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The eminent chemist and avowed atheist Peter Atkins considers the philosophical and not just
scientific implications of entropy in his book, The Second Law. He opens with the following
glum observation:
We are the children of chaos, and the deep structure of change is decay. At root, there is only
corruption, and the unstemmable tide of chaos. Gone is purpose; all that is left is direction.
This is the bleakness we have to accept as we peer deeply and dispassionately into the heart of
the Universe.*

The holiday of Hanukah is designed to address this disconcerting point.

Among the most perplexing elements of Hanukah is the story of the candelabra burning for eight
days. While the narrative refers to what is probably the most celebrated theme of the holiday,
one wonders why the miracle was necessary, and what it symbolizes. If we are to truly appreciate
Hanukah, we must understand the holiday’s historical and contemporary significance.*'

A careful examination of the miracle reveals a surprising motif. The oil burning echoes a marvel
which took place thousands of years earlier.

And Moses approached the mountain of God, Horeb... and he gazed, WR D272 1POR 77 IR RN

and behold, the bush burned with fire, yet was not consumed. 7107 73 X1 7107 NN
Exodus 3:2 :99R 111K 730 WK W3
25 mnw

Just as the shrub of Moses burned but was not consumed, so too the oil of Hanukah blazed but
was not depleted.

* The Second Law. Scientific American Library (1984)
# Many of the ideas in this article are based on a shiur I once heard from Rav Moshe Shapiro shlita.
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The significance of this congruence becomes striking when we consider that the burning bush
marks the start of the Sinaitic Revelation and the giving of the Torah (Exodus 3.12). Thus, God
begins His correspondence with the Jewish people as a nation with the emblem of a fire that
does not devour.

To demonstrate that He continues to rest among Israel — that the covenant of Sinai continues
— God performed the same miracle on a daily basis in the Temple. As Rashi** comments on
Leviticus 24:3, the western lamp on the Temple candelabra regularly burned without normal oil

consumption.

What about Hanukah? Seder Olam, a chronology ascribed to the 2™-century tanna Rabbi Yose,
points out that the ascendancy of the Greeks, the villains of the Hanukah tale, marked the end of
prophecy.* One can only imagine the feeling of despondency that must have overcome the
Jews at this time. God had communicated with His people since Sinai. Did His muteness now
imply a rejection?

The miracle of Hanukah answers that question with a definitive “No!” While God relates to His
people differently in the post-prophetic world, He by no means abandons them. Just as God
preceded the prophetic period with a miracle of burning without consumption, in order to show
His love, so too He preludes the era of Divine silence with the same miracle, to demonstrate His
continued affinity towards the children of Israel.

But why, specifically, the miracle of flame without fuel? Basic to the physical universe is the law
of entropy. Everything has a cost; one cannot burn without expending energy. Accordingly, the
universe is finite, both in time and space. Negative entropy, as expressed by the burning bush or
the Hanukah candelabra, represents man’s relationship with the infinite. While earthly fire must
devour, heavenly flames linger forever.

Prophecy also symbolizes man’s potential to connect to the eternal. Burning without

consumption therefore symbolizes man’s capacity to relate to the Divine, and while the nature of
this relationship changed in the post-Biblical world, the ability to connect continues, forming the
basis of our religion. The miracle of lights tells us the great correspondence continues. But how?

Numerous sources associate Hanukah with Torah SheBa’al Peh, the oral law.* In light of the
above we understand why. It is not simply that Hanukah is the only major Holiday not recorded
in our written Bible. Hanukah reflects the shift from a religion dominated by prophesy and
written law, or Tanakh, to a faith shaped by the dynamic and ever-changing oral law.* Through
the Torah SheBa’al Peh the flame continues to burn. Hanukah thus celebrates man’s relationship
with God in a world without revelation.

# As understood by Gur Aryeh.
17U 13 123 777 Tav,(RD 17 9R2IT) WRIT T2 RIT A 10 790 YW POXM 2 pap (MaR) man abw o #

IR VT ,'|‘7’x1 IR2M . WIPH M1N2 O°RAINA O°KR°217 1°0 IRD TV 7w "™ 'lb?JW NP DINTI0I9R X7 ,(l hy DW) "1 "awn
(25 °5wn) Dnan 12T Y
* See Yoma 29a. The previously quoted paragraph from Seder Olam highlights this connection.

# Later we will explain how this description of the Oral Law corresponds to the fundamental belief that the entire
Torah, written and oral, was given at Sinai.
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For the modern Jew, the possibility of burning without consumption takes on new meaning. In
a sense, Atkins is right when he claims that “we are the children of chaos, and the deep structure
of change is decay.” From a purely physical perspective, “at root, there is only corruption, and
the unstemmable tide of chaos.” But ultimately he errs when he concludes, “gone is purpose.”
The miracle of Hanukah reminds us that there is also a heavenly flame that burns but does not
consume. Itis a ner tamid, an eternal flame. Thus, by lighting Hanukah candles we proclaim
there is purpose. Indeed, decay is a property of this world; however, this world is but the
handiwork of its eternal Creator. While the atheist sees only “bleakness” when he peers “deeply
and dispassionately into the heart of the Universe,” the great prophet commands the reverse:
PR R12-7 IR 0°1Y 0IMM-IRY “Peer deeply into the heart of the Universe, and behold who
hath created these things” (Isaiah 40.26). Flames without fuel affirm that decay is indeed
reversible. Each year when we kindle the menorah we latch onto the heavenly fire and free
ourselves from the clutches of entropy.

The Transition of Hanukah

Earlier we noted the connection between Hanukah and the termination of prophesy. The overt
miracle of Hanukah ushered in a new period of history in which there are no longer overt
miracles. During this era God no longer communicates directly with mankind. Instead, the
focus shifts from Torah Sh’Bchtav to Torah SheBa’al Peh. Let us attempt to explain this puzzling
transition first by considering the evolution to a world without overt miracles.

Moshe praises God with the appellation the great, the strong, and the awesome:

For the Lord your God, He is God of gods, and Lord of PITRY DOORT PR KT D°TOR 0D
lords, the great God, the powerful, and the awesome, R R? MWK RIT 1207 27207 9RT 227K
Who regards not persons, nor takes bribes. TV P XY 001D
Devarim 10:17 V0 @YMaT

Yirmiyah alters this by leaving out X711, God’s awesomeness:

[God] shows mercy unto thousands [of generations], and recompenses | 11¥ 29w DIR? 701 WY

the iniquity of the fathers into the bosom of their children after them; DINR 07712 PO1 OR MAN
the great, the mighty God, the Lord of hosts is His name; NIX2X 7 21227 177 2R
Yirmiyahu 32:18 Rlaliv

ma:ab unee

Daniel also follows Moshe’s appellation but omits 1123—God’s strength. Thus, the verse in
Daniel 9:4 records:

And I prayed to Hashem my God, and made confession, and | RIX 77281 770K 779K 719 79700%)
said: 'Please Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps the N°M27 MW RNIM 21730 287 17X
covenant and mercy with those that love Him and keep His 2PN MWD 1IRT TOM
commandments. i OROIT
Daniel 9:4

The Talmud discusses with wonder how the Anshei Knesset HaGedolah, the Men of the Great
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Assembly, restored the appellation of X117 21737 X7 when composing the Amidah:

Said R” Yehoshua ben Levi, why were they called the Men of the
Great Assembly (anshei kneset hagedolah)? Because they returned
the crown [of God's glory] to its original luster. Originally, Moshe
said “the great, powerful, awesome God.” Then came Jeremiah and
said: Behold, strangers are croaking in His sanctuary, where are His
displays of awesomeness. He therefore did not mention awesome.
Came Daniel and said: Behold, strangers are enslaving His children,
where are the displays of His power. He therefore did not mention
powerful. But then they came and said: On the contrary, This is His
magnificent display of strength, for He restrains His will [ all these
years that His people are subjugated] in that He shows long-suffering
countenance to the wicked [ by not punishing them immediately. ]
And these are indeed great displays of His awesomeness, because were
it not for the awe of the nations of the Holy One, Blessed be He, how
could one solitary nation survive among the 70 nations of the
world.* Now the Rabbis [i.e. Jeremiah and Daniel ] how did they act
thus and abolish the institution of Moshe? Said R. Elazar: because
they knew about the Holy One Blessed Be He, that He is truthful,
therefore they could not speak falsehood of him.

Yoma 69b

7% M9 12 YU 927 R
21737 NDID WIR 1AW K3
RNR TIWPH 770V 1P
D177 ORI (0 0227) TR wn
AR 7MY ROR RNIT 237
PR 192°72 1P 0000l
RNR XTI 9% 8D PRIRM
D°72YNWN 07151 AR HR01T
AR XD 1PN PR 17122

17 77277X 19K 17K INR 712X
DX W21OW 107123 N2 X7
YWY 09X TN DAY 17X
RORPRY NI 377 19K
TPIR IR "2 HW IR
MINIRT 12 2°°PNa° 7912° NN
PV 907 072V 0% 1A

527 MR W TPNT XNIPN
7"2PR2 PYTPY 7NN TYOR
12 12190 K7 79999 RI77 SNNRWY
10 RAD

The Talmud states that initially Moshe referred to God as X111 M2°37 21737 2X7. However,
Yirmiyah and Daniel could not utilize this appellation because they lived in a world where evil

triumphed. The Anshei Knesset HaGedolah restored the crown to its former glory when they

once again identified God as X11IM M7 5177 9N

Questions abound when considering this passage. Firstly, what did the Anshei Knesset

HaGedolah see that Yirmiyah and Daniel did not see? Moreover, how could Daniel deny God’s

power, and how could Yirmiyah deny God’s awesomeness?

The answer is that certainly Daniel knew of God’s power, and Yirmiyah knew of His

awesomeness. However, it is inappropriate to praise God about a trait which one cannot see.

For example, if, in the summer, one were to say QW7 7721 M7 2°W7, i.e. pay tribute to God for
bringing rain to the world, one would repeat Shmoneh Esreh. Why? awai 7°9m1 M 2w is
not a request—it is praise to God for bringing rain to the world. Why can’t we praise him in the

summer as well? In the summer, at least in the land of Israel, it does not rain; it is therefore

inappropriate to extol God for bringing rain.

Thus, Daniel felt that a world in which strangers are enslaving God’s children is a world in which

* Likewise, see Tanchuma which states: Vespasian asked R. Joshua: Great is the lamb that stands among 70 wolves?

He responded: Great is the shepherd that saves it.

LTI29XRW AT 9173 DR 09ART 2OVAW 1A NTAWY IWAIT AT WY M AR DRW 011977
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God’s strength is not being displayed. To praise God’s strength is almost hypocritical—not

because it isn’t true, but because he didn’t see it.*” Likewise, Yirmiyah recognized the falsehood

of extoling God’s awesomeness in a world in which idolaters were croaking in His sanctuary.

So we must consider what changed for the Anshai Knesset HaGedolah. If anything, the
dominance of evil only proliferated during their tenure. To answer this, let us turn to another

passage in the Talmud.

What did Titus do? He seized a harlot in his hand and entered the
holy of holies. He spread out a Torah scroll and committed a sin
upon it. Then he took a sword and slashed the curtain, and a
miracle happened and blood bubbled out of the curtain. Titus
thought that he killed God... Abba Chanan says: [scripture
states] Who is like you, O Strong One, God? [meaning to say]
Who is like You strong and firm for You hear the insult and
blasphemy of that evil man and yet You remain silent? In the
academy of R. Yishmael it was taught: [scripture states: | Who is
like You among the mighty ones Hashem? [ This is homiletically
interpreted to mean, | who is like You among the mute ones?
Gittin S6b

17°2 717 won [0W ] AWy a1
YOI QWP WP D22 015N
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The Talmud wonders how are we to portray God at the moment of Titus’s most despicable

abomination. It answers with a play on the verse praising God for the most stupendous of

miracles—the splitting of the sea. After the Jews victoriously crossed Yam Suf, witnessing the

termination of their evil oppressors, they triumphantly declared to God: “Who is like You

among the mighty ones.” How does this relate to God at the moment when Titus sins with a

harlot on the floor of the Holy of Holies?

The answer emerges from our thesis above. Jewish history can be divided into two broad stages.

The pinnacle of the first stage, which was marked by prophesy and miracles, was the splitting of
the sea. When the Jews witness this marvel, they declared ' 2°2%2 713 *»—who is like You
among the mighty ones, O God. In the second stage, however, God no longer speaks directly to

people. Likewise, He no longer performs overt miracles. However, even as He hides His face we

must endeavor to see Him. Not only that, but we can see His greatness by considering His

restraint. His might and awesomeness emerge not from His intervention but from His

discipline. The pinnacle of this restraint is His silence during the despicable act of Titus. Thus

we declare '77 D79X2 T3 *n—who is like You among the mute.

Yirmiyah and Daniel still lived during the first stage, albeit during its demise. Therefore, in a

world of divine manifestation they could not declare His might and awesomeness when idolaters
were enslaving His children and croaking in His Temple. The Anshei Knesset HaGedolah,

however, lived during the second stage. During this phase we glimpse greatness in hiddenness--

7 This is because, in general, we as finite beings are unable to relate to God’s infinite essence. We therefore can only

perceive Him through the manner in which He relates to us.
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not in revelation. Therefore, it once again becomes appropriate to declare 1237 21737 7871

X71M. Today we do see His might and His awesomeness, though not in the traditional way.

Just like our current era demands that we must find God within nature and not above i, it
demands as well that we must seek to hear God within Torah, and not through prophesy. R.
Zadok HaKohen of Lublin argued that this encounter with God occurs through the proliferation
of the Torah Sh’Ba’al Peh, the oral law.*® At Sinai, Moses received the Torah, but according to R.
Zadok, the human intellect was not the critical factor in the interpretation of the Torah, because
the entire Torah was received prophetically. R. Zadok presents two systems of Torah
knowledge, one rooted in prophecy and the other in intellect. Although the Talmud states that a
sage is superior to a prophet, nevertheless, the sage’s understanding lacks the absolute certainty
of a prophet. On the other hand, while a prophet knows the absolute truth, his knowledge is
inherently limited to the specific cases in which he received prophecy. Since it was not derived
through intellectual efforts, this knowledge could not be reapplied to other contexts, so no
general precepts could be established. Even more importantly, the human initiative in the
derivation and interpretation of the law allows the student to acquire the Torah and internalize it
in a way not possible with prophesy. As opposed to prophesy, which comes only from above, as
a gift, Torah study allows one to arrive at the truth from within.*

The Jews who lived during the intensive period of prophecy were not suited to deep analysis of
the Oral law. R. Zadok explains that “All the wisdom of the Oral Torah [consists] of
apprehending truth from darkness and hiddenness, but in the era of the indwelling of the Divine
Presence in Israel, the [Israelites] did not condescend to perception through darkness at all”.*°
Therefore, after the termination of prophecy the Oral Torah was neglected and largely

#R. Zadok’s position is beautifully presented in “R. Zadok Hakohen On the History of Halakha” by Dr. Yaakov
Elman in Tradition 21.4 (1983): 1-26.

*'We do not wish to imply that the oral law is simply the invention of the Talmudic scholars. Heaven forbid.
Certainly the entire Torah and its interpretation were given at Sinai. However, as Rambam explains in his
introduction to Mishneh Torah this basic premise does not preclude further elaboration and interpretation. Thus
he writes: “Behold, we cannot say that everything the Sages brought forth through the Thirteen Principles of Torah
Interpretation were said to Moses at Sinai -- RTW K1 M2 WY WHwWn Wpona RO D702 R¥RIW 71 72 8D 717
102 TWR? MR

The exact role of human initiative in this process is subject to great debate. Some, like Sefer Ha-Ikkarim (3:23),
place great emphasis on the scholar’s interpretation and extrapolation. Thus, Shmot Rabba 41:4 states 77077 %3 *21
Ry 7''apT TRD 29990 KO TWH 7TRY O DOWIATRYY 07 211 AN AT PIRD 791K (R 21R) 77IN2 2000 7w b,
R. Albo explains that based on these general principles °w N7 0097 NT MNT 222 DMIMT WX,

Others, such as the Geonim (as expressed by R. Abraham ibn Daud in his introduction to Sefer ha-Kabbalah, R.
Nissim Gaon in his introduction to Mafteach le-Man'ulei ha-Talmud, and R. Shrira Gaon) adopt a more
conservative approach in which the debates of the Talmud are forms of retrieval. Many approaches between that of
the Geonim and that of the Ikkarim have also been suggested. (For example, consider the comments of Ritva
Erubin 13b, Shelot u-Tshuvot min ha-Shamaim 3, Yam Shel Shlomoh introduction to tractate Hulin, and Havot
Yair 192.) Ibelieve that R. Zadok’s thesis, albeit with slight modifications, maintains even within the view of the
Geonim. This is because whether we see the Talmudic discussions as retrieval or as constructive they are
nevertheless products of human ingenuity and intellect.

50 Resisei Laylah (Lublin, 5663, repr. Bnei Brak: Yahadut, 5727), pp. 160-61 translated on page 12 of Dr. Elman’s
article
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forgotten. However, from this period of darkness shined the genius of the Anshei Knesset
HaGedolah and the Oral Torah flourished. All this was only possible in a world without
prophesy and overt miracles.’’ The holiday of Hanukah commemorates this transition.

Besides the obvious sociological theories, perhaps the deeper reason why Hanukah is so widely
celebrated is because Hanukah relates to our current existence more than any other holiday. It is
the holiday of the Jew in the world without prophesy and without overt miracles. Each year
when we light candles we therefore remember that entropy is not inevitable, and that God
continues to communicate even though He is sometimes hard to hear.

S'R. Zadok further argued that based on the verse 0°719%77 7wy 77 Ny 77 NX 03 (Kohelet 7:14), which indicates
that the world is always marked by parallel and opposite forces, the first stage of Jewish history, that was defined by
miracles and prophets also experienced kishuf (magic/sorcery) and false prophesy. In the second stage, marked by
the development of the oral law though the intellect, there was a parallel advancement of wisdom in the non-Torah
world, beginning with Greek wisdom and continuing through the various intellectual movements continuing to our
time. Thus he writes:
D20 IR 77 a7N ]ﬂ?l)’? 7197 AW DOIXRAW 11TAR 1200 90D wTIT wRAD NwRNa 97X 99D - 1”721’773 e TR "
NAOM .0 MWa 1A RITW 2N22W 77N N9 TA1 T DAWR A7 R .39°9P00 MIYHY 7190 7 WK Dow 82 WD 008
721 77 DAIWR AT XY .NTRIA D11TI0IPR TAT2 IR 5001 MY NI NWT N9OW 590 RI1W X*DI1012°077 32°0N0T owT N°IY
112 IRY .RP2NYT R?Un 01 079K 127 0272 Y797 WK 0°M01 272 WINNA 19 03 KW AWITRPA 19 2¥aw 57N Nhon
SYAW 7N MVWONT PR IR 721737 D012 1w 1w (R 1"D) K12 1MARY 11D PITEA 1WA T NI 0177I099K
FNRD WR AR WR ROAW 79 PY2W 770 D WRT TAN2 .0¥2 2107 YT %00 2w WRE 1pN° 0T WIIN poy AN Lo
avs 923w X7 IV 12 DY AWK TWIT°NH 021 712 1NW° ORI tR%AX1 NWND 29927 POTR D - 1’17:157: I TR
22780 NVAY AT 1ZAW 11D .NINIRI MIIXOT NININ2 MWTA AT DAY 792a02 19 Yyaw 77102 wIn 77 falp2 i/ ly irbVatalivy
R1JW 1221 N30 1°97W 1271 NP1 D11TI097K 7M1 70 IR 79 D¥aw 3705 1707 2nW 321730 N0 WIR WA nw
DNADM IR 7°7 2N22W 51103 NI2ANT D12 IR 30w 1ATAW AR 21PR2 IRANIW 191 3T DAL 31w 1I01NMR0R N
SYaw 77N Nnan vwonae U nnaw 14721 .2°N%aL ORI IR W NAWD QWM 2PDWR W 3°3 2222 0 K1 2780
7 72 02 RIAW N°11° Naon at nAwh oYER 2nnn 7020 ' 0n2 YO9mw 7a RIT NARAW QOMINN Sown man Sy XIW 9
0°12°N2 XN°R 121 .9 SYaw MmNk manw Bl7aminl Q2T NIRRT D 21 °12 WS ORI AR T O¥1.070wn DwInnY
P! RIMW 7Y AR A9WRIY T1INT RIT 007w 2R 0w 207 02PN 71390 719m 2o anna e (0 1pn)
75T LA W1 AR AT 9¥Y 2AN23W 77N NN T3 N TV NN NAR NOW RIT OYXRW 1A nRY (X 1'op 2"')
901°1230W7 ORI MR 7T 2V .RWAWA R72PRT R0 09w 71297 RITW 00 T 931 290wa 07 2WInnw 0 R 71200
ITINWY PRIPA T DK 199 7790 277 IR TR T 5P NARIW A TIAT IR R T3 KT AIIR PHORA I W N
SRR 71D PYAW 77N TI0 ROIW WAWA FITW 1O N2 W OWIR NINXAA MDY AT WD TA K1

45

YESHIVA UNIVERSITY « CHANUKAH TO-GO * KISLEV 5771



