
Gemara Shabbos 21b: The miracle of the oil
Why do we celebrate Chanukah?
The Gemara tells us the reason that we celebrate Chanukah is that when the 
Yivanim entered the Bais HaMikdash, they defiled all the oil set aside for lighting 
the Menorah. When the Chashmomim were victorious, they searched and were 
able to find only one small jug of oil with the Cohain Gadol’s seal intact. It had 
sufficient oil to last only one day, but miraculously it lasted eight days. In honor of 
the miracle of the oil lasting eight days, Chazal inaugurated these days for Hallel 
and thanksgiving.
 
Al Hanisim: the miracle of the battle
The Maharal states that this Gemara seems to contradict what we say in 
Al Ha’Nisim, a Tfilah written by Taanim hundreds of years before. In the Al 
Ha’Nisim, we proclaim thanks to HASHEM for the miracle of the war. We thank 
HASHEM for delivering the Yivanim armies into our hands: “You fought their 
battles, judged their judgments, took their revenge. You put the mighty into 
the hands of the weak, the many into the hands of the few…” According to 
the Al Hanisim, the miracle of Chanukah was that HASHEM delivered us from 
the armies of the Yivamim. Yet the Gemara in Shabbos says that we celebrate 
Chanukah because of the miracle of the oil lasting eight days. The Maharal asks, 
“Which one is correct?”

The miracle of the oil revealed the miracle of the war.
The Maharal answers that both are true, and both are consistent. The actual   
 event for which we give thanksgiving  
 and sing Hallel is the salvation of the  
 Jewish people. We won a war against  
 all odds. However, it wasn’t clear   
 that the victory was a miracle.  
 To people living in those times, military  
 success seemed to be natural. It was 
attributed to Jewish resilience and bravery. It didn’t appear that HASHEM had 
delivered us from the hands of the Yivanim. rather, it appeared as “their might, 
and the strength of their arms.” It was only through the miracle of the oil that 
they came to understand the miracle of the battle. Once people saw the oil last 
eight days – an overt miracle from HASHEM — they then came to see that their 
success on the battlefield was from HASHEM as well. The miracle of the oil 
revealed to them the miracle of the war.

Israel didn’t have a standing army 
This Maharal becomes difficult to understand when we take into account a basic 
historical overview. 

The events of Chanukah take place around the middle of the era of the Second 
Bais Hamikdash. From the time that Bavel destroyed the first Bais Hamikdash 
until that point, the Jewish People lived under the reign of gentile monarchies. 
Our right to exist and our form of government was decided by the ruling parties. 
We were a vassal state under foreign rule, and when the Yavanim entered 
Yerushalayim, the Jewish people did not even have a standing army.  

This wasn’t a war of a stronger army against a weaker 

opponent. It was a war  in which the most powerful empire in the world was 
pitted against a band of unorganized, unarmed, private citizens. 

While the war itself lasted 3 years, during the entire first year of fighting, there 
were no formal battles. Two armies were not squaring off against each other; 
there was no Jewish army. The fighting consisted of guerrilla skirmishes. 
Some Jews would sneak up on a lone detail of Yivamim soldiers, kill them and 
take their arms. Bit by bit, more Jews would join Yehudah Hamacabi, but at 
every point during the wars, the Jews were far outnumbered, outgunned and 
preposterously less battle-ready than their enemies. 

The leaders of the rebellion were Kohanim
Even more startling is that almost all of the original fighters had no battle 
experience. The leaders of the rebellion were Kohanim. A Kohain is a Torah 
teacher, one who serves in the Bais Hamikdash, one who guides the Klal Yisroel 
in Ruchnius. He isn’t a soldier. So this was a war led and fought not by soldiers, 
but by Roshei Yeshiva. It was akin to Reb Shmuel Kaminetsky leading the 
Lakewood Yeshiva in battle against the US Marine Corps.

How could anyone not see the miracle of the war?
No intelligent assessment of the situation would have predicted a Jewish victory. 
How then is it possible that the Jews at the time saw these events as anything 
other than the miracles that they clearly were?

This seems to be natural to the human
The answer to this question seems to be that when one is many years away 
and far removed, he gains a historical vantage point. He is able to see an event 
in context and can easily recognize it as a miracle. But to those living in the 
day-to-day heat of the battle, it is much more difficult to see the event from that 
perspective. 

To those involved, it seemed to be a natural course of events. Granted the odds 
were slim, but the Jews won. Skirmish after skirmish, battle after battle, the 
Macabis came out victorious. There is no question that they did well, which is 
why it seemed that it was their skill, their cunning, our wisdom in battle that won 
those wars. And as such, to people living in those times, the miracle was hidden. 
And then a single event focused their sight. 

When the Kohanim  returned to the Bais Hamikdash and took out that little bit of 
oil that couldn’t possibly last for eight days, and  saw it remain aglow night after 
night, everyone knew this was miraculous. When they experienced the miracle 
of the oil, it reshaped the previous three years in their minds, and they then saw 
the battles themselves as the miracles that they were.

We see the same phenomena in our times
In our own times we witness an eerie parallel to these events and to the same 
mistaken interpretation. 

For almost 2,000 years we have existed as a lone sheep amongst 70 wolves. 
Universally hated and oppressed, the Jewish People have survived. And now, 
after almost 1900 years of wandering, we find ourselves back in our own land. 

Since 1948, the Jewish Nation has witnessed profound miracles in the 
repopulation and development of the land of Israel. But it is the survival of our 
people that is the greatest miracle.

In 1948, the population in the Middle East numbered roughly 650,000 Jews, 
surrounded by some 50 million Arabs. On May 15th, 1948, one day after the 
State of Israel was declared, five nations attacked, each with well-trained armies 
and air forces, each alone capable of annihilating the small band of Holocaust 
survivors. At the time there was no Jewish Army, Navy or Air force. Yet, against 
all odds, we won that war, and against all odds we continued to win war after war 
– until now, ironically, the Jews are considered the super power in the region. 

To most people, Jew and Gentile alike, it seems that this is just the way of the 
world. To the average witness to these events, it isn’t a demonstration of the 
hand of HASHEM -- It is just the ebb and flow of history.  

The lesson of Chanukah is to see behind the veil of nature – to tune our sight 
into the true cause of events, and to see that it is HASHEM who runs the world, 
and HASHEM Who fights our wars-- then as now.
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מאי חנוכה:שכשנכסו יוונים להיכל טמאו כל השמנים שבהיכל וכשגברה 

 בית חשמונאי ונצחום בדקו ולא מצאו אלא פך אחד של שמן שהיה
  מלכות מונח  בחותמו של כהן גדול ולא היה בו אלא להדליק יום אחד
 נעשה בו נס והדליקו ממנו שמונה ימים לשנה אחרת קבעום ועשאום 

 ימים טובים בהלל והודאה
 

רש”י  שבת דף כא/ב
מאי חנוכה - על איזה נס קבעוה?

ספר חדושי אגדות חלק ראשון עמוד ד‘ מסכת שבת 
שנכנסו יונים להיכל. וא”ת וכי בשביל שנעשה להם נס בהדלקה ולא היה

 זה רק לעשות מצות הדלקה, היו קובעין חנוכה וכל נס שחייב להודת
 ולהלל הוא בשביל הצלתו ולא בשביל שנעש’ לו נס לעשות המצוה,

[וראיה כי בעל הניסים לא הזכירו הנס של הנרות כלל]. וי”ל שעיקר מה
שקבעו ימי חנוכה בשביל מה שנצחו את היונים, רק שלא היה נראה
שהי’ נצחון ע”י נס הש”י שעשה זה ולא מכחם וגבורתם, נעשה הנס 

ע”י נרות המנורה שידעו שהכל היה בנס ולפיכך המלחמה ג”כ

תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף כא/ב   
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