Weekly Jewish Wisdom
Jewish Power?
By Dr. Erica Brown

“You defended their cause; You judged their grievances, You avenged them. 
You delivered the mighty into the hands of the weak, many into the hands of the few, defiled people into the hands of the undefiled, wicked into the hands of the righteous, insolent sinners into the hands of diligent students of the Torah.”
Traditional prayer for Hanukah included in the Shemoneh Esrei or Standing prayer

Happy Hanukah. By now, you have probably had your fill of latkes or donuts and are stepping on the scale and regretting it. In addition to eating, another popular Hanukah pastime is reflecting on the nature of the holiday itself. Many people today regard Hanukah as a Jewish cultural equivalent of other holiday celebrations.  Even Harry Blackmun, who retired as a Supreme Court Justice in 1994, ruled in the case of the County of Allegheny v. the ACLU (1989) that Hanukah had both a religious and cultural component: “Chanukah…is a cultural even as well as a religious holiday. Indeed, the Hanukah story always has had a political or national as well as religious dimension: it tells of national heroism in addition to divine intervention.” The cultural aspect that Blackmun pointed to was human heroism, not human consumption.
But the cultural aspect of the holiday can also become a poor excuse for ignorance of the religious components of the day. What is spiritual about Hanukah? What is special about the mesmerizing candle light that increases in intensity each night? What does it signify? What miracles are we asked to contemplate?

This week’s quote is taken straight from the Siddur, a traditional Jewish prayer book and is recited 3 times daily during the holiday by those who pray every day. Our excerpt talks of the ancient military battle that Blackmun extolled and places it within a spiritual context. God fought at our side in defeat of the powers desecrating our ancient Temple and helped us achieve victory through war and miracles through the rekindling of the Temple’s grand menorah. But the quote also offers a disquisition on the nature of power and the nature of victory.


If you read between the lines of the prayer, you begin to notice the values attributed to those in power versus those in the minority. Those in positions of authority who abuse power appear to manipulate the weak, are unresponsive to grievances, care little for the vulnerable. They do not value the ethical and do not use intellectual muscle. They believe that might is right. 

In contrast, God is regarded as modeling justice because the divine attitude to power is in the:
· Defense of weak causes
· Open ear to grievances
· Willingness to fight for one’s beliefs
· Support of the underdog

· Valuing of what is righteous

· Extolling diligence and study

Hanukah is a Jewish lesson in justice and power. Victory is not about might but about principle. It is not about conquest but about redemption. It is not about physical strength but about spiritual endurance. And finally, Hanukah is a time to merge human heroism with spiritual depth. In that sense, perhaps Blackmun was incorrect. The aspects of heroism that he points out as cultural in nature are really spiritual since it is God who set the terms for ultimate victory and divine justice.

Creating a humane sense of power continues to be an enduring struggle. This struggle does not benefit from a separation of culture and religion. We celebrate Hanukah precisely because human victory and divine justice come together holistically. That balance must be continually calibrated. Henry Kissinger, who knew a few things about power, observed that, “The management of a balance of power is a permanent undertaking, not an exertion that has a foreseeable end.” The battle of Hanukah may have been fought and won a long time ago, but balancing power, protecting the minority and speaking out for the vulnerable is still a fight we must undertake today. Everyday.
Shabbat Shalom and Happy Hanukah
