 
"Go sell the oil and pay your debt and you and your children can live on the rest." 

 Elisha also had his rough side--Scripture doesn't hold back from mentioning how he 

once cursed some children who were making fun of his bald head as a result of which forty-

two of them ended up being mauled and eaten by two she-bears--but in this story, he is kind 

and generous, just as he is portrayed in the similar story about how he magically made 

twenty loaves of barley bread more than enough to feed a hundred hungry people. But 
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regardless of whether Elisha himself was nasty or nice, what I want to know is what it can 

possibly have been that prompted the rabbis to tell a story about the Maccabean victory that 

was essentially a retelling of these much earlier stories about Elijah and Elisha. 

There's no way of knowing for sure, but this is my answer. After the time of King Solomon, 

the kingdom split in two: the ten northern tribes constituted themselves as the kingdom of 

Israel, while the two southern tribes became the kingdom of Judah. The division between 

north and south wasn't exactly something brand new--there had already been a kind of a 

split between the same ten northern tribes and the two southern ones during the aborted 

rebellion of Sheba ben Bichri against David two generations earlier--but this was something 

permanent: never again did all twelve tribes of Israel live together under the rule of the same 

king. 

The Bible is hardly an unbiased source in recounting the subsequent histories of the two 

kingdoms. The southern kings--descendants of David all of them--are judged either 

positively or negatively according to the degree of their fidelity to the faith of their 

ancestors, but the kings of the north are without exception referred to as scoundrels and 

villains. The author of the Book of Kings and the author of Chronicles, the other Biblical 

account of the same era, disagree on plenty of things, but on this they are completely in 

agreement: no good king ever rules in the north. (The Chronicler--the author of Chronicles--

doesn't even bother to mention any number of northern kings. But the ones he does 

mention, he damns. The author of Kings goes out of his way to condemn every single king 

but one--and King Shallum only managed to hold onto the throne for a single month before 

being assassinated by the man who succeeded him--and to note how he did what was 

displeasing to God and continued to walk in the perverse ways of Jeroboam ben Nebat, the 

first king of the north, who "made idols and molten images to vex God, Whom he cast 

behind his back.") 

But the exile of the ten northern tribes towards the end of the eighth century B.C.E. didn't 

bring the story of illegitimate kingship in Israel to its end. Six hundred years later, the 

descendants of those very Maccabees whose exploits we so praise at Chanukah time each 

year themselves took the crown and proclaimed themselves kings of Israel. They were 

kohanim and thus of the tribe of Levi--not of Judah, as Scripture specifically requires of the 

king. Worse, they weren't descendants of David, as the prophet Nathan specifically (and 

quite forcefully) proclaimed necessary. They had, therefore, neither Scriptural nor prophetic 

legitimacy and yet they reigned as kings, starting either with Judah the Maccabee's grand-

nephew Judah Aristobulus in the year 104 B.C.E. or, at the very latest, with the latter's 

brother, Alexander Yannai, who came to the throne the following year in 103 B.C.E. 

It didn't come to good. It's a long, complicated story, but the basic idea is that, within four 
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decades, internal bickering, mostly about the succession to the throne, led directly to the 

Roman invasion of Judah by Pompey in the year 63 B.C.E. It's a bit simplistic, but it isn't 

entirely wrong to tie the end of Jewish independence to the fatal decision of the Maccabees 

to declare themselves kings. 

So what does any of this have to do with Elijah or Elisha? 

There's a certain flaw in Biblical historiography as it relates to the Northern Kingdom of 

Israel. Supposedly illegitimate, constantly damned by the Biblical historians as a misbegotten 

kingdom of renegades and apostates, the Northern Kingdom ought really not to have existed. 

But it did exist and there were those prophets of God who endorsed its royal house as 

existing not contrary to the will of God, but precisely in accordance with divine will. Of 

those prophets, only three are named in Scripture. One is Ahijah of Shiloh, who is depicted 

in Scripture actually as announcing that it was God's desire that five-sixths of Solomon's 

kingdom be taken from his dynasty and given to Jeroboam ben Nebat as a consequence of 

Solomon's sins and the sins of the people he inspired with his own profligate example. 

Elijah and Elisha are the other two. 

One of the most famous stories about Elijah is the account of his encounter with God on 

Mount Sinai. I'll skip most of the details--what he was doing there and how he knew himself 

to be in the presence of God--and cut right to the chase: after God comes to the prophet, He 

speaks to him and sends him on a three-fold mission: he, Elijah, is to anoint Hazael as king of 

Aram and Jehu ben Nimshi as king of the northern Israelite kingdom of Israel and Elisha ben 

Shaphat as his own successor. The Bible immediately turns to the story of how Elijah went 

directly to Elisha to appoint him as his personal disciple, but never actually says whether 

Elijah made it to Aram to anoint Hazael. We do know, however, that he didn't anoint Jehu as 

king of Israel because that task fell to Elisha, presumably because Elijah was unable to carry 

it out. 

Indeed, the Bible tells us later on how Elisha summoned one of his disciples and sent him to 

anoint that precise fellow, Jehu ben Nimshi (whose full name was apparently Jehu ben 

Jehoshaphat ben Nimshi) in the name of God: When you arrive there, Elisha said to the 

disciple, go and see Jehu ben Jehoshaphat ben Nimshi. Get him to leave his comrades and 
take him into an inner room. Then take the flask of oil and pour some on his head and say, 
'Thus said the Lord: I anoint you king over Israel.' Then open the door and flee without 
delay. 

So we have an enigma: the kings of the north were all illegitimate--Jeroboam and Nadab 

were from the tribe of Ephraim, Baasha and Elah were from the tribe of Issachar and so 
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forth--and none of them was a descendant of David anyway--yet entirely legitimate prophets 

were sent by God to endorse the reigns of two of them. In other words, the possibility exists, 

slender and slightly paradoxical though it may be, that there could be kings who rule, so to 

speak, legitimately, but outside of the promise of God to David through Nathan. It's a 

difficult idea to seize--how a king can be legitimate and unauthentic at the same time is 

perplexing, to say the least, to modern methods of thinking--but somehow the legitimacy of 

illegitimacy is tied to the prophetic work of Ahijah of Shiloh, Elijah and Elisha ben Shaphat. 

Ahijah is a fairly pale character, but Elijah and Elisha are major prophetic figures. Elijah is 

the more famous of the two, I suppose. But the stories told about Elisha--including, 

incidentally, one that frankly suggests that he was twice the prophet his master ever was--

are varied and intriguing, and the way the Biblical text is set up suggests that much of what 

we read are mere fragments of undoubtedly longer, more complex stories that were once told 

about the prophet of Abel-Meholah. 

I think that Elijah and Elisha came to symbolize divine ambivalence about extra-Davidic 

monarchs in the rabbis' minds: not kings of Israel in the definitive sense, the kings of the 

northern kingdom were kings nonetheless, kings whose reigns were not quite as illegitimate 

as their non-legitimacy would suggest they ought to have been. The Maccabean kings fell 

into the same general category: they oughtn't have been kings, but unlike King Uzziah, who 

was stricken with leprosy when he tried to assume the mantle of the priesthood as well as 

the crown, the Maccabees were not stricken with anything other than bad luck (and a sullied 

reputation) when they, as priests, assumed the mantle of kingship. 

By telling one of the most famous of the Elijah and Elisha stories about the Maccabees, they 

rabbis were subtly suggesting, just maybe, that even their royal aspirations enjoyed some sort 

of divine endorsement. They weren't Davidides. They weren't even Judahites. But, for better 

or worse, they were (at least eventually) kings of Israel, no less divinely sanctioned for their 

ultimate inauthenticity. To those of us looking back over millennia, it all seems a bit obscure. 

But to the rabbis of Roman Palestine, who saw their destiny to live their lives under the yoke 

of Rome as a direct result of the invasion that itself came about, first, because of the 

Maccabean assumption of kingship and then, subsequently, because of their inability to 

determine peacefully who should succeed to the throne--to them, it may have been 

important to determine that it wasn't the fact of Maccabean kingship itself that was to blame 

for the debacle as much as it was the inability of Jewish people to live together in peace. 

And that's why I think they told this particular story about the Maccabees and what they 
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hoped we'd learn from it. 

 

*** 
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