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INTRODUCTION




Jewish learmning and tradition are represented by a deep and broad array of

literature, including Torah, mishna, gemara, biblical commentaries, and midrash. The

”

Hebrew word “midrash” is best translated as “search.” The word’s root implies a

meaning of “search out,” “inquire,” or “demand.” With this sentiment in mind, one
understands that midrash is not just a genre of rabbinic literature, rather it represents a
creative attitude by which one approaches the reading of biblical texts. Following the
destruction of the Second Temple, in the first century of the Common Era, and continuing
through the medieval period, many rabbis and sages approached Scripture with such an
attitude, producing a variety of texts now grouped under the rubric of “midrash.” These
texts range from interpretive translations of the Bible, to sermons, homilies, liturgical
poems, and prayers, to exegetical interpretations found in the Mishnah and Talmud, to
collections of drashot and medieval commentaries.'

Midrash can be divided into two broad categories, though they often intersect and
overlap: “halakhic,” having to do with legal texts, and “aggadic,” having to do with
narrative texts. Both types of midrash focus on past events, primarily those found in the
Bible. As one scholar hypothesizes, “The sadder the life of the Jewish people, the more it
felt the need of taking refuge in its past.” * During particularly difficult times, Jewish
sages looked back to the Bible, in which their ancestors had enjoyed periods of

independence and redemption. Then, as Joseph Heinemann explains, “by developing a

method of ‘creative exegesis,’ the aggadists were able to find in Scripture—which might

' James Kugel, “"Two Introductions to Midrash,” Midrash and Literature, Geoffrey H. Hartman and
Sanford Budick, eds. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), pp. 91-92.

? Louis Ginzberg, “Preface,” The Legends of the Jews, Vol. 1. Henrietta Szold, trans. (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1937), pp. xxiii-xxiv.
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otherwise have come to seem irrelevant to contemporary needs—the new answers and
values which made it possible to grapple with the shifts and changes of reality.”

Midrash, in general, and aggadic midrash, in particular, is reflective of great
creativity and imagination on the part of the rabbis. While most rabbinic academies have
traditionally emphasized the study of halakhah, the law which one must live by, it is
study of the aggadic, or narrative passages, that allows one to access the mind of the
rabbis. Indeed, Judah Goldin explains that a person who created aggadah was “at liberty
to draw cheerfully on his own intellect or imagination, on popular narratives and folk

sayings, on anything congenial to his own spirit, to interpret a biblical verse or create a

homily or amplify a scriptural anecdote or solicit parables or invoke a national or

universal bon mot and so on.” Through the window of midrash, one can understand how

the rabbis saw history, how well they knew and used the Bible, and how they viewed the
world around them.

There are a number of specific qualities and techniques that characterize narrative
or aggadic midrashim. First, it was common for the midrashists to expand upon biblical
narratives by filling in missing details, adding characters, identifying unknown
characters, and applying knowledge from a later period to the events of the original text.

Isaac Heinemann termed these methods “creative historiography.™ The rabbis filled in

information where it was lacking, regardless of its practicality or historical likelihood.

* Joseph Heinemann, “The Nature of the Aggadah,” Midrash and Literature, Geoffrey H. Hartman and
Sanford Budick, eds. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), p. 43.

* Judah, Goldin, “Freedom and Restraint of Haggadah,” Midrash and Literature, Geoffrey H. Hartman and
Sanford Budick, eds. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), p. 63.

* Isaac Heinemann, Darkhei Ha-aggadah, quoted in H.L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to
the Talmud and Midrash (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), p. 238. For the complete work, see Isaac
Heinemann, Darkhei Ha-aggadah (Jerusalem: Hebrew University and Massada Publications, Ltd., 1954).
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Second, the rabbis juxtaposed various verses as a way of weaving the meaning of
one text into another completely different text; this technique is called “intertextuality.”
As Daniel Boyarin explains, “Midrash interprets by correlating text to text....What is so
striking (and strange) about midrash is its claim that the new context is implied by the old
one, that the new meanings (Oral Torah) revealed by recontextualizing pieces of the
authoritative text are a legitimate interpretation of the Written Torah itself, and indeed
given with its very revelation.”® Reading different texts together allows a new meaning
to emerge, one that goes beyond the meaning that either text has on its own.

A third characteristic of narrative midrash is the composite nature of the text.’
Many midrashim are the product of layer upon layer of material, which may have been
written by different authors and then ultimately put together by one or more editor, or
“redactor.” Additionally, it was common for texts to circulate in different settings and be
used for different purposes, so changes would be made to the text to accommodate its
unique circumstances. For these reasons, there are several variant versions in existence
of the same midrash. Different versions were normative at different points in history,
until another redactor came along and added yet another layer, creating a text that

contained a novel meaning.

The tradition of aggadic midrash is so rich that there remain many small works of
this nature that have not yet received critical scholarly attention.  These “minor”
midrashim are described as such because they are generally short in length and are not

frequently referred to in other rabbinic texts or in modern scholarly writing. Despite the

® Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1990), pp. 20, 23.
” Halakhic midrash is also characterized by a composite nature.
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modem resurgence of Hanukkah in Jewish holiday celebration, a group of minor

midrashim on the holiday have not yet been thoroughly explored. As one of the two

major festivals not ordained in the Torah, all of the reasons and means to celebrate

Hanukkah were defined by rabbis and sages and explained in rabbinic texts. There are
two popular stories about the miracle of Hanukkah that appear in various rabbinic texts:
One focuses on the military victory of the Hasmoneans over their Greek enemies as the

reason for the festival. The other story attributes the holiday to the miracle that occurred

when the Hasmoneans reclaimed the Holy Temple; though they found only one day’s
worth of pure oil to light the menorah, the cruse of oil lasted for eight days. These
accounts were created at different times and places, and different schools of thought
championed one story over the other. Nonetheless, these two traditions—which remain
separate in most of the mainstream talmudic and midrashic works—come together in
some of these minor midrashim.

One such work is “Ma‘aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet” (MH2), published in J.D.

Eisenstein’s collection of minor midrashim, Ozar Midrashim® The text is a short
midrashic telling of a selection of events during the Hasmonean revolution in 165 BCE.
The text appears to be liturgical, in that it is short, straightforward, and easy to read aloud
in the liturgical context, and it concludes with a few rules regarding what one can and
cannot do on Hanukkah. It could have been read in the synagogue much as Megillat

Esther is read on Purim, to explain the reason for the holiday of Hanukkah. The text

includes each of the three characteristics of aggadic midrash: It is made up of several

layers of material from different rabbinic texts; it contains numerous biblical verses and

® “Ma’aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet,” Ozar Midrashim: A Library of Two Hundred Minor Midrashim, 1.D.
Eisenstein, ed. Vol. 1 (New York, 1915), pp. 190-192.
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references that deepen its meaning; and it is a fictional expansion of an historical
framework that is contained in earlier texts. A thorough examination of this text, which
has never before been translated into English, will reveal much about the genre of
narrative midrash as well as about the time period during which this text was produced.

In analyzing MH2, there are a number of similar texts, minor midrashim on
Hanukkah, which help to identify the layers of the midrash. The text which most closely
resembles MH? is Megillat Antiochus (MA), which is sometimes referred to as Megillat
Ha-Hashmonaim or Sefer Beit Hashmonai. This liturgical text was originally composed
in Aramaic, though it was probably revised in Babylonia.9 It was subsequently
translated into Hebrew. Today, there are several extant versions of the text, in both
Hebrew and Aramaic, geniza fragments, manuscripts, and printed editions. Although the
narratives are extremely similar, there are sections that are much lengthier in some
versions, and some versions contain added phrases and details. This analysis primarily
uses one commonly referenced version of MA, which is readily available in Philip
Bimbaum’s Daily Prayer Book.® In addition to MA, there are several other minor
midrashim on Hanukkah, all published in Ozar Midrashim. Ma’aseh Hanukkah (MH) is
a legendary account of the Jews’ persecution and salvation during the Hellenistic
period.!" Midrash L’'Hanukkah (ML) is a compilation of a variety of traditions on

Hanukkah,'?> which contains some elements of MH2 that do not appear in other

® H.L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, /ntroduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1996), p. 331.
10 “Megillat Ha-Hashmonaim,” Daily Prayer Book, Philip Birnbaum, trans. (New York: Hebrew Publishing
Company, 1999), pp. 713-726. Occasionally, other versions of MA will be discussed when relevant. The
:rlersion that is published in Ozar Midrashim is found in the Appendix.

“Midrash Ma'aseh Hanukkah” Ozar Midrashim: A Library of Two Hundred Minor Midrashim, J.D.
:Ezisenstein, ed. Vol. 1 (New York, 1915), pp. 189-190.

“Midrash L'Hanukkah,” Ozar Midrashim: A Library of Two Hundred Minor Midrashim, J.D, Eisenstein,
ed. Vol. 1 (New York, 1915), pp. 192-194.
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midrashim. Finally, Ma 'aseh Yehudit (MY) is a midrashic retelling of some events in the
Book of Judith.'’ Its style is remarkably similar to that of MH2. Taken together, these
aggadic texts illustrate a variety of characteristics of midrashic writing as well as the

larger issues that the rabbis who wrote them were confronting.

This thesis consists of a translation of and commentary on Ma ‘aseh Hanukkah,
Nusach Bet followed by a detailed textual analysis of the midrash and some of the related
Hanukkah midrashim."*

In Part 1, the Commentary, MH2 is divided into 14 sections, based on the natural
breaks in the narrative. At the top of each section is the original Hebrew text of MH2.
Directly underneath the Hebrew is this author’s translation of the text into English. The
translation represents an attempt to capture both the meaning and tone of the original.
The “Annotations” section describes the parallels between MH2 and biblical, post-
biblical, and rabbinic literature. The parallel texts are presented after the line number in
the Hebrew version of MH2, along with a few Hebrew words beginning the sentence to
which the note applies, in order to demonstrate the text’s use of and occasional
- modification of earlier sources. Each section of MH2 concludes with a “Commentary,”
which explores the parallel texts, explains difficult words and phrases, identifies literary
themes, and raises questions. Critical elements from this preliminary discussion are
expanded upon in Part II.

Part I1, the textual analysis, consists of three chapters. The first chapter provides

a source-critical analysis of MH2; it identifies all of the texts on Hanukkah that are used

B “Ma'aseh Yehudit” Ozar Midrashim: A Library of Two Hundred Minor Midrashim, 1.D. Eisenstein, ed.
Vol. 1 (New York, 1915), p. 203.
" The complete texts of MH, ML, and MY are found in the Appendix.
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in MH2, beginning with the Books of Maccabees and going through the Talmud and
mainstream midrashic works. This chapter demonstrates which elements of the historical
tradition were known and used by the MH2 redactor, as well as which aspects of the
rabbinic tradition were combined in the midrash.'”” Chapter 2 analyzes MH2 in
comparison with the other minor midrashim on Hanukkah. It focuses on narrative,
stylistic, and thematic similarities and differences among the texts. By identifying the
sections that MH2 is lacking, as well as the material that it shares with one or more of the
other texts in the genre, one can begin to recognize the specific message, or agenda, of
the redactor. Finally, Chapter 3 analyzes MH2 from a literary perspective, noting the
repetition of words, phrases, and imagery that ultimately reveal the message of the text.
This study will provide English speakers with access to a segment of the rabbinic
tradition that has been unavailable until now. In addition, it will illustrate some of the
literary techniques that the rabbis used in creating aggadic midrash. Another important
aspect of the study involves looking underneath the midrash to understand the issues to
which the rabbis may have been responding in creating this text. Lastly, this text
provides modern Jews with another perspective on the holiday of Hanukkah, in the form

of a literary response to the challenges of assimilation.

¥ It is quite possible that there was more than one redactor who contributed to the creation of MH2 and the
other rabbinic texts discussed here; however, for the purposes of this thesis, the “redactor” will be referred
to in the singular.
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PART I

COMMENTARY




Section 1

AN 29 13 NPDR DY M MY TP PIAY A" Y N ODPOIN TonD DNV )'D nwa
DMNION PTAV P 900 NN PN PO LAY NN TOND IIYNN HoDY b
DYV AWUR YN NI DY 1IN D WNYUN RYN WTH KON MOYUNI MHURT DNIYYh
DNY NN NI IWUN DY DIN TONN MT NN DY 20D DMWY DN OIS Y M
D> TYNN 1N D NRY ,DOONN PAY OYPN DN DO PHM AR YT DIMNN

NNR O .OMIAYING NN N DX NI OO0 DMWY MN TYIND AT DIOIRD DO N
DY T RO M OTRON 1Y DRNDNY OMYY IIPN WP ANy ,OMNAY MY PR TonN
WY 3TN A0M AN NI NIYN OV OIN 0NN 2VIAY D0 NNonsw N3N Y N
NI 27 O3 NATY N2 YN P DN MDY NN NYA STONA 73T MYyd »T1ayy v
29 )90 N2 AN OMON MWD GPINY NN NRY NpPa DY W DYDY

OO0 ~1IAA N $H Wb —

Pt

In the twenty-third year [of the reign] of King Antiochus, which was the 213™ year after
the building of the Second Temple, an evil spirit brewed in him, and his tongue, which
was a sharp sword, was drawn and exposed, striking the land with the rod of his mouth.
He spoke, saying to all of his ministers and to the servants of the noblemen who were
closest to power, “Do you not kno\w, have you not heard that there is a people, the
children of Israel, who are in Jerusalem: a shameless nation whose religion is different
from every people, and who do not uphold the laws of the king, who are haughty and
arrogant, who say, ‘Our hands are exalted and always, every day, bring about destruction
of kings.” They say: ‘So behold, darkness will cover the land, cloud and mist around the
nations, but through the dark, a light shines for the upright and for all the children of
Israel there will be light in their dwelling-places.” And [as for] me, I am the king and it is
impossible to leave them alone. So now arise and take revenge on them in war. Up and
let us destroy them from our midst. And the name of Israel will not be remembered any
more. Let us become wiser than [Israel], abolishing from them Shabbat, circumcision,

and Rosh Hodesh.” And this [pronouncement] found favor in the eyes of his ministers

and his servants, to do as the king said. At that time, he sent Nicanor, his viceroy, with a

great force and many soldiers, and he came to Jerusalem. And he besieged it with shouts

of oppression and insults to abuse the army of God, and he killed a great many people
there.
Annotations

1. “onw "> mowa”’ MA 6
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3. “ovwim TwN Sxaw ma oy n” MY, Esther 3:8: “Haman then said to King
Ahasuerus, ‘There is a certain people, scattered and dispersed among the other peoples in
all the provinces of your realm, whose laws are different from those of any other people
and who do not obey the king’s laws; and it is not in your Majesty’s interest to tolerate

them.”
5-6. “NINX O Tunn N 9 Isaiah 60:2

6. “DwrY WX Tvina Y’ Psalms 112:4

6. “OMavina My M YR M Yo" Exodus 10:23, MY
8. “n"n nbm mawn” MA9

10. “29 »n m i’ MA 11

Commentary

3. Haman’s description of the Jews in Esther 3:8 which includes the phrase “whose laws
are different from those of any other people and who do not obey the king’s laws,” is
extremely similar to Antiochus’ description of the Jews. It is possible that the redactor

modeled aspects of MH2 after an already established liturgical text for Purim.

5-6. The author chose to put these biblical quotations, from Isaiah, Psalms, and Exodus,
in the mouth of Antiochus. He employs them to mock the Jews’ hope that they will
survive even in the midst of the harsh nations of the world. All three verses are based on
the image of light, which pours into the darkness and hopelessness for the children of
Israel. These words will come back to mock the king himself when the Hasmoneans
emerge victorious. Exodus 10:23 also appears at the end of MY, one of many biblical

verses and phrases that the authors of both texts used.

7. It is interesting that the Greeks wanted “revenge” against Mattathias at this point in the
narrative, before he had even initiated the revolt. Perhaps the author, who already knew
the outcome of the events, chose this word to add an element of irony to the story and to

emphasize the unlikely odds that the Jews would uitimately prevail.

8. “0025” means “to cancel” or “to neglect.” It is the word used throughout the text in
connection with the three mitzvor, Shabbat, circumcision and Rosh Hodesh, that the
Greeks want to abolish completely from Jewish practice. The phrase is repeated
numerous times to emphasize that the Greek king did not want to get rid of the Jews,

rather he wanted to abolish their distinctive actions.

-3-




8. This trio of mitzvot appears frequently throughout this midrash. They are the
preeminent markers of Jewish behavior and thus become the targets of the decrees that
Antiochus made against the Jews. One 17t century rabbi and leader of the Portuguese
community in Amsterdam, Saul Levi Morteira, explained in a sermon on Hanukkah that
the two most problematic commandments during the Hellenistic period were
circumcision and the Sabbath. Basing his statement on “historical records” which the
preacher does not identify in the sermon, he relates that Jews who attempted to keep these
mitzvot were put to death,! The reason for including Rosh Hodesh is less clear; it is
possible that it was not as important as the other two mitzvor historically, but the rabbis
chose to elevate and emphasize its importance by including it in the same category with

Shabbat and circumcision.

9. In MA2, Nicanor is the king’s viceroy. In I Maccabees 3:38, Antiochus chooses
Nicanor as one of his military leaders. This is presumably the same Nicanor (son of
Patroclus) mentioned in II Maccabees 8:9, who leads the king’s army. Nicanor is
eventually defeated in I Maccabees 7:26-50. The Jewish army cut off Nicanor’s head and
hand and displayed them outside of Jerusalem; according to I Maccabees, this day
became a holiday observed on 13 Adar, which is confirmed in the Babylonian Talmud,
Ta’anit 18b and in Megillat Ta'anit, mishna 30. While some scholars suggest that there

were two separate people named Nicanor in the Books of Maccabees,> Rappaport argues

convincingly that there was only one Nicanor who fought against the Hasmoneans.’
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Section 2

TANY IYTIPHY 09N D23 AT PRY A" WMNNY WD AN N3 ONNY 12 wnv YN
AN N ONNAN OMN I90 WS NNYNMYYIAL N0OM OMPN N TAN XY NNYA NN
WO (MAY) NN 2T ONYYT PO DN NI OPY DPM TN MDY ,NONIN 193

XTPN MY ON M1 N

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: Mattathias, the High Priest, had a daughter, and there
was none as beautiful as she in all the world. And she was promised to another from the
house of the Hasmoneans. But one of the Greeks came; he grabbed her by her plait
[braid of hair] and he spread a Torah scroll under her and raped her in front of her fiancé.
And in order to arouse his [Mattathias'] anger and revenge, he built an altar in the
Temple, and they slaughtered a pig and brought its blood to the holy court [of the
Temple].

Annotations
1-4. MH, ML

Commentary

1.This passage is attributed to Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai in both MH2 and ML. He was
a second century tanna, a student of Rabbi Akiva. He lived during a period of great
persecution under Rome, and thus expressed distrust and hate toward Rome and Roman
culture, which extended to gentiles of times past.* This could account for the redactor’s

decision to attribute this section to him.

1-4. In ML, the victim is not the daughter of Mattathias (there is no evidence that
Mattathias was the High Priest); rather she is the daughter of Yochanan, the High Priest.
In addition, ML mentions her groom’s name, Eleazar, the Hasmonean. Thereafter,
Yochanan asks Mattathias to help him fight the enemy. This section is not present in
MH2 but it does allow the redactor of ML to harmonize the two accounts by including
Mattathias. This section has some similarities with other stories in MH and ML that also
involve the violation of a bride on her wedding day; there, too, the victim could be the
daughter of either Mattathias (MH) or Yochanan (ML). It is not clear in ML, as it is in
MH2, whether the Greek assailant actually raped her.

.5.




3. The pig was particularly offensive to Jews and, based on accounts in Maccabees, the

Greek authorities consistently tried to force the Jews to touch and eat its flesh. In this

section, the Greeks slaughtered a pig, thereby defiling the holy altar in the Temple. The

rabbis so disliked this animal that they called it not by its name, but rather by the words

“d’var acher, " meaning “another thing.”
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Section 3

DMS Y YIPH DY DY MmN MNIY DONNP RPN IONNND 33 PAY AX Avad h mm
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NON MO WY NON TANY TONN ANNN AN 2% DAN VITH PN 19 NN TOND
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SN M DY DN TN PYTY 19 ,TONN 93TD DUYN W RO’ PNT NNNY N abn
DN 20N WX UON THY KDY HDYN UONR DD WONIN MNY W 1OnN MYa 1217 aon
oy

And the spirit of the Eternal seized Yochanan, the son of Mattathias, and he became
zealous with the jealousy of the Eternal of Hosts, and he had mercy on the holy people
“Israel, a scattered sheep.” And he dressed for revenge, to avenge the children of Israel
on the Greeks. He contemplated and he took a dagger and he girded it undemeath his
jacket, and he went out into the street of the city and he came up to the gate of the king.
And he called to the gate-keepers and he said to them, “I am Yochanan, the son of
Mattathias, and I come here to appear before your master.” And the king’s lads said to
the king, “Behold, Yochanan, the High Priest, is standing in the courtyard.” And the king
said, “Let him come.” And Yochanan came before the king. And Nicanor said to him,
“Why do you transgress the commandments of the king? Do you not desire the welfare
of his kingdom? Do you not know, have you not heard, that God has hands of power
[which are found] in the might of soldiers [who will] do evil with you until not a trace of
you remains? Because now also I will kill you, and I will burn you like chaff in the wind.
And who among all the gods of the lands saved their land from me, so that the Eternal
will save Jerusalem from me?” Yochanan answered the king saying, “Now, I came to
you. Anything that you desire I will do. I will not stray from your commandments,
neither to the right nor to the left.” The king said to him, “How can I know that you will

come around and submit to my discipline? Are you willing to approach the altar and
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perform the sin offering and sacrifice the fat and blood of this pig, and wear the clothes of

the kingdom which the king himself wore, and ride on the chariot of the viceroy which is
his and have the crown of kingship placed on your head?”” And Yochanan said, “I will do
as you say, as my master commands, only I fear the anger and the wrath of the people of
the children of Israel. So if I sacrifice the abomination of the Eternal on the altar before
their eyes, will they not stone me? It is fitting for me to do according to your words, but
remove every man before you, and I and you [will remain alone]. When there is no one
with you, then I will do as the Kking said, lest the thing will be made known to the people
of the children of Israel.” And this thing found favor in the eyes of the king, and he
commanded saying, “Remove every man from before me,” and no one, not even those

usually in his entourage, stood with him,

Annotations
1-18. MA 13-21
1. “Onwr es v Jeremiah 50:17: “Israel, a scattered sheep.”

10, “onpen oo PO MO XO” T Mac. 2:22: Mattathias said, “We shall not listen to
the words of the king, that we should transgress against our religion to the right or to the
left.” Deut. 5:29: “Be careful, then, to do as the Eternal your God has commanded you.
Do not tum aside to the right or to the left.” Deut. 28:14: “Do not deviate to the right or
to the left from any of the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day and tumn to the
worship of other gods.”

15, “Pnopor N DYy Mawon Yy N mayin X 0" Exodus 8:22: When Pharaoh
tells Moses that the Hebrews may offer their sacrifices to God in the midst of the
Egyptians, Moses says, “If we sacrifice that which is untouchable to the Egyptians before
their very eyes, will they not stone us?” (In MH2, Yochanan changes this last statement
to the singular to apply to himself.)

Commentary

1. Yochanan is one of the sons of Mattathias, according to I Maccabees 2:2.

5. Here, and in a few other places in the Hanukkah midrashim (see Section 2,
Commentary), Yochanan is called the High Priest. According to the prayer addition to
the Amidah during Hanukkah, “A! Ha-nissim,” Mattathias himself is the son of
Yochanan, Kohen Gadol. 1t is also possible that Mattathias’ son Yochanan had this title

too, though if that is the case, it is odd that I and IT Maccabees would not have mentioned




it. Perhaps the author of MH2 confused the different Yochanans of the Second Temple

period.’

6. While Yochanan asks to come before the king, it is Nicanor who actuaily greets him
inside the king’s court. In MA, the king is not present at all. In MH2, it also appears that
the king is not actually present, for when Nicanor dismisses all of his ministers, the two
men are left alone. Nonetheless, throughout the conversation, the text uses such phrases
as, “the king said” or “Yochanan answered the king.” Once again, it seems that the

author briefly confused the character of King Antiochus with that of Nicanor. There is no

such confusion in MA, where the entire conversation—although somewhat shorter—

takes place between Yochanan and Nicanor.

6, 10, 14, 17. Four times in this section, the author uses the root .n.).Y, which means “to
command” with King Antiochus or Nicanor as its subject. Nicanor asks Yochanan,
“Why do you transgress the mitzvot of the king?” Later, Yochanan tells Nicanor, *“I will
not stray from your mirzvot.” Nicanor even “commands” everyone to leave the room.
This use of the verb is ironic, since for Jews, it is only God who gives commandments.
The repetition of the word serves to emphasize the fact that Yochanan, and the Jews he
represents, realize that they must not heed the commands of Antiochus when they conflict

with the mitzvot from the King of Kings.

10. The author took Yochanan’s father, Mattathias’ words from 1 Maccabees, and puts
them in the mouth of Yochanan; ironically, this time the statement is made in relation to
the commands not of God, but of the enemy, Antiochus. Similarly, Deuteronomy 28:14
uses the phrase to express Israel’s requirement to adhere to God’s mitzvot. The end of the
verse, however, provides a waming against idolatry. Given the context in Deuteronomy,
it is ironic that the redactor of MH2 chose these words for Yochanan to accept upon
himself the idolatrous behavior that Nicanor demands; the phrase serves to foreshadow

that Yochanan would not deviate from God’s laws in the end.

15. Despite the context of the Exodus verse, in MH2 the situation is quite the opposite.
Rather than worrying that the Egyptians will be offended by the legitimate sacrifices of

the Israelites to their God, Yochanan agrees to obey Nicanor’s request to sacrifice a pig,

.9.




but he is concerned that his people will be offended if they witness this illegitimate
sacrifice. Thus he asks, “will they (the Israelites) not stone me?” Perhaps the use of this
quote—which hearkens back to the days of Pharaoh, Israel, and the Pesach sacrifice—is a

sign of what is to come, that Yochanan’s actions will lead not to sin but instead to

fulfillment of God’s commands and his eventual redemption.
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And when they left, Yochanan prayed before the Eternal and he said, “Etemnal, God of
Israel, who sits between the cherubim, you are the only God of all the kingdoms of the
earth. You made the heavens and the earth. Bend your ear and hear; open your eyes and
see the words of Antiochus that he spewed out to insult the armies of the living God and
the King of the World. Indeed, Eternal One, the kings of Assyria destroyed the nations
and their lands, and cast their gods into the fire, because they are not gods, rather the
work of human hands—of wood and stone—and they destroyed them. And You, the
Eternal our God, please save me from his hand, lest he will go and give praise and glory
in the house of Dagan, his god, saying, ‘My god, put them in my hand and my power and
strengthen my hand.” Rather strengthen me.” And when he finished his prayer, he
became strong and courageous of heart. And he said, “Eternal God, please remember me
and please make me strong this time, and I will take revenge for the children of Israel.”
And Yochanan came close to [Nicanor] and he drove the dagger into his heart. And

when he bent over, he fell slain before the holy ark. And then Yochanan, the High Priest,

immediately went out from before the holy ark, and he sounded a great blast [of the

shofar] and he waged war against the [Greek] people and they [Yochanan’s followers]
killed a great many of them-—seven thousand, seven hundred and seventy-two aside from

the one who was killed by the sword of his neighbor.

Annotations
1-11. MA, 22-26
1-§. “oavon awy SN mon 'n” 11 Kings 19:14-19, Isaiah 37:16-20, MY




6. “ym1 ma3” [ Mac. 10:83: “Beit Dagan, the temple of their idol.”

Commentary

1-8. The prayer offered by Yochanan is significantly longer in MH2 than in MA. The
heroes of MH2 and MY both recall the past victory over the Assyrians, asking God that
this enemy, too, be delivered into his hands. In MA, Yochanan is concerned that he
could be punished for killing a man in the Temple; he asks God not to see this as a sin,

and only then does he go out to fight.

9. The phrase “wTpn 9" appears twice in this line; it has the meaning of a “holy place,”

such as the ark in the Temple sanctuary.

10. After this battle, MA recounts that 7,000 people were killed. The source of the count
in MH2, 7,772, is unclear.

11. At the end of this section in MA, Yochanan returns victorious and erects a column
with the inscription “Maccabee, Destroyer of Tyrants.” This claim is problematic for a
few reasons. First, this occurrence appears in none of the other texts on Hanukkah that
are being considered. Second, according to I Maccabees 2:4, only Judas was called
Maccabeus, so it does not make sense that Yochanan’s statue bear this name. And third,
only later on did this group of heroes come to be known as Maccabees (primarily because
Judas is the hero of most accounts), so it is unlikely that the author would have thought
“Maccabee” should apply to Yochanan. These facts about the name “Maccabee,” along

with its absence from MH2, indicate that this line was a later addition to the original text
of MA.,
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And when Antiochus heard that his viceroy, Nicanor, was killed, he was greatly troubled.
He sent and called for all of his ministers and servants and his highest viceroy, and he
said to them, “Shall I not take revenge on this nation that slaughtered and wounded the
soldiers and plundered my camps and my ministers? So now, why are we silent? Please,
let us go against them in battle to abolish their [observance of] the Sabbath and Rosh
Hodesh and circumcision. And who is the God who will save them from me?” And he
sent Bagris with a great army and many soldiers and they came to Jerusalem and
besieged it. They made the Supreme God bitter and they made Him angry with their
altars and their gods. They made Him jealous with the altar to their gods. A decree was
sent into the camp from the king saying, “Everyone who keeps the Sabbaths of the

Eternal and Rosh Hodesh and circumcision will die.”

Annotations

2. v opann XY min M3 oxa” Jeremiah 5:9: About the rebellious ones and idolaters

amongst the people Israel, God asks, “Shall I not bring retribution on a nation such as
this?”

4, “Nym "™ mvn NN onn Yvav” MA 30
6-7. “NnY A AN N MNIY NN TWUN YR N 997 MA 32

Commentary

2. Once again, the author places a biblical verse into the mouth of Antiochus, and this
time they are the words of God. While God in the original context and Antiochus here
both refer to the people of Israel as “the rebellious ones,” the expected behaviors from
which Israel has departed are completely opposite. In the Torah, God is disappointed that

the Israelites have resorted to worshipping false gods, while in MH2, Antiochus is

-13-
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disappointed that the Israelites have refused to worship his gods, remaining loyal to the
One God of Israel. The use of the quote is this context serves to emphasize the Israelites

steadfastness and righteousness in the face of the enemy king’s threats.

4. Bagris plays a central role in MH2 and in MA. He is not mentioned in the Books of
Maccabees, nor does he appear in the other Hanukkah midrashim. 1t is possible,
however, based on their similar roles in MH2 and Maccabees, that the “friend of the
King” named Bacchides in I Maccabees 7:8 and in Josephus’ Antiquities XII 10-11 is the
same person called Bagris in the Hanukkah midrashim. This is supported by the events
in I Maccabees. After Nicanor was killed and Judas prevailed in the battle, Bacchides
was sent to Judea to continue the fight. The two names share similarities in
pronunciation as well, so it is reasonable to see that the name may have been transformed
from the Greek to the Hebrew.

5-6. The sequence of events in MA is similar, however there is no mention of Bagris and
his troops causing God to become jealous or angry. The language describing God’s
reaction is extremely strong: they made God “bitter,” “angry,” and “jealous.” Each verb
is harsh on its own, and grouped as they are, the author intends to communicate God’s
wrath—certainly representative of the Jews’ wrath—when the Greeks set up an altar to

their gods in Jerusalem.

-14 -
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And many of the children of Israel in those days gave their lives for the sake of the honor
of God, Blessed be He, and they did not abandon the covenant of their fathers. And one
woman from among the Levites circumcised her son on the eighth day accompanied by
drums and timbrels. She went up on the wall of Jerusalem and her son, a “bridegroom of
blood,” who was circumcised, was in her arms. And she said before the Eternal, “All this
has come upon us, yet we have not forgotten You or been false to Your covenant. Qur
hearts have not gone astray nor have our feet swerved from Your path.” She threw
herself, with her son, from the wall, and the two of them died. And many of the children
of Israel acted as she did, and they did not abandon the covenant of their fathers, and they

venerated the Holy One of Israel.

Annotations

2-6. “o"on Mmn nnx NNy’ 1T Mac. 6:10: “Two women were brought to trial for having
circumcised their children. Their babies were hanged from their breasts, and the women
were paraded publicly through the city and hurled down from the walls.” MA 34-36

3. “on71 \n” Exodus 4:25-26: After Zipporah circumcised her son she said, “You are
truly a bridegroom of blood to me. A bridegroom of blood because of the circumcision.”

3-4, “anow X2 vNa nny Y57 Psalms 44:18-19

Commentary

2-6. The details of the accounts in MH2 and Maccabees are different, but the common
thread is the woman who dares to circumcise her son in accordance with the
commandment and who ends her life by jumping from the city walls. In MH2 the
woman jumps of her own accord, while in Maccabees it seems that she is forced to jump
by Greek officials. This scenario in Maccabees does not support MH2’s glorification of

martyrdom, so the details of the story had to be altered to serve the author’s purpose.

-15-



3-4, The biblical quotes from Exodus and Psalms do not appear in MA. Psalm 44
recounts events in the past in which God intervened to punish Israel’s enemies and
allowed Israel to emerge victorious, while communicating the sense that in the present, a
time of many troubles, God has deserted them. The woman cries out these words, feeling

that God has left her, that there is no justice.

6. MA 36 is similar, but once again the author of MH2 adds that they “venerated the Holy

One,” putting extra emphasis on God and making it clear that those in the story sanctified

God by giving up their lives.
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The members of the holy congregation said to one another, “Here is the command of the
king, poured out with great anger, to remove the Sabbath from us. The words of the
teacher and the words of the student: to whose words should one listen? And it is written
in our Torah, ‘Six days you shall work and on the seventh day you shall rest.” Is it not
good to trust in the Eternal, so we should rest on our Sabbaths? If He causes us to live,
we will live; and if He causes us to die, we will die.” And they consulted, [deciding] to
observe Shabbat in one cave: they, their wives, and their children. And it was told to the
king saying, “Behold, people came there, into one cave to observe their Shabbat.” And
the king sent his devoted soldiers to the army, and they sat at the entrance of the cave,
and they called out to them with the word of the king, saying, “Why do you rebel against
the decree of the king? Now please come and turn to obedience of the king and save your
souls from death!” And all of the people answered together saying, “That which the
Eternal said, we will do and we will listen, that which He commanded me on Mount
Sinai: ‘Six days you shall work and on the seventh day you shall rest.” Is it not better for
us to die by the hand of the Eternal here, and not profane the Sabbath day? Heaven
forbid!” And when all the men of the army saw that they did not want to follow the laws
of their king, they brought wood and burned it in the mouth of the cave and about one

thousand men and women died in the presence of the Eternal.

Annotations

2. “mawvn sawn ovay Tayn o nwe” Exodus 34:21
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4-11. “nnx nIyma navn mavwy wym” [ Mac. 2:29-38. 11 Mac. 6:11: “Other Jews
hastily assembled nearby in the caves to observe the Sabbath in secret. On being
denounced to Philip they were all burned to death because they refrained from defending
themselves, out of respect for the holiest of days.” Antiquities XII, 6:2; MA 37-40

8. “ypun vyl N a7 wr” Exodus 24:7
8-9, “mawyn wavn 0¥ Mayn o nww” Exodus 34:21

Commentary

1-3. These lines do not appear in MA. The inclusion of this rabbinic paradigm is not
surprising. In this parable, the teacher is God, who commanded the observance of
Shabbat, while the student is the king, who gave his own commands against God’s. The
text asks the rhetorical question, “Should one listen to the teacher or the student?”—the
obvious answer being that God’s commands supersede those of the king. In any case,
these three lines serve to emphasize the importance of Shabbat. Perhaps in the time of
the redactor, it was Shabbat even more than the other two commandments (circumcision
and Rosh Hodesh) that was being abused and neglected, or perhaps it was the central act
that defined one outwardly as a Jew. The importance of Shabbat is repeated in lines 8-9,
a section that does appear in MA. Both mentions of the Exodus 34:21 verse are followed

by a rhetorical question in the form, “Is it not good...?”

8. The statement “na’aseh v’nishma,” meaning “we will do and we will listen,” in
Exodus was the Israelites’ unconditional agreement to accept and fulfill God’s
commandments. The author puts it into the mouths of the Israelites here to affirm their
commitment to God’s mitzvot. Surely it was also a message to those Jews who were
hearing or reading this text that they too are part of this legacy and thus should perform
God’s mirzvot faithfully.

4-11. I Maccabees records events similar to MH2: the people hide in caves and refuse to
profane the Sabbath, and they are willing to die without defending themselves. In the
end, about 1,000 people were killed. Nonetheless, there is no mention of the Greek
soldiers lighting a fire to kill the people hiding in the caves. The account in II Maccabees
is more concise, but it does mention the fire. Josephus’ account of this event is quite

similar, including the report of the number of people who died in the caves. Nonetheless,
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Josephus emphasizes the fact that the Jews were given the opportunity to comply with the
king’s orders on numerous occasions. When the Jews decided not to comply, Josephus’
tone indicates his disappointment that there was no resistance on the part of the Jews, that
they just accepted their fate: “They were not willing to break in upon the honour they
owed the Sabbath, even in such distresses; for our law requires that we rest upon that

day.l!6

6-7. In MA, the messengers of the king are more specific than those in MH2. Rather than
asking why they violate the king’s orders, the messengers in MA actually invite the Jews
to join them: “Eat of our bread, drink of our wine, and do what we do!” This is similar to
Nicanor’s demand of Yochanan in Section 3, Lines 11-13, when he asks Yochanan
whether he will offer the sacrifices as the Greeks do, wear the clothes of the king and ride
on his chariot. The text suggests that the Greeks wanted the Jews to adopt their ways in

every possible area,
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And when Yochanan, son of Mattathias, and his four brothers heard of all this, they
girded their loins with their strength [gathered courage], and with the help and the
protection of their Father who is in heaven in whom they trusted, they fought against the
people, and they killed a great many—immeasurable and uncountable. Not one witness
remained among them, except Bagris who escaped to Antioch, to the king, and with him
the few that escaped the sword, crushed and tortured. Bagris offered this advice to
Antiochus, saying, “Yes, you issued a decree to do away with the Sabbath, Rosh Hodesh
and circumcision. Now, you and all of this people who are at your feet will surely wear
yourselves out. Because if they will go, this whole people will not be able to stand before
the five sons of Mattathias, the High Priest, [for] ‘they were stronger than lions, they

were swifter than eagles.’”

Annotations
1-7. MA 41-44

5. “oyn 99 AN O3 Dan 912)” Exodus 18:18: *“You will surely wear yourself out, and
these people as well.”

6-7. “Op ow M M’ 1T Samuel 1:23: “They were swifter than eagles, they
were stronger than lions.”

5-7. MY uses the same two verses in a similar context; an advisor to the king wamns him,
“You will surely wear yourself out along with this people who are at your feet. And you
shall not be able to wage war with Israel who is swifter than eagles and stronger than
lions.”

Commentary

1-7. In both MH2 and MA, Bagris is afraid of Mattathias and his sons. However the
wording in the two texts is quite different; in MH2, Bagris wamns the king that his people

-20-




will be disgraced. In MA, Bagris actually says that the five sons of Mattathias “cannot be

defeated” unless attacked by all of the kingdom’s forces.

3. In Il Maccabees 8:34-6, it is Nicanor who, after much of his army has been destroyed,
escapes in fear to Antioch. Maccabees and MH2 use the name of the city, Antioch, while

in MA, Bagris escaped to King Antiochus himself.

5. In Exodus, Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro, offers him the advice that he cannot do
everything alone; rather, Moses must seek the help of capable people if he is to endure.
In MH2, it is Bagris who offers this advice to the king. He tells Antiochus in Section 9

that he must call for warriors from throughout his kingdom to face the sons of Mattathias.

6-7. In IT Samuel, this verse refers to Saul and Jonathan, two great warriors, The line is
part of a song that the Judaites were supposed to leam. In MH2, the two parts of the
quote are reversed. MA has added another phrase, “braver than bears,” to the end of the

inverted Samuel quote.
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“And now, King, my advice will be good for you: Do not fight against the few in number,
lest we will be disgraced in the eyes of all the peoples and kings of the land and all the
nations. Better that the king write and send scrolls to all of the provinces of your
kingdom. And all the commanders of all peoples will come, and there will not remain of
them even one.” And the king did according to the word of Bagris, and the commanders
of all peoples came from all the provinces of the king with thousands and ten thousands,
devoted soldiers of the army. And when Bagris saw how mighty they were, [that] they
were able, and the soldiers were filled with strength, and very great was his army—
immeasurable and uncountable his camp, Bagris rose and he came to Jerusalem, and he
laid siege upon it. And he began to insult the cohorts of the Living God and the King of
the world. And he broke through the wall and he made thirteen breaches in the Temple.
And he thought to himself, “This time they cannot [defeat] me because my army is great,

and [ am mighty.”

Annotations
1-8. MA 45-49

Commentary

1-8. This section is longer than the corresponding section in MA. The content is virtually
identical, but MH2 expands Bagris’ advice. One difference in content is that MA
presents Bagris asking not only for soldiers to come, but to bring with them armored
elephants. Once the soldiers arrive, both texts portray Bagris’ siege on Jerusalem, but

only MH2 explains that this siege was an insult to God’s people. Nonetheless, after
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Bagris thinks to himself that he cannot be defeated, the author of MA adds the following

inside information: “The God of heaven did not think so.”

7. Mishnah Middot 2:3 confirms the number of breaches. It says, “Inside [the Temple
mount] is a low wall of lattice, ten hand-breadths high. There were thirteen breaches in it

which the kings of Greece opened up.”
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Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani said: 1,080 myriads (10,000) of troops came with Bagris, the
evil one, and he said to Israel, “You are fools to make war with the soldiers who are
uncountable. If you say Your God will bring a flood, He already swore that He would
never again bring a flood; or if Gabriel would stand upon us and burn us, as he did to
Sennacherib, behold we would anoint (smear) ourselves with the blood of a pig and with
the semen of horses, and he would not touch us.” Israel lifted their eyes to the heavens
and said, ““Not for us, O Eternal, not for us, but rather for Your name bring glory,” so
that it will not become despised by idolaters.” Now they will say, “Their God does not
have another counsel,” and so it is written, “Great in purpose and mighty in deed.” God
said, “By your lives, My plan is greater than yours, ‘for the Eternal will not forsake His

people, and He will not abandon His inheritance.””

Annotations
1-7. ML

~ 5.0 1 owd D Y N5 1w NO” Psalms 115:1

6. “mrbym am nNyn My Jeremiah 32:19: “Great in purpose and mighty in deed,
whose eyes observe all the ways of men, so as to repay every man according to his ways,
and with the proper fruit of his deeds.”

7. “anyr XY O my D vy NY 2 Psalms 94:14

Commentary

1. This section of the text appears in ML, albeit in a slightly different order and in an

altered form. The section of ML which includes the rape of Hannah, the Hasmonean
daughter, is attributed to “Rabbi Yitzhak,” presumably “Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani” in




MH2. He is a second or third generation Palestinian amora, a student of Rabbi Yehoshua
ben Levi.”

2-7. Both ML and MH2 have the same literary pattern, although the examples used are
different. Each text begins, “If you say [that your God will do this]”, and then provides a
response for why God will not be able to bring about that stated event. While MH2 and
ML both refer to the Flood (Genesis 7-9), MH2 recalls Sennacherib (II Kings 18-19), and
ML references Sisera (Judges 4). Despite the different references, both serve as
examples of occasions in which God actively delivered the enemy into the hands of the
Israelites. Bagris uses these examples as a way of asserting that God will not be able to
come through this way yet again, and that his forces will be prepared to resist God. Thus,

he claims, the Israelites, whose forces are dwarfed by his own, are sure to be defeated.

‘5. This praise of God was offered in a psalm whose context is similar to the situation in
MH?2; Israel wants the idolatrous nations to know that their God is real and true. At the
same time the song encouraged the people Israel to believe in their “invisible” God and to
resist temptation to worship the images of their neighbors. It is no coincidence that
Psalm 115 is included here, for it is one of the psalms that comprises the Hallel, which is
read both on Hanukkah and during the Passover seder. The use of this verse in MH2 is a
reminder that God has redeemed Israel in the past and an assurance that once again, God

will redeem them.

5§-7. Israel’s prayer to God is similar in MH2 and ML, although God’s response is
somewhat different. In ML, God calms the Israelites, saying “Be quiet my children,
stand and see the vengeance of God that God will do to the nations.” This is quite similar
to God’s words in Exodus 14:13, as He comforts the Israelites at the Red Sea: “Have no

fear! Stand by and witness the deliverance which the Eternal will do for you today.”

T

Afterwards, ML then flows immediately into MH2’s Section 12,

5-7. There is a greater concentration of biblical quotes in this section than in the rest of 4
MH2. One of these verses (Jeremiah 32:19) is introduced with the word “%k'tiv,” s

meaning “it is written.” This word is used often in midrash to introduce a biblical verse,

.25.




although virtually all of the verses included in MH?2 are simply part of the text and are

not explicitly designated as biblical quotes.

6. The Jeremiah verse in the Bible comes immediately after the statement that “You show
kindness to the thousandth generation, but visit the guilt of the fathers upon their children
after them.” This statement assured Israel, as well as the Hasmoneans and their

followers, that God protects the righteous and punishes the wicked.

7. Psalm 94 assures the people Israel that God is omniscient and that evildoers will be

punished, while God will protect those who are faithful.
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Section 11
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At that time, Israel was looking to the mountains of the East, [thinking that] perhaps
Persian idolaters would come to them to help them. Then, Mattathias, the High Priest,
became angry and he said to the Hasmonean, “Is it not written: ‘Cursed is the man who
makes flesh his strength and turns his heart away from God. But blessed is the man who
puts his trust in God’?” [Mattathias] said to { Yochanan, High Priest], “You spoke well.
Myself and my seven sons and you and your three sons, they are the twelve tribes of God,
witnesses for Israel. I trust in the Holy One, Blessed be God, who will do miracles and

9"

wonders for us.” And now they fasted and wore sackcloth and dust in order to ask for
mercy from the God of heaven, the help and shield of Israel. And when they finished
praying, they got up from bowing on their knees and they strengthened themselves—they
were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions. And they fought against the

nations, and they killed a great many of them.

Annotations

- 2-3. “ov wx M0 NN Jeremiah 17:5, 7. MH2 eliminates two words from the

Jeremiah verse after “cursed be the man who...” It skips the phrase “yivtach ba-adam,”
meaning “who trusts in God” and goes straight to the phrase “who makes flesh his
strength.”

3-4, “r» Cvay 2" DN DM NYLYY NNNY M NYayy X7 ML
5. “Dywn NN Nadn DM Ypa aN DpY wabn msn” MA 51

6. “v723 v Wp orwan” 1T Samuel 1:23

7. 27 »n ona wam” MA 58
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Commentary

1-3. These lines and quote do not appear in the other midrashim considered here. The
quote affirms the need to trust in God, but there is no smooth flow from this line into the
next part about Mattathias’ sons. This suggests that these lines were inserted by the
redactor. The Israelites were looking to the East, for it is from that direction that
redemption often comes. The statement about the Persians is a reference to King Cyrus’
overthrow of the Babylonians and his subsequent allowance that Jews return from exile
to Jerusalem. In an almost mocking tone, the author is suggesting that without Mattathias
and his sons, the Israelites would have been simply waiting for an outside party to come

save them.

LA 11

3-4. This text is not in its original order, because Mattathias’ “you spoke well” is not a
response to any particular person or statement, as it is in ML. In ML, these lines appear
close to the end of the text, after the recounting of the rape of Hannah. Yochanan speaks
to Mattathias about their need to fight together; this leads naturally into the comparison of
their sons to the twelve tribes. One explanation for this change is that the statement about
the tribes was placed at this point in MH2 to correspond with the section in MA in which
Mattathias blesses his sons individually, comparing them to tribes of Israel. Perhaps
Sections 11-13 of MH2 were taken from the source for ML, but the redactor wanted to
maintain the parallelism to MA, so he switched the order of the text so that mention of
| the tribes occurred here. This caused an awkward separation between the two Rabbi

Yitzhak bar Nahmani passages that appear as one section in ML.

4, This is the first usage of the word “miracle” in MH2. The Hasmoneans believed that
God would do miracles for them; thus, their eventual military victory is considered a
miracle. The word is used several more times in the remaining sections, including a
description of the oil that lasted for eight days. The notion of what constitutes the central
miracle of Hanukkah varies from text to text, and from time to time, but this word has

become central to the festival; indeed, the talmudic principle behind the kindling of lights

is to “publicize the miracle.”




4. Both ML and MH2 have the Hasmoneans' leader—Yochanan or Mattathias—

professing trust that God will do miracles for them. This is not the case in MA. This
suggests that the redactor of MH2 was unsatisfied with the lack of God’s intervention in
the Hasmonean victory story, as he received it from MA. Thus he lifted this material

from a source which eventually became a part of ML.

7. MA 58 also shows the brothers fighting, but it adds some extra information: Judah was
killed, Mattathias agreed to join them in battle, and Eleazar, while attacking the enemies’
elephants, was engulfed in elephant dung. On the other hand, MH2 shows little concern
for Judah, Eleazar or any of the brothers aside from Yochanan. It is interesting to note
that Eleazar, son of Mattathias, does play a role in ML, for it is he who kills Hannah’s

rapist. This is a more significant role than he assumes in MA.
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Section 12
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Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani said: “At the same time God grabbed seventy angels from
above associated with the nations of the world and lashed them with an awl of fire and
said to them, * Each man will kill his neighbor, and if one of them escapes, your lives will
be taken for his life.” And when the Greeks shot their arrows [and drew] swords, the
angels came and pressed them into the hearts of the Greeks. Their own sword pierced
their hearts and their bows were broken, and the Hasmoneans witnessed the miracles and
they said, ‘The Eternal will fight for us.” And every single king from among the kings
who were killed, angels came and plundered him and the booty was taken to the houses

of Israel, for they were not able to take the spoil from the dead.”

Annotations
1-4. “nbyn Sv oy oyay n"apn van” ML
4, “v> on» 'n” Exodus 14:14: “The Eternal will fight for you.”

Commentary

1-4. This is the continuation of Section 10. The attribution is repeated here because of
the interruption caused by Section 11. The attribution to “Rabbi Yitzhak” is not repeated
in ML because there is no interruption. The beginning of the corresponding section in
ML—immediately prior to the rape of Hannah—actually provides a preview of the
upcoming event: “Their swords will come into their hearts, and their bows will break.
Rabbi Yitzhak said, ‘These are the Greeks who waged war upon the Hasmoneans and

their sons.’” It is this event which is repeated in ML and related here in MH2, both in

greater detail.
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4. In Exodus, Moses says, “The Eternal will fight for you,” to assure the Israelites—who
were skeptical about their chances of escaping the rapidly approaching Egyptian army—
that God would save them. In MH2, the Hasmoneans, like Moses, believed that God
would do miracles for them. The slight change in the Hebrew from “lachem’ to “lanu”
allows the Hasmoneans to include themselves in the group for whom God wiil fight. I
Maccabees 4:8-10 depicts Judah’s recollection of the Israelites’ deliverance at the Red

Sea.

5. The alliteration in this line is impossible to ignore; the author played with the sounds
of the letters », 5, and > in repeating combinations. The word 791 is repeated in different
forms three times, followed by its sound-alike, oonxbnn. The words 93, onY, o,
and ©%onn surround this line and carry these sounds throughout the end of the section.

The midrashic writer often played with words in this way.
5-6. There is no mention of the plunder in ML,

5-6. I Mac. 4:16-17 leads to one explanation for why the Israelites in MH2 could not take

the spoil; there Judas said to his forces, “Do not be greedy for plunder, for there is a battle

before us.”
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And the Israelites burned some of [the Greek] soldiers, and they stabbed some of them
with swords and they hung some of them on a tree. And the house of Israel burned
Bagris, the evil one, by fire. And when he heard that Bagris was killed as were all of his
mighty ministers that were with him, Antiochus, the king, fled to the provinces of the sea,
and anyone who found him in that place, for the rebels came there, called him “the

fugitive.”

Annotations
1-4. MA 65-67

Commentary

3-4. In Il Maccabees 9:2, Antiochus was defeated and made to flee.

4. MA adds that Antiochus drowned himself.
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Section 14
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Afterwards, the Hasmoneans came to the Temple and they built the cities and they sealed
the breaches and purified the Temple court from the dead and from the impurities. And
they searched for clear olive oil to light the menorah. But they only found one small
bottle that was sealed with the ring of the High Priest, so they knew that it was pure oil.
It held an amount sufficient to light [the menorah] for one day. But the God of heaven,
whose name dwelt there, blessed the oil, and they found, each and every night after the
setting of the lights, that the cruse was full of oil and the lamps were lit for eight days.
And for their salvation and the miracle of the cruse, the Jews accepted upon themselves
and upon their offspring to fulfill [the obligation] to keep the eight days of Hanukkah
with Hallel and with thanksgiving each and every year, and its memory will never depart
from their offspring. Blessed is the One who fought our fight and the One who took
revenge for us and who paid retribution to all the enemies of our souls. Blessed is the

God who saves! Thus ends Midrash Ma'aseh Hanukkah.

A Annotations

1-5. “wIpnn 1o womwn M wWa” 1 Mac. 4:43-9; 11 Mac. 10:3; BT Shabbat 21b; MA
68-69; ML

6. “Pown m» mw” [ Mac. 4:56: “So they celebrated the dedication of the altar for eight
days.” II Mac. 10:5-6; Antiguities XII, 7.7, ML

Commentary

2-7. There are actually two versions of the miracle of oil account in ML; they are similar,

though the first is more detailed and mentions Hallel as part of the holiday observance.




5-8. The author or redactor makes a sound play on the words poxi and ©3 in lines 5 and
6, and PO NY in line 7. The “s” sound ties these words together, and the three words
send the message of the entire section on their own: the “cruse” of oil was a “miracle”
that “will never depart” from the Jews. By singling out these words based upon their

sound, the author draws attention to the section’s fundamental message.

6. I Maccabees 4:54, 11 Maccabees 10:5, and Josephus’ Antiquities XII, 7:6 indicate that
the day that the Temple was purified was the 25 Kislev, exactly two years to the day after

it was originally profaned.

6. II Maccabees adds that the purification of the Temple was celebrated for eight days “in

the manner of the festival of Booths.”

6-7. Josephus does not mention the miracle of the oil. He does explain that Judas
celebrated the festival for eight days with feasting and psalms (Hallel).® He adds that this

festival, celebrated every year, is called “Lights.”

6-7. MA adds a number of specifics about Hanukkah, including that it is a time for
feasting, that it should be observed as seriously as any festival prescribed in Torah, that it
involves kindling lights, that no mouming or fasting is permitted, and that work was
allowed by the Hasmoneans. It is interesting to note that there is no mention of Hallel in
MA. Nonetheless, all of this detail about the observance of the day was probably added
much later; this seems especially likely since its different parts resemble parts of various
texts including the Babylonian Talmud (BT) Shabbat 21b and in Megillat Ta anit, in the
.commentary to mishna 23. It made sense to include this practical information about the
festival in this liturgical text so that those who heard it would know the holiday’s origin
as well as how to observe it. And the prescription to observe Hanukkah like any festival
from the Torah suggests that the festival was not being widely observed and that the
introduction of MA into Jewish liturgy to address the lack of a sacred text on Hanukkah

was attempting to reverse this trend.

8. None of the other midrashim considered in this thesis end with a blessing. This

powerful conclusion establishes yet again the MH2 redactor’s desire to attribute the
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Hanukkah miracles entirely to God, and it suggests strongly that this text was created to

serve a liturgical function.




ENDNOTES

! MS 3:189v, Va-era, Exodus 6:6, 1622, quoted in Marc Saperstein, “History as Homiletics: The Use of
Historical Memory in the Sermons of Saul Levi Morteira.” Jewish History and Jewish Memory:
Essays in Honor of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, eds. Elisheva Carlbach, John M. Efron, David N.
Meyers (Hanover, NH: Brandeis University Press, 1998), p. 117.

2 Jonathan A. Goldstein, “Notes,” Anchor Bible: I Maccabees Vol. 41. (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1976), p. 259.

3 Uriel Rappaport, “Nicanor,” dnchor Bible Dictionary, David Noel Freedman, ed. Vol. 4 (New York:
Doubleday, 1992), p. 1105.

! Israel Burgansky, “Simeon Bar Yohai,” Encyclopaedia Judaica Vol. 14. (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing
House Ltd., 1971), p. 1551.

% “Yochanan the Kohen Gadol,” Talmud Bavii: Tractate Shabbat (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications,
Ltd., 1996), appendix.

® The Life and Works of Flavius Josephus, William Whiston, trans. (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and
Winston, 1970), p. 364.

7 Mordechai Margalioth, Encyclopedia of Talmudic and Geonic Literature (Tel Aviv: Joshua Chachik,
1946), pp. 590-1.

® Hallel consists of Psalms 113-118 today, and it is recited on several festival days, including Hanukkah,
Passover, and Rosh Hodesh. Its inclusion in several rabbinic texts about the observance of Hanukkah
suggests that recitation of Hallel during Hanukkah became a part of the holiday’s observance extremely
early. Nonetheless, it is not clear exactly which Psalms—if there was even a fixed set—were a part of the
Hallel during the tannaitic period.




PART 11

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
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CHAPTER 1:

SOURCE-CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF MA’ASEH HANUKKAH, NUSACH BET
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Ma’aseh Hanukkah Nusach Bet (MH2) is consistent with the genre of narrative

midrash, in that the techniques that the author and redactor used to send their message are
present in other aggadic works. First, they infused the text with Divine authority by
drawing upon biblical verses. This also allowed them to remind their readers of past
events in the Bible which have a connection to the events of MH2. Second, they used the
literary technique of irony to jolt their readers, as a way of emphasizing their message.
Finally, they incorporated historical references, which may or may not have been

accurate, from a wide range of sources, to lend a sense of authenticity to the midrash.

A. BIBLICAL SOURCES

The author and redactor incorporate biblical texts throughout MH2; they assumed
that the reader would be leamed enough to recognize the references, and even to be able
to know where they came from and in what context. Therefore, while a few of the verses
are identified as biblical, most of them are not so identified. The use of biblical verses
adds layers of meaning to the text. The author appropriates the Divine authority of Torah
to emphasize Torah law and God as the Supreme One and the Giver of that law.

One way that the author and redactor employed biblical verses in MH2 was to use
phrases from Torah as descriptions of the individuals in the midrash, or more often to
place these words of Torah in the mouths of the heroes of the story and in the mouths of
their followers. There are several instances in which the author and redactor have
removed a verse from its biblical context and placed it into a completely new context in

the midrash. For example, in MH2 Section 8, Bagris offers advice to Antiochus with

regard to the Hasmonean rebels, who have proven much stronger than their numbers




would suggest. Bagris adopts the words of Jethro, Moses” father-in-law, who tells Moses
in Exodus 18:18 that he cannot serve as the only judge for all Israel; he says, “You will
surely wear yourself out, and these people as well.” Bagris explains that if they do not
get more soldiers from the surrounding provinces, *“you [Antiochus] and all of this people
who are at your feet will surely wear yourselves out.” The versé in Exodus has nothing
to do with military strength or struggle, but the author of MH2 appropriated the verse for
use in this new context.

Verses from Exodus and Jeremiah figure prominently into MH2; this is no
accident. The author and redactor wanted to imbue their message with the central
meaning of these two books. Exodus tells the story of Israel’s preeminent redemption; it
is this story that is told over and over again as hope for future redemption. For example,
in MH2 Section 3, Yochanan negotiates with Nicanor to avoid performing a sacrificial
offering of pig in front of his fellow Jews. He asks Nicanor to send everyone away,
providing this excuse: “If I sacrifice the abomination of the Eternal on the altar before
their eyes, will they not stone me?” This is a reference to Exodus 8:22, in which Moses
is concerned that if the Israelites offer up sacrifices in the midst of the Egyptians, who
would find their sacrifices offensive, the Egyptians would stone him. Yochanan uses the
same argument to bring a sinful offering that Moses uses for his right to bring an
acceptable one. By putting Moses’ words in Yochanan’s mouth, the author foreshadows
that Yochanan would eventually emerge as a savior of Israel, following in Moses’
footsteps.

In Section 12 of Ma'aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet, once the Hasmoneans have

witnessed God’s miracles, they proclaim that: “God will fight for us.” In Exodus 14:14,
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it was Moses who told the Israelites at the Red Sea that “God will fight for you.” In MH2

the Hasmoneans choose to include themselves in the hopeful statement. By choosing a
verse that came from the Israelites’ escape to the Red Sea, the author recalls a similar
time of persecution and hope for redemption.

Biblical verses are used not only by the heroes and villains in MH2, but by the
ordinary Jews as well. In Section 6, a woman disobeys a Greek edict and has her son
circumcised on the eighth day. Knowing she would be put to death, she climbs to the top
of the wall of Jerusalem and, before throwing herself and her son from the wall,
pronounces a string of biblical phrases. First, using Zipporah’s words from Exodus 4:25-
26, she calls her son “a bridegroom of blood.” Then she uses the words of Psalm 44 to
declare her faithfulness to God: “All this has come upon us, yet we have not forgotten
You or been false to Your covenant. Qur hearts have not gone astray nor have our feet
swerved from Your path.”'® Similarly, the children of Israel declare their faithfulness to
God in Section 7; they repeat the promise that the Israelites made at Mount Sinai in
response to receiving God’s Torah and mitzvot, “We will do and we will listen” (Exodus
24:7). In MH2, this statement comes in conjunction with the specific commandment
from Exodus 34:21, to keep the Sabbath. The juxtaposition of these verses emphasizes
the importance of Shabbat even over other commandments in the Torah.

The repeated references to Jeremiah seem less hopeful, but the fact that Jeremiah
survived the Babylonian attack and exile, all the while delivering his message of Jewish
continuity, was inspirational for the MH2 redactor. Jeremiah prophesied God’s word to
the rebellious Israelites: the righteous will be rewarded and the wicked will be punished.

When the people did not listen to God’s warnings, they were punished horribly by the

'® This narrative will henceforth be referred to as “the martyrdom of the wall.”

-41-




Babylonians. Jeremiah lived through the Babylonian assault and exile, an event that the

rabbis used as a paradigm for all later attacks on Jerusalem and Judaism.!” The rabbis set
Antiochus up as the next great threat, but the message of the midrash was that if the
Israelites obeyed the word of God while they still had the chance, their fate did not have
to be the same as that of their ancestors in the Book of Jeremiah.

In Section 3, even before Yochanan approaches Nicanor in the king’s court,
Yochanan decides to fight against those who imposed the harsh decrees on the Israelites,
characterizing “Israel, a scattered sheep (Jeremiah 50:17).” Yochanan implies that Israel
is in need of a shepherd, a leader, to bring them together. Specifically, it reminds the
reader of Jeremiah 23:1-4, when God absolves the scattered flock of their sins and

t]

decides to “appoint over them shepherds who will tend them.” Yochanan’s allusions
indicate his intention to take a leadership role among the Jews.

Once again, in Section 10, the Israelites pray to God, borrowing words from the
books of Psalms and Jeremiah. They begin with the words from Psalm 115: “Not for us,
O Eternal, not for us but rather for Your name bring glory.” This Psalm is part of the
Hallel, a group of psalms in praise of God, which is said on Hanukkah and Passover. As
a result, the knowledgeable reader would draw a connection between this verse, the
fedemption in the Book of Exodus, and the celebration of Hanukkah. Shortly afterwards,

they describe God as being “Great in purpose and mighty in deed,” leaving out the

second half of this verse from Jeremiah 32:19, which continues “whose eyes observe all

' Yosef Yerushalmi explains that the rabbis were interested in history only as an indication of what would
happen in the future; they understood the world as a cycle of destruction and redemption. “For the rabbis
the Bible was not only a repository of past history, but a revealed pattern of the whole of history, and they
had learned their scriptures well. They knew that history has a purpose, the establishment of the kingdom of
God on earth, and that the Jewish people has a central role to play in the process.” Yosef Hayim
Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982),
p. 21.
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the ways of men, so as to repay every man according to his ways, and with the proper

fruit of his deeds.” The Israelites who lived during Greek persecution, and the Jews who
wrote and read this text while living during a later period of persecution, had to believe
that God would reward their faithfulness while punishing those who ignored God’s ways
and made the Jews suffer. Without saying it directly, but by including the first part of the
verse, the author captures this belief. The section closes with reassurance from God in
the words of Psalm 94:14: “The Eternal will not forsake His people, and He will not
abandon His inheritance.”

MH2 contains verses from other prophetic books of the Bible as well. After
several battles, Yochanan and his brothers come together and emerge victorious; in
Sections 8 and 11, their enemies call the sons of Mattathias, despite their small number,
“swifter than eagles, stronger than lions.” This verse from II Samuel 1:23 originally
described Saul and Jonathan, who were mighty warriors of Israel. In the eyes of the
author, Yochanan and his brothers were destined to follow in their footsteps simply by
bearing this title.

In one of the longest biblical quotes in MH2, the redactor supplies Yochanan with
words from Kings and Isaiah in Section 4. He offers a prayer to God with the words of
f(ing Hezekiah; the author has simply substituted the name of Yochanan’s enemy, King
Antiochus, for the name of Hezekiah’s enemy, Sennacherib, 'kjng of Assyria. The
section in MH2 is much as it appears in II Kings 19:14-19 and Isaiah 37:16-20, with
Yochanan praying:

Eternal, God of Israel, who sits between the cherubim, you are the Only

God of all the kingdoms of the earth. You made the heavens and the

earth. Bend your ear and hear, open your eyes and see the words of
Antiochus that he sent to insult the armies of the living God and the King
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of the world. Indeed, Eternal One, the kings of Assyria have destroyed the
nations and their lands, and put their gods into the fire, because they are
not gods, rather the work of human hands—of wood and stone, and they
destroyed them. But You, the Eternal our God, please save me from his
hand.

Antiochus does not represent Assyria, but the prayer applies all the same: Yochanan
wants God’s help—against the Greeks—to escape the fate of the nations who succumbed
to Assyria. The redactor recalls the outcome of the struggle in II Kings, when Hezekiah
defeated Sennacherib and his forces, to foreshadow the outcome of Yochanan’s struggle
with Antiochus.

By using biblical verses in MH2 to describe the Hasmoneans, by putting words of
Torah in the mouths of the Israelites, and by reminding them of God’s promise of
redemption, the Jews in the text are meant to be models of appropriate knowledge and
behavior. The rabbis, who were concerned that the Jews of their day might abandon the
Torah in favor of aspects of the secular culture, emphasize the importance of Torah and
its commandments—both for the Jews under Greek rule and for the Jews who would be
reading the text.

The use of biblical text in midrash lends historical authenticity to the Hasmoneans
and their plight by endowing them with the knowledge of Torah. This, in itself, helps to
achieve the author’s purpose. But the use of biblical verses serves another purpose as
well, and that is to infuse the midrash with the context of past events and their outcomes.
For example, in Jeremiah 16, God angrily tells Jeremiah that the Israelites will suffer as a
result of their worship of false gods. Then, in 17:4, God explainé that in punishment for
their rebellious ways, “I will make you a slave to your enemies.” In MH2, Mattathias
tires of the Israelites’ waiting to be saved by an outside force; he makes a speech to

encourage his sons and followers to rise up against their enemy. He asks, “Is it not
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written, ‘cursed is he [who trusts in man,] who makes flesh his strength, and turns his

thoughts from the Eternal’?” This quote is intended to remind the characters in the
midrash as well as the readers of MH2 of the punishment and suffering their ancestors
endured when they turned away from God’s Torah to the ways of their neighbors.
Jerusalem was attacked by King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, the Holy Temple was
destroyed, and they were sent into exile. Mattathias’ words serve as both a waming as
well as an incentive to follow his leadership and to remain loyal to the God of Israel.

Another of the redactor’s techniques is the use of irony. It is normal that the
Jewish characters in the text invoke words of Torah, but it is less expected to hear words
of Torah from the enemies of the Jews. Nonetheless, the author and compiler of MH2
use this rhetorical device to define what a Jew is and, conversely, what a Jew is not. For
example, in Section 1 of MH2, Antiochus—attempting to turn his ministers against the
Jews—describes the Jewish approach to the world. He explains that the Israelites say,
“Behold, darkness will cover the land, cloud and mist around the nations, but through the
dark a light shines for the upright, and for all the children of Israel, there will be light in
their dwelling-places.” The redactor portrays Antiochus, King of the Greeks, as being
able to string together these verses—all of which focus on the images of light and
darkness—from Isaiah, Psalms, and Exodus. He quotes these lines in order to provoke
the anger of his ministers, so that they would wreak their revenge on Israel.

In a similar case, in Section 5, Antiochus adopts the words of God. In Jeremiah
5:9, God becomes angry with the Jews who have turned to idolatry. As a result, God

asks, “Shall I not bring retribution on a nation such as this?”’ In an ironic twist, when

Antiochus speaks these words, he, too, is referring to the Israelites, but he is angry




because they will not adopt his idolatrous practices. The use of irony makes it quite clear

who will be punished.

B. POST-BIBLICAL SOURCES

The author and redactor of Ma’aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet used a variety of
sources, spanning the centuries, in order to create the MH2 that has come down from the
Gaonic period. Aside from the biblical verses used throughout the midrash, there are
references to material from [ and II Maccabees, events that are reported in Flavius
Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews, as well as material from early rabbinic texts, including
Megillat Ta'anit and the Babylonian Talmud. The author and redactor’s choices of what
to include, and equally importantly what not to include, reveal much about the message
that they convey through the text. The main goal of MH2 was to communicate the

rabbis’ agenda through a text that was disguised as an historical account.

I & I Maccabees

MH2 bears some small resemblance to I and II Maccabees, which are found in the
Apocrypha'® and date to the first century BCE.'” While they did become a part of the
Christian canon, they were not incorporated into the Hebrew Bible. While these books

are the primary historical sources for the events of the Hasmonean revolution and reign,

'8 Meaning “things that are hidden,” the word “apocrypha” refers to a group of 15 books that, for a number
of reasons, were not included in the canon of the Hebrew Bible. Bruce M. Metzger, “Introduction to the
Apocryphal/Deuterocancnical Books,” The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version:
The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books of the Old Testament (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991), p. iii.

' Sherman E. Johnson and Mary C. Callaway, “Introduction to I and II Maccabees,” The New Oxford
Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version: The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books of the Old
Testament, pp. 186, 228.
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the author of MH2 may not have had access to them. Despite the theory that I Maccabees

was composed in Hebrew first, the Books of Maccabees exist only in Greek.2® The work
likely circulated exclusively among Christian circles, and even if some Jewish scholars
did know of the works, they may not have wanted to use them because of their
connection to the Christian world. As a result, there are very few similarities between the
events in MH2 and in Maccabees.

However, the texts do share proper names, including specific individuals like
Antiochus, Mattathias, Nicanor, and the Hasmonean sons. However, the individual roles
in the story are so different that it suggests that the author of MH2 was not familiar with
the Maccabees source texts. It is more likely that the events recorded in Maccabees came
to the author through indirect means; perhaps they existed as oral traditions that the
author of MH2 did know. This would explain his familiarity with the characters in the
text along with his lack of consistency regarding the details of the story. For example,
the Hasmonean hero in Maccabees is Judah, son of Mattathias. Yet, his brothers are
introduced and do appear from time to time throughout the narrative. I Maccabees 2:1
recounts the names of Mattathias’ five sons: “John, surnamed Gaddi, Simon, called
Thassi, Judas, called Maccabeus, Eleazar, called Avaran, and Jonathan, called Apphus.”?'
On the other hand, MH2 does not mention Judah or any of the other brothers by name,
with the exception of Yochanan, son of Mattathias, on whom it focuses exclusively. One
possibility is that the author used some of the same names in order to lend historical

authenticity to his work, even though that was not his primary concern.

2 Jonathan A. Goldstein, “Commentary,” I Maccabees (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1976), p.
14,

2! All quotes from I and II Maccabees are taken from The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised
Standard Version (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).
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Despite the existence of a few parallel details, there are other major differences

between MH2 and Maccabees. All accounts name Antiochus as the king of the Greeks;
however, there is less uniformity concerning Antiochus’ ministers. MH2 names only
Nicanor and Bagris. Unlike Bagris, Nicanor does appear in Maccabees as a general of
the king’s army. In II Maccabees 8:34-6, it is Nicanor who escapes to Antioch, much as
Bagris does in MH2 Section 8. The use of Yochanan, Antiochus, and Nicanor suggests
the probability that the author of MH2 was aware of some of these names, but not the
precise details of Maccabees; thus the names in MH2 are accurate, but their actions do
not correspond with the appropriate ones in Maccabees.

Aside from the characters in the story, there are a number of parallel martyrdom
stories in the various texts on Hanukkah, though the author and redactor of MH2 glorified
martyrdom to a greater extent than did the author of Maccabees. The greatest similarity
lies in the story of the thousand Jews who died while hiding in a cave on Shabbat.?2 I
Maccabees 2:29-38 recounts the story of Jews who went to live in the wilderness rather
than heed the king’s decrees. Because they refused to defend themselves on the Sabbath
day, the enemy attacked, and 1,000 people were killed. II Maccabees 6:11 contains only
a brief mention of the incident. It says, “Others who had assembled in the caves nearby,
in order to observe the seventh day secretly, were betrayed to Philip [king after Antiochus
IV] and were all burned together, because their piety kept them from defending
themselves, in view of their regard for that most holy day.” Despite its brevity, only II

Maccabees relates that the rebellious Jews were burned to death. Section 7 of MH2

2 This narrative will henceforth be referred to as “the martyrdom of the cave.”
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narrates a version of this story, which bears resemblance to the account in I Maccabees,

including the extra detail from II Maccabees. It says,

And they consuited, [deciding] to observe Shabbat in one cave: they, their

wives, and their children. And it was told to the king saying, “Behold,

people came there, into one cave to observe their Shabbat.” And the king

sent his devoted soldiers to the army, and they sat at the entrance of the

cave, and they called out to them with the word of the king, saying, “Why

do you rebel against the decree of the king? Now, please come and please

turn to obedience of the king and save your souls from death!” And all of

the people answered together saying, “That which the Eternal said, we will

do and we will listen, that which He commanded me on Mount Sinai: ‘Six

days you shall work and on the seventh day you shall rest.” Is it not better

for us to die by the hand of the Eternal here, and not profane the Sabbath

day? Heaven forbid!” And when all the men of the army saw that they

did not want to follow the laws of their king, they brought wood and

burned it in the mouth of the cave and about one thousand men and

women died in the presence of the Eternal.
In MH2, unlike I Maccabees, the Jews’ primary reason for going to the cave was to keep
the Sabbath; the king’s men tried to convince these Jews to heed the king’s orders, but
when they refused, they were burned to death.

Another example of Jewish martyrdom appears in II Maccabees 6:10 in which
“two women were brought in for having circumcised their sons. [The Greeks] publicly
paraded them around the city, with their babies hanging at their breasts, and then hurled
them down headlong from the wall.” This is similar to the martyrdom of the wall in
"MH2 Section 6. The woman willfully defies the king’s edict against circumcision, after
which she chooses death.

Another common account in MH2 and Maccabees is the rededication of the
Temple. I and II Maccabees each describe the rededication of the Temple once it was in
the hands of the Hasmoneans. I Maccabees 4:41-57 explains that the Hasmoneans

cleansed the sanctuary, removed the impure stones from the Greek altar, built a new altar,

and made new vessels for the sacrificial cult. On the 25" day of Kislev, “they rose and
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offered sacrifices, as the law directs, on the new altar of burnt offering that they had built.

At the very season and on the very day that the Gentiles had profaned it, it was dedicated
with songs and harps and lutes and cymbals....So they celebrated the dedication of the
altar for eight days, and joyfully offered burnt offerings.” Verse 59 concludes that
“Judah and his brothers and all the assembly of Israel determined that every year at that
season the days of dedication of the altar should be observed with joy and gladness for
eight days, beginning with the 25™ day of the month of Kislev.” The account of II
Maccabees, although more concise, is almost identical to that of I Maccabees. However,
II Maccabees 10:6 adds that “they celebrated it for eight days with rejoicing in the
manner of the festival of booths.” Section 14 of MH2 does not mention the rebuilding of
the altar, rather it simply says that “they sealed the breaches and purified the Temple
court from the dead and from the impurities.” MH2 focuses instead on the story of the
miracle of oil, which does not appear in the Books of Maccabees; it appears in later texts

about the miracle of Hanukkah.??

Josephus'’ Antiquities

Aside from the Books of Maccabees, a number of other sources dedicated some
space to the discussion of Hanukkah,; the later the text, the more likely that the author and
redactor of MH2 had access to those accounts. Flavius Josephus, a first-century CE
Jewish historian who recorded the events of the Hasmonean revolution, is another source
for the events that led to the celebration of Hanukkah. His account is based primarily

upon Maccabees, so it sheds little light on the creation of MH2. In his Antiquities of the

3 The story of the miracle of oil will be discussed at length in Chapter 2.

-50-




Jews, Book XII 7:7, Josephus recounts a version of the martyrdom of the cave. It is quite

similar to the account in I Maccabees and in MH2. In Antiguities, Book XlI, 6:2, he

explains:
Judas celebrated the festival of the restoration of the sacrifices of the
Temple for eight days, and he omitted no sort of pleasures thereon...he
honored God and delighted the Jews with hymns and psalms. They were
so very glad at the revival of their customs, when, after a long time of
intermission, they unexpectedly had regained the freedom of their
worship, that they made it a law for their posterity, that they should keep a
festival, on account of the restoration of their temple worship, for eight
days. And from that time to this we celebrate this festival, and call it
Lights.?*

Although Josephus does not recount the story of the miracle of oil, he is the first one to

mention the connection between the festival of Hanukkah and the kindling of lights.

C. RABBINIC SOURCES

Unlike every other major festival—including Purim, a holiday that was similarly
instituted by the rabbis—there is no talmudic tractate dedicated to the discussion of
Hanukkah. Where the Talmud does mention Hanukkah, it is often in the context of a
legal matter, such as when and how Hanukkah lamps should be lit, where they should be
placed, and what to do when Hanukkah falls on the Sabbath. Nonetheless, there are some
-refcrences to Hanukkah in rabbinic literature that the author and redactor of MH2 may

have known when creating that text.

Megillat Ta'anit

 The Life and Works of Flavius Josephus, p. 364.
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Megillat Ta anit, a core of which is contemporary with the Mishnah, lists the 36

special days on which fasting and eulogizing were forbidden; many of these days
corresponded with military victories of the Jews.”> The commentary to this text was
completed several centuries later, probably around the time of the Talmud or even later.
The festival of Hanukkah and the Hasmoneans are mentioned numerous times in both the
list of days and in its commentary. Many of these traditions are also found in other
contemporary and later rabbinic texts, making Megillat Ta'anit and its commentary one
of the most important sources on Hanukkah. One scholar has even claimed that the text
was created in the Beit Midrash of the Hasmonean House.”® This would account for the
disproportionate number of references to Hanukkah in the text. |

The first time Hanukkah is mentioned in Megillat Ta anit is with regard to the 7"
of lyar, “the day of dedication (hanukkat) of the wall of Jerusalem; eulogizing is
forbidden.””” The commentary subsequently explains that this refers to the period when
the Greek kings breached the wall and the Hasmoneans repaired the breaches. The
commentary to the section on the 17" of Elul is also relevant to MH2. It explains that
Greek kings appointed officers in the towns of the land of Israel to ravish all Jewish
brides; only afterwards could they marry their intended husbands. The text presents a
.speciﬁc example:

Mattathias, son of Yochanan High Priest, had a daughter, and when it

came time for her to get married, a kastarin (Greek official) came and

defiled her; Mattathias and his sons became zealous and their hands were
strengthened against the Greek kingdom, and the enemy troops were

» Nahum N. Glatzer, “Megillat Ta'anit,” Encyclopaedia Judaica Vol. 11 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing
House, Ltd., 1971), p. 1230.

% Ben Zion Lurie, “Megillat Ta'anit u'beit Hashmonai B'aspeclaria shel M’soret Ha-halakhah V'ha-
aggadah,” Megillat Ta 'anit (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1964), pp. 18-32.

Al quotes from Megiilat Ta'anit are taken from Ben Zion Lurie, Megillat Ta'anit (Jerusalem: Bialik
Institute, 1964).
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—

delivered into their hands and they killed [the enemy]. This day when
they obviated [his plan], they made it a festival (yom tov).

The similarities in the two accounts suggest that Megillat Ta 'anit may be the original
source for the story in Section 2 of MH2:

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: Mattathias, the High Priest, had a
daughter, and there was none as beautiful as she in all the world. And she
was promised to another from the house of the Hasmoneans. But one of
the Greeks came; he grabbed her by her plait [braid of hair] and he spread
a Torah scroll under her and raped her in front of her fiancé. ®

The longest discussion of Hanukkah in the commentary to Megillat Ta'anit
appears under the 25" of Kislev, which is the first day of Hanukkah. This is one of the
first appearances of the miracle of oil story, which later becomes a primary explanation
for the festival of Hanukkah. The version of the story in Megillat Ta 'anit says:

Because the Greeks entered the sanctuary and defiled all the oils inside,
there was no oil to light inside the Temple. But when the House of the
Hasmoneans was strengthened and they prevailed, they looked but could
not find oil except for one cruse of oil that was not impure lying with the
seal of the High Priest. There was only enough in it to light [the lamp] for
one day, but a miracle happened with it and they lit from it the lights for
eight days.

The text then presents several reasons for the establishment of the festival of Hanukkah
aside from the miracle of oil: the purification of the sanctuary and the construction of a
new altar and new vessels—reasons enumerated in Maccabees and Josephus. The
commentary also refers to the kindling of lights when it says, “they brought in eight iron

9129

spears and lit them,”” and it mentions the command to say Hallel on Hanukkah, “to learn

that God should be praised first for all acts of salvation that God does.”

28 This narrative will henceforth be referred to as “the rape of the Hasmonean daughter.”

* This tradition, found in Palestinian texts including the Tosefta and Pesikta Rabbati, piska 2, describes the
creation of a menorah with seven branches out of military spears. The Palestinian rabbis were interested in
glorifying the Hasmoneans’ military victory. It was the Babylonian tradition that carried the story of the
miracle of oil, which eventually became much more widespread. The Babylonian rabbis wanted to
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A more obscure Hanukkah reference in Megillat Ta anit is the 28" of Tevet, for

on that day “Antiochus was carried off from Jerusalem.” Neither I or II Maccabees
records such an event, nor do they single out the 28" of Tevet. Nonetheless, the fact that
that occasion was important enough to merit a day of celebration indicates the importance
that the author of this text ascribed to the Hasmoneans’ endeavors. In the very next
month, Megillat Ta'anit designates the 13" of Adar as Nicanor Day. The commentary
retells the downfall of Nicanor that is reported in I Maccabees 7, in which the

Hasmoneans killed him and hung his head and limbs facing Jerusalem for all to see.

Babylonian Talmud

There are only a few non-halakhic references to Hanukkah in the Babylonian
Talmud. The main narrative material is found in BT Shabbat 21b. The reason given for
the observance of Hanukkah is almost identical to Megillat Ta anit, suggesting that the
texts either shared a common source or one borrowed from the other. It begins with the
question, “What is the reason for Hanukkah?” Immediately afterwards it says:

The 25" of Kislev begins the days of Hanukkah; eight days on which it is
not permitted to eulogize or fast. For when the Greeks entered the
sanctuary, they contaminated the oil that was in the sanctuary, and when
the Hasmonean House was strengthened and defeated them, they searched
and found one flask of oil that was lying there with the seal of the High
Priest. It contained only enough to kindle for one day, but a miracle was
performed and they stayed lit for eight days. In the following year, they
established these eight festival days with Hallel and Thanksgiving.

downplay the military victory and emphasize the Divine miracle. Aaron D. Panken, The Liturgy of
Hanukkah, Unpublished Rabbinic Thesis, HUC-JIR, 1991, pp. 96, 126.

*® Talmud Bavli, Tractate Shabbat, Schottenstein Edition (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications, Ltd.,
1996). All Talmudic quotes are taken from this edition of the Babylonian Talmud.
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While this account alludes to the military victory, it emphasizes the miracle of oil. One
reason may be that the rabbis of the Talmud were not particularly interested in preserving
the story about the Hasmoneans’ strength, for they thought it safer to attribute their
festival to a supernatural miracle than to their victory over the gentiles.  Another
possible explanation is that the rabbis were politically motivated to minimize the
accomplishments of the Hasmoneans, a priestly family. As a result, in rabbinic literature
the heroes are not mentioned individually, rather they are grouped under one title, the
“Hasmonean House,” and their accomplishments are overshadowed by Divine miracles.
BT Yoma 16a makes a passing reference to the Temple’s altar that was deemed
impure after the Greeks used it for their sacrifices. It says that in the northeastern
chamber of the Temple, “the Hasmoneans concealed the stones of the altar that had been
defiled by the kings of the idolaters.” This fills in the picture olf what the Hasmoneans
had to do to purify the Temple; they had to rid it of the impure, erect a new altar, and
bring in new vessels. While this is most clearly described in I Maccabees, MH2 Section
14 does make reference to this process.
Similar to Megillat Ta'anit, BT Ketubot 3b also makes reference to the law that
during the earlier time of danger, “every Jewish maiden who married had to first consort
* with the local officer.” This lends credibility to the rape of the Hasmonean daughter in
MH2. Given these examples, it is quite likely that the author and redactor of MH2 had
access to the talmudic tradition, even though it does not include a great deal of aggadic
material about Hanukkah. Indeed, most of the aggadic material from the Talmud appears

in some form in the contemporary source Megillat Ta anit.

3! 1.D. Eisenstein, Ozar Midrashim, p. 185.
32 Lurie, “Megillat Ta’anit u’beit Hashmonai B’aspeclaria shel M 'soret Ha-halakhah V'ha-aggadah,” p.
19.
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_ day.

Midrash

Finally, there are some midrashic sources that make mention of Hanukkah, but
they are rare. According to Brigitte Kern-Ulmer, most midrashim—even those meant to
be read during Hanukkah—do not recount events related to the Hanukkah story, rather
they try to connect the festival to other events or verses in the Bible.”> References to
Hanukkah in midrashic literature are often secondary and, accordingly, brief. Pesikta
Rabbati is a collection of homilies for the festivals and special Sabbaths which dates to
the sixth or seventh century CE.** In piska 2, the text poses the question, “Why does one
kindle lights on Hanukkah?” And it responds, “because of the time when the sons of the
Hasmonean High Priest triumphed over the Greek kingdom.... They entered the Temple
and found there eight iron spikes, and they fixed them [in the ground] and kindled in
them lights.”35 The end of the same piska enumerates seven different dedications, one of
which is “the dedication which we are now considering, the Hanukkah instituted by the
Hasmonean family.” Piska 6:1 similarly explains that “this feast of dedication which we
celebrate is in remembrance of the dedication by the Hasmonean family. Because they
carried on a war and were victorious over the people of Greece, we kindle lamps to this

Exodus Rabbah 15:6, a late homiletical midrash, says with regard to the Greek
kingdom in its discussion of Parashat Bo, “All were afraid of it, but Mattathias, the

priest, and his sons stood firm in their faith in God, with the result that the Greek legions

3 Brigitte Kern-Ulmer, “The Midrashim for Hanukkah: A Survey and a Sample Analysis,” Approaches to
Ancient Judaism, ed. Jacob Neusner (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993) p. 165.

3 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, p. 302.

3 All quotes from Pesikta Rabbati are taken from Pesikta Rabbati, William G. Braude, trans, (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1968).
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fled from before them and were all slain.”® Midrash Tehillim, Psalm 93 recalls the
Hasmoneans, who “wore cloaks of zeal” and in Psalm 36, that the Hasmonean sons “rose
up and redeemed them.”” The content of these midrashic sources, which all date as
being significantly later than the Talmud, and which all likely originated in Palestine,
differs from the Talmudic material.’® Whereas the Babylonian Talmud focuses on the
miracle of oil, these Palestinian texts offer credit to the Hasmoneans for bringing about
the “miracle” and dedication. The redactor of MH2 secems to lean towards these
midrashic accounts in narrating the military accomplishments of the Hasmoneans, though
he also included the miracle of the oil at the end of the midrash.

It is apparent that the author and redactor of MH2 were aware of the breadth of
the tradition; they drew on numerous biblical sources, stories from the books of
Maccabees (of which they likely did not have first-hand knowledge), Megillat Ta’anit,
and other rabbinic texts. Nonetheless, the main sources for MH2 were an Aramaic
liturgical work called Megillat Antiochus along with some other midrashic traditions on

Hanukkah that appeared in minor midrashim like MH2.

% Midrash Rabbah: Shemot, Joshua Eli Grossman, ed. Vilna Folio Edition, Vol. 1. New York, 1953.
37 Midrash Tehillim. Solomon Buber, ed. (Vilna, 1891).
38 Strack and Stemberger, /ntroduction to the Talmud and Midrash, pp. 301, 309, 322.
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CHAPTER 2:

COMPARISON OF HANUKKAH MIDRASHIM
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There are several minor midrashim on Hanukkah, all different in style and
content, which nevertheless share important elements. The texts included in this analysis
are Ma'aseh Hanukkah Nusach Bet (MH2), Megillat Antiochus (MA), Ma aseh
Hanukkah (MH), Midrash L’Hanukkah (ML), and Ma’aseh Yehudit (MY). Common
elements among these texts help the reader understand the genre of Hanukkah midrash as
well as the genesis and meaning of the individual texts. The texts date from roughly the
seventh to the tenth centuries CE, and they range from liturgical texts to midrashic
compilations. A chart below presents the narrative sequences of four of these midrashim,
with the objective of highlighting similarities and differences among them.”® A detailed
comparison of the five midrashim—their narratives, purposes, and themes—follows.

The chart below, ‘“Narrative Comparison of Hanukkah Midrashim,” illustrates the
high degree of narrative similarity between MH2 and MA; perhaps more importantly, it
highlights the few instances of narrative departure between the two parallel texts. MH
and ML are included to provide additional examples of the genre. In addition, the
narrative content they share with MH2 indicates the likelihood that their redactors used
common source materials, Furthermore, they provide some explanation for the
discrepancies between MH2 and MA. The material in the chart is arranged to most
adequately demonstrate the parallels between the texts. It is not meant to be a
comprehensive account of each midrash; it contains paraphrases, not direct translations,
of the text, and some details are excluded. The complete texts, as published in Ozar

Midrashim, are found in the Appendix.

3 MY shares few narrative elements with the other texts. As a result, it is not included in the comparative
chart. A discussion of the common literary and thematic elements in MY and MH2 is included in this
chapter.
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A. NARRATIVE COMPARISON OF HANNUKAH MIDRASHIM

Ma’aseh Hanukkah, | Megillat Antiochus | Ma’asel Hanukkah Midrash
Nusach Bet (MH2) (MA) (MH) L’Hanukkah (ML)
Preliminary information biblical verses: Jeremiah Bless God who dwells in

In 23" yr. of Antiochus’
reign, Antiochus asks
ministers to destroy Jews;
abolish Shabbat,
circumgcision, Rosh
Hodesh

Nicanor besieges
Jerusalem

Rabbi Shimon b. Yochai:
Story of Mattathias’
daughter (unnamed); she
was beautiful, engaged to
Hasmonean man; but a
Greek grabs her, spreads a
Torah scroll under her, and
rapes her in front of her
fiancé. Then he slaughters
a pig and brings its blood
to the holy court.

Yochanan ben Mattathias
comes before Nicanor;
agrees to sacrifice a pig if
they’re alone; prays to
God; Yochanan kills
Nicanor (longer version)

Yochanan wages wat; kills
7,772 people

Antiochus calls for battle
vs. Jews and abolition of
Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh,

about Antiochus

In 23" yr, Of Antiochus’
reign, Antiachus asks
ministers to destroy Jews;
abolish Shabbat,
circumcision, Rosh
Hodesh

Nicanor besieges
Jerusalein, sets up heathen
altar in Temple

Nicanor sacrifices pig in
Temple

Yochanan ben Mattathias
comes before Nicanor;
agrees to sacrifice a pig if
they’re alone; prays to
God; Yochanan kills
Nicanor

Yochanan wages war; kills
7,000 people; erects
column with inscription
“Maccabee, Destroyer of
Tyrants”

Antiochus calls Bagris and
charges him to fight Jews
and abolish Shabbat, Rosh

50:33-34

Greeks made 4 decrees
against Jews in order to
make them despise their
God and believe in Greek
gods:

First, they decreed that
Jews must not have locks
on their doors; homes must
be open all the time; one
who disobeys will be
stabbed

They obeyed; but robbers
came in; Jews couldn’t eat,
drink, or have sex.

Second, they decreed that
Jews can’t eat meat, milk,
or cheese and must cut the
horns of their oxen and
goats

They obeyed and sold all
of their animals—pure and
impure alike. But God
sent them clean animals.

Third, they decreed that
women were not allowed
to ritually immerse or their
husbands would be
stabbed. And the one who
sees her immerse will
obtain her as his wife and
her children are his slaves.

As a result, the Jews
refrained from sexual
relations. When the
Greeks heard this, they
wanted to have sex with
the Jewish women. But

the 390 levels (firmament)
in heaven. Each level has
angels and a throne; this
should not be surprising,
since real kings have many
places and houses. And
since the earth is God’s,
heaven is made of 390
levels,

When the Temple was
standing and the people of
Israel were doing God’s
will, He sat on the 7" level
of heaven. But after Israel
sinned, God ascended
higher and higher, 390
levels, as it says, “I will go
and return to my place.”

Mari b. Mar: Drash on
mitzvah and or. Other
rabbis add; Rav Huna
says: b 'ner Hanukkah,
There were wise students,
they brought light with the
mezuzah which merited a
pleasant home, and the
kiddush ha-yom (Shabbat)
brought light which
merited a full jug of wine.

The rabbis taught: In the
days of the evil Greek
kingdom, they made four
decrees against the
Israelites. (Same four
decrees as MH, much
more concise here.)
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combined forces, the only
way to defeat the five sons
of Mattathias, for they are
“stronger than lions,
swifter than eagles.”
Bagris tells Antiochus to
send scrolls throughout his
kingdom to gather
soldiers. And thousands
came and strengthened his
army.

Bagris lays siege on

they need combined
forces, the only way to
defeat the five sons of
Mattathias, for they are
“stronger than lions,
swifter than eagles, braver
than bears.” Bagris tells
Antiochus to send scrolls
throughout his kingdom to
gather soldiers and bring
armored elephants.

Bagris invades Jerusalem a

mother, and groom. Her
brothers were ashamed,
they put their faces on the
ground and tore their
clothes. They were about
to kill her.

Hannah pleaded with them
to be like the brothers of
Dinah, and then she asked
God to seek revenge for
them. The brothers
consulted with each other

Ma’aseh Hanukkah, | Megillat Antiochus | Ma’aseh Hanukkah Midrash
Nusach Bet (MH2) (MA) (MH) L’Hanukkah (ML)
circumcision Hodesh, circumcision the Jewish men returned to
Antiochus sends Bagris to their wives who had not
siege Jerusalem immersed. They asked
God for forgiveness, and
God is angry God agreed to make the
women pure by opening a
spring in each of their
Antiochus repeats decree | Bagris invades Jerusalem | homes.
against Shabbat, Rosh and decrees against
Hodesh, circumcision Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, Greeks could not believe
circumcision that Jews had withstood
their decrees.
Many Jews were martyrs
A man circumcised his son | Fourth, they decreed that a
and they were both bride could not enter her
hanged, as was his wife husband’s chamber on the
first night of marriage,
Woman from tribe of Levi | Woman circumcises her rather she must sleep with
circumcises her son, then | son, then says to Bagris, the local governor first.
says some biblical verses | “You can’t destroy the
and jumps from wall in covenant,” then jumps So the Jews refrained from
Jerusalem; many Israelites | from wall in Jerusalem marriage, even though
do the same, refusing to Many Israelites do the there were many miserable
transgress covenant, they same, refusing to virgins among Israel.
venerate the Holy One. transgress the covenant. ‘ After 3 years and 8
After 3 years and 8 months, the daughter of
months, there was an Yochanan, the High Priest,
Jews observe Shabbat in Jews observe Shabbatina | incident with the daughter | was getting married,
cave; King sends army to | cave (much shorter); King | of Mattathias, the High ‘When they were taking her
burn them; about 1,000 sends army to burn them; | Priest, On her wedding to her groom, the leader
people die. about 1,000 people die. day, Hannah was to marry | came and tore her clothes
Eleazar, the Hasmonean, and stood her up before
Yochanan and brothers Yochanan and brothers She was on the throne, and | the people. Immediately,
fought and killed many; fight; they trust in the God | all of the great people Judah and his brothers
they trusted in their Father | of Heaven were coming to honor were full of shame and
in Heaven Mattathias and his sons, they said, “We are taking
when a Greek came and her to the fire, but don’t
tore her clothes and she tell the authorities.” But
Bagris escapes to Antioch; | Bagris escapes to King was exposed before all she said to them, “Why am
tells Antiochus they need | Antiochus; tells Antiochus | Israel, before her father, I more despised than this

uncircumcised, impure
man? You want to
circumcise him and lead
me to sleep with him.”
When Judah and his
friends heard this, they
decided to kill this leader.
Immediately they dressed
the girl in royal clothes
and made a chuppah of
palm, and they went from
the House of Hasmoneatis
to the house of this leader
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Ma’aseh Hanukkah, | Megillat Antiochus ﬁtﬁ%uahl?ﬁnukkah Midrash
Nusach Bet (MH2) (MA) (MH) L’Hanukkah (ML)
Jerusalem, insults the second time, makes 13 and said, “We wiil lead with musicians and

Living God, makes 13
breaches in wall. He
thinks, “They can’t defeat
me because my army is
great and | am mighty.”

R. Yitzhak bar Nahmani:
Bagris said to Israel, “If
you say God will bring a
flood...” “Should we
smear ourselves with the
blood of a pig and with the
semen of horses, and he
would not touch us.”

God reassures Israel

Mattathias compares his
sons (generally) to the 12
tribes; says he trusts God
will do miracles for them;
they fought and killed
many

R. Yitzhak bar Nahmani:
God took 70 angels and
lashed them with fire and
told them to kill Greeks.
Angels plundered the
kings and took the booty
for Israel

Israelite forces burn, stab,
and hang enemy soldiers;
burn Bagris.

Antiochus flees to the sea;
they call him the “escaped
one/fugitive”

breaches in the wall. He
thinks, “They can’t defeat
me because my army is
great and my hand is
mighty.” God did not think
so.

Five sons of Mattathias go
to Mizpeh where Israel
had been saved in the days
of Samuel. They prayed to
God; here are their names;
their father blessed them
individually.

Brothers go to fight; Judah
is killed; they return to
their father who fought
with them; God delivers
swordsmen and archers
into their hands; Eleazar is
engulfed in dung while
attacking elephants.

They rejoice at their
victory. They burn, stab,
and hang enemy soldiers;
burn Bagtis.

Antiochus flees to the sea;
they call him the “escaped
one/fugitive”

our sister to the king. Our
sister is the daughter of the
High Priest, and there is
none greater that he. We
will see that our sister
won’t just sleep with the
local leader, but with the
king. But they entered and
killed him, and began with
his servants and ministers.
They said, “God will help
us, send us counsel.” And
God brought them great
salvation; they heard a bar
kol from the Holy of
Holies: all Israel won in
the time of Antioch, so
does God save us in these
days.

dancers. The leader said
to them, “See these great
ones from the line of
Aaron the priest, how
happy they are to do my
will. Judah and his friends
went into the house with
his sister, and cut off [the
leader’s] head and
plundered all that he had.
They killed his ministers
and servants and trampled
the Greeks to the end of
the kingdom. The bat kol
went out and said, “Those
who did battle in Antioch
won. The lads returned
and closed the gates and
did teshuvah and engaged
themselves in Torah and
deeds of kindness.

When the King of the
Greeks heard that they had
killed his leader, he
gathered his people and
besieged Jerusalem. The
Jews were afraid. There
was a widow there named
Judith, who took her
servant and went to the
gates of Jerusalem and
said, “Let me in, perhaps
God will do a miracle for
me.” She went before the
king and said, “I am
related to prophets and
they said tomorrow
Jerusalem will fall in your
hands.” The king
proposed to her. She got
permission to go immerse
in a spring without
punishment. He threw a
celebration and she
seduced him, then cut off’
his head, and wrapped it in
a sheet. She went to the
gates of Jerusalem and told
them, “Open the gates for
God has done a miracle for
me.” At first they accused
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Ma’aseh Hanukkah, | Megillat Antiochus | Ma’aseh Hanukkah Midrash
Nusach Bet (MH2) MA) (MH) L’Hanukkah (ML)

Hasmoneans rebuild cities, | Hasmoneans rebuild cities, her of being a whore, then

repair breaches and purify | repair breaches and purify she showed the king’s

the Temple, find cruse of
olive oil. Miracle of eight
days

Jews accept Festival; Eight
days with Hallel

Blessing to God

Temple, find cruse of olive
oil. Miracle of eight days

Jews accept Festival; eight
days of feasting and
rejoicing, like any festival
prescribed in Torah, with
kindling of lights to
commemorate the victories
God gave them. Mourning
and fasting are forbidden
on Hanukkah, except in
the case of a vow. But
Hasmoneans did not
prohibit work on this
holiday.

Greeks fell from power
after that.

Jews everywhere observe
festival for eight days,
beginning on 25 Kislev,
These days—instituted by
priests, Levites, and sages
of Temple times—shall be
celebrated by their
descendants forever.

head. They opened the
gates and a voice said,
“Shema Yisrael...” When
the Greeks heard this, they
went to tell the king and
found him without a head
and they fell on him in
fear. They fled, and Israel
pursued them and killed
many of them. This is
how God takes vengeance
on our enemies and grants
us salvation.

Generations come and go
and still the land endures.
The evil Greeks decreed
that any one who mentions
God’s name would be
stabbed. So many in Israel
converted; one evil
apostate gave bad advice
to Israel about sacrifices.

Greeks decreed that
anyone who wrote a
ketubah for his wife would
have his fingers torn off.
The Greeks knew about
the mitzvah of lighting
candles in the Temple.
They rose and destroyed
all of the symbols in the
temple; only one cruse of
oil remained, for they did
not realize it lay under the
altar. And a miracle was
done for us; it stayed lit
eight days. So God
established for them eight
days of Hanukkah, that
had not been a festival
until now, God says, “I
bring you eight days and
seven Hasmoneans...and
to contradict the decree
against mentioning my
name, I institute the Hallel
to my name for the eight
days.”
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Ma’aseh Hanukkah,
Nusach Bet (MH2)

Megillat Antiochus
(MA)

Ma’aseh Hanukkah
(MH) .

Midrash
L’Hanukkah (ML)

When the Greeks entered
the Temple, one took a
Sefer Torah and took
Hannah, the daughter of
Yochanan, High Priest,
who was marrying Eleazar
the Hasmonean, and raped
her before her father and
husband. Yochanan, the
High Priest, said to
Mattathias, “My three sons
and I plus you and your
seven sons are like the 12
tribes of Israel. I am sure
that God will do a miracle
for us.” Eleazar raised his
sword and killed this
Greek man.

Many men came to fight
the Hasmoneans.

Rabbi Yitzhak said:
Enemy leader says, “If we
smear ourselves with the
blood of a pig and with the
semen of horses, they will
not touch us.”

And if you say, “He’ll
bring a flood, He already
swore that He would never
again bring a flood, and if
you say He will send
beasts...as he did with the
Cutites, we will ride on
elephants and the beasts
will not touch us”

Israel prayed to God, “We
only fight for the sake of
Your name. Do a miracle
for us.” God’s mercy
turned toward them and he
took vengeance on the
Greeks. And he took the
angels of 70 nations and
told them to have the
Greeks kill each other, and
if one escaped, the angel
would lose life. And every
Greek who was about to
shoot an arrow at Israel
turned the arrow into his




Ma’aseh Hanukkah,
Nusach Bet (MH2)

Megillat Antiochus
(MA)

Ma’aseh Hanukkah
(MH)

Midrash
L’Hanukkah (ML)

own heart. I[srael saw that
God was doing a miracle
for them.

More decrees:

One who mentions the
name of God will be
stabbed by the sword.

A man who writes a
ketubah for his wife will
have his fingers torn off.

The most important
mitzvah is to kindle a light
in the Temple.

They defiled all of the
symbols in the Temple
except for one small cruse
of oil that was in the pit by
the side of the altar, and
there was only enough oil
to light for one night. But
a miracle was done for us
and the oil stayed lit eight
days, therefore they fixed
cight days of Hanukkah.




B. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MH2 AND MA

Of the four minor midrashim on Hanukkah, MH2 most resembles MA in style and
in substance. In fact, it is likely that the redactor of MH2 used MAasa base, and then
added other narrative pieces to it to achieve his desired result. Some of those pieces
appear in other minor midrashim on Hanukkah, including MH, ML, and MY (Ma ‘aseh
Yehudit). Noting the similarities and differences between these texts sheds light upon the
genre as a whole, as well as on the particular meaning of MH2.

The narrative flow of MH2 is almost identical to that of MA. The characters are
the same, as are the main events: Yochanan, son of Mattathias, is the heroic figure;
Nicanor and Bagris are generals to the Greek King Antiochus; and most of the action
occurs between these characters. Additionally, both texts emphasize a trio of mitzvot
(commandments)}—Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and circumecision, repeating the Greek decree
against them numerous times. Both texts place value on martyrdom, recounting specific
events in which loyal Jews choose to die instead of obeying the mandates of the Greek
king. Both stories recount versions of the martyrdom of the wall and the martyrdom of
the cave. The details of these and other events, including Yochanan’s plan to kill
Nicanor, the fate of Bagris and Antiochus, and even the death-tolls from his battles are
extremely close in these two texts. Finally, both texts include prayers—offered either by
the hero himself or by Israel as a whole.

Despite the high degree of resemblance between these texts, there are some telling
differences between MH2 and MA. The two most noticeable departures from MA are

narrative interludes, both of which are attributed to rabbis. The first, in the name of
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Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai, is the rape of the Hasmonean daughter. In this narrative,
Mattathias’ daughter is raped by a Greek official on her wedding day. Various versions
of this story appear in texts about Hanukkah, including MH and ML, liturgies in the
Ashkenazic siddur for the Sabbaths during Hanukkah,* and the Shulchan Aruch.*' The
additional versions supplement the details provided in MH2. According to MH, ML, and
the commentary on Megillat Ta 'anit, mishna 14 (17 Elul), there was a decree that Jewish
brides could not marry their husbands until a Greek official had sex with them first. This
suggests that the incident in MH2 was not an isolated one, inciting the anger of Yochanan
and causing him to take action. The end of this section in MH2 reports that the Greek
rapist sacrifices a pig and brings its blood into the holy court. The narratives of MH2 and
MA return to congruence when Nicanor likewise sacrifices a pig fn the Temple.

The other major addition to MH2 is attributed to Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani. It

appears in two pieces, interrupted by a small narrative segment. The first piece relates

instances in Israel’s history in which God intervened to save the Israelites. Bagris, who

appeared with tens of thousands of troops, says to Israel, “If you say your God will bring

a flood, He already swore that He would never again bring a flood. Or if Gabriel would
stand upon us and burn us, as he did to Sennacherib, behold we would smear ourselves
with pig’s blood and horse’s semen, and he would not touch us.” Bagris is confident that
God will not be able to intervene again, but in Section 10, Israel prays, using biblical
verses that focus on reward for the righteous and punishment for the wicked. After a

brief interruption, the second section attributed to Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani reports the

“® These liturgies were authored by Rabbi Yosef bar Shlomo. See Hersh Goldwurm, “The Daughter of the
Kohen Gadol,” Chanukah: Its History, Observance, and Significance (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah
Publications, Ltd., 1981), p. 79.

! Orach Hayim 670:2.
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Divine miracle that allowed the Jews to prevail over their mighty enemy. God appointed
angels to help the Israclites, and “when the Greeks shot their arrows [and drew] swords,
the angels came and pressed them into the hearts of the Greeks.” The redactor of MH2
includes God’s active role in the Hanukkah story and in Jewish history, neither of which
MA emphasizes. Thus, he adopted this section from another text; it appears in ML as
well, albeit in a different order, where it is also attributed to “Rabbi Yitzhak.”

The redactor deliberately attributes both of these additions to rabbis. The
redactor—who was departing from his base text of MA—wanted to invest the sections
with the authority of well-known rabbis. For example, Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani was a

second-generation amora from Palestine, whose teacher was the great Rabbi Yehoshua

ben Levi.*? Using his name in the text gives it additional authority. Perhaps the redactor

also included the attributions because the circumstances of the individual rabbis added
meaning to the text. Indeed, Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai lived during the mid-second

century; having witnessed the suffering and martyrdom of his teachers during the

Hadrianic era, he distrusted and even hated gentiles.*® The attribution of the rape of the
Hasmonean daughter to Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai was appropriate, and it may have even
invested the text with more meaning, coming from a person who had experienced such
hardship and persecution.

In the small narrative piece that interrupts the Yitzhak bar Nahmani section,
Mattathias makes a general statement comparing his sons to the twelve tribes of Israel; it

then adds that Mattathias trusted that God would perform miracles for the Jews. This fits

*2 Mordechai Margalioth, “R. Yitzhak bar Nahman(i),” Encyclopedia of Talmudic and Geonic Literature
5Tel Aviv: Joshua Chachik, 1946), pp. 590-591.

? Israel Burgansky, “Simeon Bar Yohai,” Encyclopaedia Judaica Vol. 14 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing
House, Ltd., 1971.), pp. 1551-1553.
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perfectly with the theme of the Yitzhak Bar Nahmani section. It also corresponds to a

much more elaborate, though similar event in MA. In MA 50-57, Mattathias compares
each of his sons to a different biblical figure. For example, Mattathias says, “Judah, my
son, I compare you to Judah, the son of Jacob, who was likened to a lion....Yochanan,
my son, I compare you to Abner, the son of Ner, general of Israel’s army.” Here, all five
sons are mentioned by name, which does not occur in MH2. Nevertheless, in the
Bokhara manuscript of Megillat Antiochus, which bears a great deal of similarity to MA
in terms of the general flow of the narrative, even if not in the words it uses, this section
is significantly longer. In fact, the blessing for each son follows a specific formula: “My
son, to whom do I compare you? I compare you to Simon, the son of Jacob our father.”
The text then provides several biblical references about that herdic figure, after which it
adds, “I bless you in the name of the Holy One Blessed be He.”** In both versions, by
bringing up some of Israel’s past heroes, this section in MA does what the rest of the
midrash does not: it recalls events in Israel’s past. This part of MA is the most
substantial section that does not appear in MH2, though it would have fit quite well.
There are a few additional lines and details scattered throughout MA that do not
show up in MH2. After Yochanan’s first battle, MA 27 claims that he erected a column
with the inscription, “Maccabee, Destroyer of Tyrants.”* Given that his brother, Judah,
and not Yochanan, was called Maccabeus,* this would not have been an inscription in

Yochanan’s honor. This sentence may have been added later, when the Hasmonean

* MS Rab. 1682/4, folios 240r to 250r. Bokhara 1498-99. Jewish Theological Seminary of America.

“ The version of MA printed in J.D. Eisenstein’s Ozar Midrashim, mentions that Yochanan erected a
column which he named after himself with the addition “Killer of the Strong.” There is no mention of the
name “Maccabee.”

“¢ See I Maccabees 2:1-5 for the full names of Mattathias® sons.
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House was referred to as the “Maccabees,” which would also account for its absence in
MH2.

Both MA and MH2 portray Yochanan as the hero of the story. MH2 makes no
effort to mention the deeds of his brothers; however, MA 58 records the death of Judah,
“who alone equaled all of us.” Surprisingly, the Bokhara manuscript of Megillat
Antiochus includes Judah in a more substantial way; it portrays a conversation between
Antiochus and Judah, who then came back and reported to his father and brothers,
encouraging them to fight. It is possible that—in the same way the MA was a base text
for MH2—a short form of MA was a base text for this longer manuscript version, to
which Judah was added by a redactor who knew the books of Maccabees. It is unclear
whether the redactor of MH2 had heard of Judah as the Hasmonean hero, but he did not
see the necessity of mentioning him. Either he chose to ignore that short phrase in MA,
or the death of Judah was added to MA later, once the focus on Judah had become more
established in Jewish lore.

In MA 49, Bagris and his army attack Jerusalem for a second time. Bagris

expresses his certainty that, with his fortified army and elephants, he could not be

-defeated. Despite his confidence, the section ends with an editorial comment that does
not appear in MH2: “The God of Heaven did not think so.” Another difference is that
MH2 has no mention of elephants, while in MA, the armored elephants play an important
role in the enemy’s army. Indeed, in attacking the Greeks’ elephants, Eleazar,
Yochanan’s brother, becomes entrapped in elephant dung for a period of time, until his

brothers could find and uncover him. Whether the redactor of MH2 was uninterested in




comic relief, or whether he did not care to report the fate of Yochanan’s brothers, the
absence of this vignette from MH2 is noticeable.

Another difference between MH2 and MA is the two texts’ use of biblical
quotations. MA includes only a few, easily recognizable biblical verses. For example,
in MA 42, the text describes the sons of Mattathias as “stronger than lions, swifter than
eagles, braver than bears.” The first two phrases are from II Samuel 23, while the third
was added for literary effect. Most readers would recognize this verse. Similarly, in MA
39, the Jews who are hiding in the caves refer to the commandment to observe the
Sabbath: “Six days you shall labor and do all your work; on the seventh day you shall
rest.” The verse is from Exodus 34:21, and it is introduced in the text with the words,
“we remember what we were commanded on Mt. Sinai.” Even if the reader did not
recognize the phrase from Exodus, this introduction makes the connection eminently
clear.

By contrast, the author and redactor of MH2 incorporated numerous biblical
verses into the text. Often, they are not easy to identify, fitting smoothly into the flow of
the narrative. Only a learned reader would be able to recognize and understand all of the
‘references. And it is precisely these references that add an entirely separate level of
meaning to the narrative, one that does not occur in MA. For example, in MH2 Section
5, Antiochus asks his ministers, “Shall I not bring retribution on a nation such as this?”
This quote from Jeremiah 5:9 fits into the narrative easily; it makes sense and reads well,
even if one does not recognize it as biblical. However, if one is aware that these words

were pronounced by God about His own people, one can begin to delve into the possible

meanings: Perhaps it is a clue that Antiochus, who dares to assume the words of God,




will be the one who receives Divine retribution. Maybe instead it is a comment about the
people of Israel who have changed their ways; they used to offend God with their
idolatrous behavior, and now they offend Antiochus with their righteous acts.

One final difference between the two texts is the way in which they conclude.
MH2 ends with the recounting of the miracle of oil, after which it briefly describes the
festival of Hanukkah, which the Jews must observe with the recitation of Hallel and with
thanksgiving every year. MA contains the story of the oil as well, but afterwards it
continues with a long discussion of what is and what is not permissible on the holiday. It
even mentions the custom of kindling lights to commemorate the victories of the
Hasmoneans. MA also relates that the Greeks lost power after these events and the
Hasmoneans and their descendents ruled for 206 years, until the destruction of the
Temple. It is possible that this detailed section—with its legalistic perspective and its
historical commentary—was added to MA after the redactor of MH2 had already
appropriated the text. This is supported by the fact that this final section does not appear
in the Bokhara manuscript of MA.

MA appears to be a liturgical text—once read in synagogue during Hanukkah—
which explains the background and reasons for the festival. This version, in particular,
with its command to observe the festival “like any festival prescribed in the Torah,” is
meant to lend authority to the holiday, to encourage Jews to observe the eight-day
festival. It is possible that the festival was slow to become accepted because God did not
ordain it in the Torah. The goal of the author was simple, and the text that achieved that
goal was simple; there are few biblical quotes, few instances where God actively takes

part in the narrative, and an enormous emphasis on how the festival should be observed.
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The redactor of MH2 found MA to be useful, for he borrowed almost every single
part of it as the basis of an entirely new liturgical text.*” Unlike MA, this new text would
not only explain the reason for Hanukkah, but also communicate another level of
meaning through the use of biblical verses and their contexts. In addition, the redactor of
MH2 chose to illustrate God’s active role in Jewish history. Some of the biblical
quotations and the other rabbinic material that the redactor added to the MA version serve
this purpose, by encouraging the MH2 audience to have faith that, just as in the time of
their ancestors, God could rescue them from their plight. The MH2 redactor was clever,
using excerpts from other midrashim on Hanukkah, including MH and ML, to

accomplish this goal.

C. MA’ASEH HANUKKAH (MH), MIDRASH L’HANUKKAH (ML), & MA’ASEH

YEHUDIT (MY)

MH relates the story of Jews living under Greek rule. Unlike MH2 and MA, there
is no mention of Antiochus or any other specific villain in MH. The Greek decrees
against the Jews are also different. Rather than making decrees against Shabbat, Rosh
‘Hodesh, and circumcision—mitzvot that were of particular interest to the rabbis who
wrote MA and MH2—the Greeks in MH made decrees that may have reflected more
accurately the period during which it was written. There are four Greek decrees in MH:
the Jews were not permitted to have locks on their doors, so that the Greek officials could

enter at any time; the Jews were not permitted to eat certain foods including meat, milk,

7 The large amount of the MA text that appears in MH2, and the way that the redactor added other pieces
to MH2 in keeping with the thematic flow of MA, strongly suggests that the “borrowing” went from MA to
MH?2, and not the other way around.
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and cheese; Jewish women were not permitted to ritually immerse, which prevented them

from engaging in sexual relations; and a Jewish bride was not permitted to enter her
husband’s chamber on their wedding night, rather she had to have sexual relations with a
Greek governor. Although failure to observe these decrees was punishable by death, God
intervened, allowing the Israelites to continue to eat kosher animals, to ritually immerse,
and to have sexual relations.

While the decrees in MH2 deal primarily with public mitzvor—the observance of
Shabbat and circumcision were acts that the entire community had to do and could
witness—the decrees in ML were meant to prevent the Jews from living their personal
daily lives according to Jewish law. These decrees were meant to interfere with their
home life, their eating habits and their sex lives. The prohibitions regarding the private
mitzvot in MH and ML were more devastating to the Jewish community since they
pertained to everyday activity; but the authors of MH2 were more interested that the Jews
retain the mitzvot that publicly distinguished them from the outside culture. They were
concerned with maintaining the boundaries that defined the community and ensuring the
continuation of the Jewish people.

The text of MH continues with a version of the rape of the Hasmonean daughter.
As an illustration of the fourth decree, MH relates that Hannah was stripped and shamed
on her wedding day by a local Greek governor. Following this encounter, her brothers,
the sons of Mattathias, entered the home of the king under the pretext that Hannah would
sleep with him; instead, they killed him. The text concludes with the statement, “All

Israel won in the time of Antioch, so does God save us in these days.” There is no

mention of the miracle of oil, no mention of the Temple, or the war, rather just the simple




conclusion that God was responsible for the outcome and was still present to save the
people Israel. Perhaps the author and redactor of Ma aseh Hanukkah did not want to
include any reference to the military victory, including the repossession and purification
of the Temple. Leaving these out allowed the miracle to be entirely Divine, unassisted by
the Hasmonean fighters.

Midrash L 'Hanukkah (ML) is a compilation of many different traditions about
Hanukkah; it does not maintain a consistent narrative thread, rather it reads like many
small narratives, one after another. After some preliminary material that turns the reader’s
focus to Hanukkah, the text begins with the same four decrees as MH, although they are
quite condensed in form. Subsequently, it relates the rape of the Hasmonean daughter, as
in MH. This is consistent with the other Hanukkah midrashim, all of which include
versions of this narrative. Although the victim’s name, as well as her husband’s and
father’s identities differ from text to text, the core facts remain the same: a Hasmonean
woman is attacked on her wedding day by a Greek man. This suggests that the story was
well-known in rabbinic circles; for while in MH2 and the second time in ML the story is
attributed to Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai, it is not attributed in MH or the first time in ML.
In ML, unlike the other versions, Hannah comes up with the plan for her brothers to
outwit and eventually kill her attacker, This character type of the clever female must
have reminded the compiler of the story of another clever woman, namely Judith, found
in the eponymous book in the Apocrypha.

Although the Apocryphal story of Judith is set during the reign of

Nebuchadnezzar, the same narrative is also part of a minor midrash, Ma ‘aseh Yehudit

(MY), which the redactor set during the Greek reign. This latter version was




subsequently incorporated into ML. In both the MY and the ML versions, Judith earns
the trust of the Greek king. Taking advantage of an alcohol-induced slumber, Judith
beheads the king and brings his head back to Jerusalem for all to see. Mehlman and
Polish explain the reasons why the Judith story and Hanukkah may have become linked:
Historiographically, the events it describes are from the same period of
time as the events of the Maccabean revolt. In both instances the
adversary is depicted as a Greek king. Thematically the heart of the tale
of Judith and that of the Hasmoneans is the same: the salvation of the
people from a foreign domination through the valiant acts of heroic

individuals. Finally, the Ma aseh fYehudit] is linked to the celebration of
Chanukkah through a minor element in its narrative, [cheese].*®

Indeed, in the midrash, Judith prepares a final meal for the king that features this
traditional Hanukkah food. Given that the Judith story had already become associated
with Hanukkah, it may have been natural for the redactor of ML to include it in his
midrash for Hanukkah.

Following a description of a Greek decree prohibiting Jews from writing ketubot,
the redactor of ML tells of the miracle of oil that occurred when the Hasmoneans took
control of the Temple. After the account of the miracle, the text makes the claim, unlike
any of the other Hanukkah midrashim, that “God established for them eight days of
Hanukkah that had not been a festival until now.” Since Hanukkah is not biblically
ordained, it does not hold the same authority as the other festivals. As a result, some
Jews may have resisted its celebration. At the very least, there were objections to it on

the part of the Karaites,” who fulfilled only commandments set forth in the Written

* Bernard H. Mehlman and Daniel F. Polish, “Ma’aseh Yehudit: A Chanukkah Midrash.” Journal aof
Reform Judaism. (Winter 1979), p. 75.

# “The name of the sect ‘Karaites’ (...‘People of the Scriptures’) betokens advocacy for a return to the
Scripture as the sole source of Divine Law and rejection of the Oral Law in the talmudic-rabbinic sense.
The Karaite sect was founded by Anan Ben David (Baghdad, eighth century), who opposed the halakhic
authority of the Geonim.” Michael Corinaldi, “Karaite Halakhah,” A» Introduction to the History and
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Torah, ascribing no authority to the Oral Torah.”® Most texts on Hanukkah, including
MH2, MA, and MH acknowledge that the holiday was created by the Hasmoneans, the
priests and levites of the day, or the rabbis and scribes. Perhaps the redactor of ML
decided to approach the problem of Hanukkah’s lack of acceptance by claiming that it
was a Divinely ordained festival.

Although the miracle of the oil seems like an ending point for the text, ML
continues for three more sections, two of which appear earlier in the midrash. Due to
their numerous parallels, the redactors of ML and MH2 most likely shared common
sources for these three final sections. First, ML retells the rape of the Hasmonean
daughter, this time resembling the version in MH2. It is followed by the Yitzhak bar
Nahmani piece that also appears in MH2. The redactor of MH2 may have rearranged the
text to fit in with the MA material, for it appears in a different order in ML. This section
focuses on God’s role in saving the Israelites of both the biblical and Hasmonean periods.
ML ends with another version of the miracle of oil story that closely resembles the one in
MH2.

Neither MH nor ML mentions the military campaign of the sons of Mattathias.

“The only time that the Hasmonean sons enter into the narrative is in relation to their sister
who is attacked on her wedding day. In MH2, the military struggle is the primary focus,
while the narrative material found in MH and ML is secondary. By contrast, Ma ‘aseh
Hanukkah and Midrash L 'Hanukkah focus on the decrees against the Jews and on the

plights of the ordinary people during the Greek reign. Both texts also demonstrate the

Sources of Jewish Law, N.S. Hecht, B.S. Jackson, S.M. Passamaneck, D. Piattelli, A.M. Rabello, eds.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 251.

' S. Atlas and M. Perlmann, “Saadia on the Scroll of the Hasmoneans,” Proceedings of the American
Academy for Jewish Research Vol. 14 (1944), p. 22,
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important role of God in fulfilling the miracles of Hanukkah and in protecting the Jews.
The redactor of MH2 chose to add this portrayal of God’s active involvement to his base
material of MA.

Although the narrative content of MH2 and Ma ‘asehYehudit are not similar, they
resemble one another in style to such an extent that comparing the texts illuminates
aspects of MH2. MY is a Hebrew text that retells historical eveﬁts from the Greek Book
of Judith.' The story only appeared in Hebrew in the form of a late midrash.? In MY,
the redactor altered some of the historical details of the Greek text to achieve his desired
message for the midrashic text. The preliminary details, which set the scene for the story,
underwent the most revision; on the other hand, the details about Judith’s plot to kill the
king are quite similar to those in the Book of Judith. Similarly, MH2 is a Hebrew text,
based on events that were first recorded in Greek, in which a redactor crafted the base
text to communicate a certain message.

Not only are there general similarities between the two texts, but there are also a
number of strikingly similar phrases, lines, and biblical verses that appear in MY and
MH2. This suggests that the redactors drew upon common source materials, or that one
. redactor copied from the other. For example, in MY the King of Greece, called
Holofernes, says, “The children of Israel who are in Jerusalem differ in their religion and

do not practice the religion of the king....Arise and let us go up against them in battle, so

3" The Book of Judith is “a folktale about a pious widow who, strengthened by her faith in the God of
Israel, takes matters into her own hands and so saves her people and Jerusalem....Despite the story’s post-
exilic setting and a significant number of Persian nouns and names, it also has unmistakable Hellenistic, as
well as distinctively Maccabean/Hasmonean elements....The story is extant in four slightly different Greek
versions...as well as several later Hebrew recensions.” Robert C. Dentan and Carey A. Moore,
“Introduction to Judith,” The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version: The
Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books of the Old Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), p.
20.

52 Mehiman and Polish, “Ma ‘aseh Yehudit,” p. 73.
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that their name is no more remembered.” This call to eliminate the Jews resembles MH2,
Section 1, in which Antiochus says, “Have you not heard that there is a people, the
children of Israel, who are in Jerusalem: a shameless nation whose religion is different
from every people, and who do not uphold the laws of the king....Arise and let us take
revenge on them in war, up and let us destroy them from our midst.” This formula is
commonly used in Jewish texts by enemies of the Jews; indeed, in Esther 3:8-9, Haman
says to Ahasuerus, “There is a certain people, scattered and dispersed among the other
peoples in all the provinces of your realm, whose laws are different from those of any
other people and who do not obey the king's laws; and is it not in your Majesty’s interest
to tolerate them? If it please your Majesty, let an edict be drawn for their destruction.”
It is possible that the redactors of MH2 and MY drew upon the Scroll of Esther for this
element of their narratives. |

As in MH2, Israel is referred to as “swifter than eagles, stronger than lions” in
MY 1. Both texts take special care to report the number of soldiers who took part in the
battles; indeed in MY 2 Holofernes’ army was reported to consist of “120,000 foot
soldiers, 12,000 horsemen.” Both the Hasmonean brothers in MH2, Section 11, and

- Judith in MY 4 put on sackcloth and ashes, fast, and pray to God for mercy. And both

have their prayers answered, for they arise, go out to fight, and emerge victorious for
Israel. MY 14 reports that, after Judith’s victory, “when all Israel had cleansed
themselves, they offered up burnt offerings, sacrifices, and vows. Judith dedicated all of
her booty to the House of God. The people celebrated this deliverance for three
months....And all the children of Israel enjoyed light in their dwellings” (Exodus 10:23).

Though the detatls are different, both texts end with a cleansing, a refocus on the Temple
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cult, and a declaration that the people celebrated the great salvation. The final Exodus
quote in MY alludes to the Hanukkah miracle with its image of light, for it is the very
same verse found in MH2, Section 1, that sets up the opposition between good and light,
evil and darkness.

Perhaps the greatest similarity between the texts is the use of the passage found in
both II Kings 19:15-19 and Isaiah 37:16-20 as the prayer of the Israelite leaders. Both
MH2 and MY keep the biblical verses intact, with the exception of substituting the name
of the evil king, Antiochus and Holofernes, respectively. MY says:

O Lord of Hosts, enthroned on the Cherubim! You alone are God of all

the kingdoms of the earth. You made the heavens and the earth. O Lord,

incline Your ear and hear, open Your eye and see. Hear all the words that

Holofernes has sent to blaspheme the living God! True, O Lord, the kings

of Assyria have annihilated all the idolaters® and their lands and have

committed their gods to flames—for they are not gods, but man’s

handiwork of wood and stone—and have destroyed them. But now, O
Lord Our God, deliver us from his hands.

MY does add some other verses onto the end of this prayer. Nonetheless, pure
coincidence serves as a poor explanation for the fact that both texts invoke these verses as
a way of recalling the prayer of Hezekiah, found in II Kings 19:14-19 and Isaiah 37:16-

20.

D. PURPOSES OF THE HANUKKAH MIDRASHIM

Based on the analysis of the different minor midrashim on Hanukkah, it is
|
possible to understand some of the agendas of their redactors. The redactors of Ma ‘aseh

Hanukkah (MH) and Midrash L’'Hanukkah (ML) were focused primarily on the

midrashic legends relating to the period of the Hasmoneans. As a result, the redactors

53 Both 1I Kings and Isaiah refer to “nations” instead of “idolaters.”
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made little effort to appear historically accurate or to teach about the past, rather the

narrative material they chose was meant to send a message about the present—namely,
that if the Israelites maintained their loyalty to God’s commandments, God would be
there to save them and to punish their enemies. Although the redactor of MH2 did not
choose to take this as his main approach, he did adopt aspects of it to supplement the
historical perspective of the midrash.

The redactors of Megillat Antiochus (MA), Ma’aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet
(MH2), and Ma’aseh Yehudit (MY) attempted to relate details of the military struggle
between the Hasmoneans and the Greeks, however they were probably relatively
unconcerned with being historically accurate. In his work on Jewish history and Jewish
memory, Yosef Yerushalmi explains that the rabbis had a different concept of history
than modern historians. Rather than record details for the sake of preserving the past,

“they salvaged what they felt to be relevant to them, and that meant, in effect, what was

H
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relevant to the ongoing religious and communal (hence also the ‘national’) life of the

254

Jewish people.”™ The authors’ and redactors’ use of proper names, detailed death-tolls,

} and repeated decrees against three specific commandments project the appearance of a

. historical document, but they changed historical details where necessary and shaped the
imprecise oral tradition to create the effect that they wanted. For example, Mehlman and
Polish, in their analysis of MY, even suggest that the redactors made deliberate changes
to remove the story from its historical context in the Book of Judith.”> It was only by

doing so that the story could have become associated with Hanukkah. Jewish storyteliers

* Yerushalmi, Zakhor, p. 25.
%5 Mehlman and Polish, “Ma ‘aseh Yehudit,” p. 74.
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wanted to focus “on that which was most comprehensible and of greatest moment to

them.,,Sﬁ

The redactor of MH2 was an expert rhetoritician, employing sophisticated
techniques in his midrashic writing. He combined the *historical” approach of MA and
MY with the mythical narratives of MH and ML to create his desired outcome. The
redactor of MH2 attempted to create a balance between the Hasmoneans’ bravery and
strength, and the involvement of God in the Hanukkah miracies. The former came
primarily from MA, while the latter came mainly from sources that became a part of ML.

The comparison of these different texts with their distinct approaches yields a
message. The redactor of MH2 wanted his readers to internalize the centrality of three
mitzvot—Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and circumcision—to being Jewish. In addition, he
wanted to increase the observance of this festival of Hanukkah, which may have declined
during his time. Through the stories in the text, the redactor also wanted the Jews to
resist the temptation to assimilate, and to retain the hope that God would deliver them if
they remained loyal to God’s path. This message is expressly evident in the literary

motifs that the author and redactor employ throughout MH2.

% Ibid., p. 74.
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CHAPTER 3:

LITERARY AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF MH?2
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The recurring themes, symbols, and words in Ma ‘aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet and
in the other midrashim on Hanukkah reveal much about the political and religious
agendas of the authors and redactors. The emphasis on specific commandments
(mitzvot), the parallel between the Hellenistic period of persecution and assimilation and
similar historical periods, the glorification of martyrdom, and the role of the Divine in

these texts are all found in this group of Hanukkah midrashim.

A. MITZVOT

A triad of commandments—Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and circumcision—is
repeated throughout Ma 'aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet (MH2) and Megillat Antiochus
(MA). King Antiochus vows to abolish these practices from the people of Israel. From
the beginning of the text, in MH2 Section 1, Antiochus admonishes his ministers, “Let us
become wiser than [Israel], abolishing from them Shabbat, circumcision, and Rosh
Hodesh.” His antipathy intensifies in Section 5, when Antiochus repeats his intention to
destroy these practices. The section then concludes with the king’s decree that “everyone
who keeps the Sabbaths of the Eternal and Rosh Hodesh and circumcision will die.”™’
After these three mentions of the targeted mitzvot, the narrative narrows its focus to
Shabbat and circumcision. Section 6, which tells the martyrdom of the wall, emphasizes
the commandment to circumcise male children on the eighth day after birth as a physical
sign of the covenant between God and the Jewish people. The martyrdom of the cave, in

Section 7, is a story about Jews who chose to accept death rather than “profane the

Sabbath day.” Rosh Hodesh is emphasized at the beginning of MH2, but no specific

57 Parallel occurrences of the triad of mitzvot appear in MA 9, 30, and 44.
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examples illustrate this mitzvah later in the text, as in the case of Shabbat and
circumcision. This is almost certainly due to the frequent focus on Shabbat and
circumcision in rabbinic texts, some of which was eventually incorporated into the latter
part of MH2.
Combinations of mitzvot, including Shabbat and circumcision, occur in other
rabbinic texts as well. For example, in Exodus Rabbah 15:7, God says:
Israel cannot be joined with the idolaters of antiquity, but must keep
themselves apart. For even if an enemy decrees that they should desecrate
the Sabbath, abolish circumcision, or serve idols, they should suffer
martyrdom rather than be assimilated with them, for it says: ‘Lo, it is a
people that shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned among the nations

(Numbers 23:9).” And what will I do? I will slay all their foes that make
decrees against them.”®

The midrash continues by recounting the enemies of Israel who made decrees against
them, citing the biblical verses in which God destroys their enemies.

Song of Songs Rabbah 2:34 is similar in terms of its focus on the hostile
relationship between Israel and the nations, as well as the nations’ targeting of two
particular commandments. It says, “For the nations make war with Israel and say to
them, ‘What do you want with the Sabbath and circumcision?” And the Holy One,
blessed be He, makes Israel strong, and they become in the presence of the nations like

1. This is an accurate

wild beasts to subdue them before God and before Israe
description of the Hasmoneans’ situation with Greece: the Greek ruler pronounced
decrees against important Jewish practices, and, in response, the Jews were strengthened

and emboldened—compared to lions and eagles in MH2 Sections 8 and 11—vanquishing

their enemies.

58 Midrash Rabbah: Shemot, Joshua Eli Grossman, ed. Vilna Folio Edition, Vol. 1. New York, 1953.
% Midrash Rabbah: Shir Ha-shirim, Joshua Eli Grossman, ed. Vilna Folio Edition, Vol. 2. New York,
1953.
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Ecclesiastes Rabbah also emphasizes the superiority of two mitzvor over the rest.
Commenting upon Ecclesiastes 11:2 which says, “Divide portions [of food] to seven or
even to eight, for you cannot know what misfortune may occur on earth,” two rabbis
discuss the meaning of the numbers seven and eight. Rabbi Eliezer concludes that the
number seven alludes to the days of the week, with an emphasis on the seventh day,
Shabbat. He explains that the number eight refers to the days of circumcision. The text
continues, “He spoke before the Holy One, Blessed be He, ‘Lord of the Universe, even if
there be in the possession of Your children only these two commandments, Sabbath and
circumcision, it is right that You should have mercy upon them?’”®® Thus, this rabbi
argues that even if the people of Israel neglect all of the commandments other than these
two, they are fulfilling the most important aspect of the covenant, and thus deserve God’s
mercy.

Throughout history, Shabbat was a target of Isracl’s enemies, because its
observance was testament to the world’s Divine creation. Antiochus wanted the Jews to
abandon their God and to worship his gods and observe his traditions. This would have

been impossible while the Jews continued to observe God’s appointed day of rest each

.week. Similarly, “circumcision demonstrates that the physical and the spiritual must be

intertwined. The body must bear the mark of allegiance to God’s covenant.”®' Antiochus
had to target circumcision because the most visible way to break the covenant between
God and Israel was to do away with the sign of that covenant. Additionally, both of these
practices are reminders that there is a Ruler above all human beings who is more

powerful than any mortal king.

% Midrash Rabbah: Kohelet, Joshua Eli Grossman, ed. Vilna Folio Edition, Vol. 2. New York, 1953,
! Nosson Scherman, “An Overview/Light Banishes Darkness,” Chanukah: Its History, Observance, and
Significance (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications Ltd., 1981), p. 27.
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One mystery of MH2 is that Rosh Hodesh—which is elevated to a level of parity
with Shabbat and circumcision in the text—does not appear in combination with these
mitzvot anywhere else in rabbinic literature. One possible explanation is that this
supports the redactor’s agenda to increase the observance of Hanukkah. Rosh Hodesh is
fundamental to the proper observance of Jewish holy days. The community couid not
know when the holidays should be observed unless they knew the date of the Hebrew
month. Since Rosh Hodesh was the beginning of the month, coinciding with the new
moon, its observance indicated when the holidays should be celebrated. Nosson
Scherman, in considering the reason for the Greek decree against Rosh Hodesh explains
that the Jewish calendar, with its holy days and festivals, is a testament to the existence
and sovereignty of a Higher Being. He adds that, “Antiochus had to fight this concept,
for it meant that culture had value only as a means toward a higher purpose.”®

Antiochus recognized that Rosh Hodesh and the Jewish holy days were a reminder to
Israel of the purpose of Jewish life and the emptiness of Greek culture; Antiochus had to
do away with these Jewish practices before he could convince the Jews to adopt his ways.
Although the Torah and its 613 commandments were important to the rabbis,

- there were periods of stress on the Jewish people during which it was difficult to observe
the commandments. The three mitzvot targeted by the Greeks were outward markers of
Jewish identity. The observance of the festivals and Shabbat, as well as the sign of the
covenant were acts that set Jews apart from the majority culture. It was for this reason

that the Greeks targeted them and for this same reason that the rabbis elevated them to

supreme importance. The leaders of the community determined that these were the

% Ibid., p. 27.




commandments that the Jews should make an effort to uphold, even under the threat of
punishment or death.

Whether the emphasis in MH2 accurately reflects the decrees of the Hasmonean
period is unclear. The commentary to Megillat Ta ‘anit, in the entry regarding the 17" of
Elul, mentions the Greek decree that Jewish brides could not sieep with their husbands
until they had sexual relations with a Greek leader.®® This suggests that the decrees set
forth in MH are more historically accurate than the decrees against the triad of mirzvor
found in MA and MH2. Given that the redactors were relaying a specific message
through the texts, they probably saw fit to alter the mitzvot to address their audience. The
main idea—that the evil rulers prohibited the Jews’ central acts of religious observance—
was preserved, but the redactors used the text as a forum for expressing which were the
main commandments that a Jew should keep.

Section 6, as an introduction to the two sections describing the specific
martyrdoms, says, “Many of the children of Israel in those days gave their lives for the
sake of the honor of God, Blessed be He, and they did not desecrate the covenant of their
fathers.” In addition, the Israelite woman of the martyrdom of the wall in Section 6
‘proclaimed that “we have not forgotten You nor have we been false to Your covenant.”
In Section 7, the Israclites from the martyrdom of the cave reaffirm the promise that they
made with regard to the entire Torah at Mt. Sinai: “That which the Eternal said, we will
do and we will listen.” This time, however, the statement is made only with reference to
the mitzvah of Shabbat. Therefore, in MH2 the covenant between God and Israel is
essentially defined as consisting of three commandments: Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and

circumcision. This is confirmed in MA 30, when Antiochus urges his general, Bagris, to

5 Lurie, Megillat Ta anit, mishna 14, p. 142,
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“move against them and abolish the covenant which their God made with them: Shabbat,
Rosh Hodesh, and circumcision.”

Another commandment, the biblical prohibition against eating pig, appears
throughout the Hanukkah texts, even though it does not assume the status of Shabbat,
circumcision, and Rosh Hodesh. In Maccabees, kashrut was one of the commandments
that the Jews struggled to maintain despite Greek persecution. II Maccabees 6:18-31
relates the martyrdom of an old scribe named Eleazar, a leader of the Jewish community:
he refused to eat swine’s flesh and decided he would rather “die a good death willingly
and nobly for the revered and holy laws (6:28).” Immediately after that, II Maccabees 7
relates the account of the mother and seven brothers who are arrested and forced to eat
pig’s flesh. One by one, each brother declares his allegiance to God, refusing to eat the
pig, and each dies a horrible death of torture.

Although MH2 contains no specific decree forcing the Jews to sacrifice or eat pig,
the unclean animal enters the narrative on a few occasions. At the end of Section 2, after
the rape of the Hasmonean daughter, “they slaughtered a pig and brought its blood to the
holy court” of the Temple.** The Hebrew text fails to use the word “hazir,” meaning pig,
rather it uses the common rabbinic euphemism “davar acher,” meaning “another thing.”
The pig was so offensive to the rabbis that they did not even want to mention the word
and taint their holy writings. In Section 3, Nicanor attempts to convince Yochanan to
sacrifice a pig as a sin offering. Yochanan leads Nicanor to believe that he will fulfil! this
request, although he ultimately tricks Nicanor, killing him instead of the pig. In this

section, Nicanor uses the word “hazir,” but when Yochanan responds to his request, he

® See the parallel in MA 12.
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uses the description “abomination of the Eternal” to acknowledge the Jews’ attitude
toward pig. This is indeed how the rabbis felt about pig. Finally, in MH2 Section 10,
Bagris alludes to the Israclites’ rejection of the animal, when he fhreatens that he and his
army would smear themselves in the blood of a pig in order to keep God from attacking
his army. Unlike the appearance of pig in the books of Maccabees,” these examples
focus on the impurity of the pig and its blood in holy places rather than on the Jews’
having to eat the animal.

The redactor of MH2 chose not to emphasize the mifzvah prohibiting
consumption of pig when he crafted the text, even though, based on its presence in
Maccabees and in MH2, it was a concern for the Jews living under Greek rule. Perhaps
this was because, during the Gaonic period, when the text was redacted, the Jews were
living under Islamic sovereignty. Since Islam, like Judaism, forbids the consumption of
pig, this was not a commandment that the rabbis had to emphasize. The rabbis were apt
to focus on the mitzvor that their followers were most likely to abandon. The rabbis
responsible for creating MH2 were more worried about the fate of the Jewish practices of

Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and circumcision, than they were about the commandment to

abstain from eating pig.

B. PERSECUTION & ASSIMILATION

One of the major themes throughout Ma'aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet and the
other Hanukkah midrashim is the cycle of persecution and assimilation. Time and time

again in Israel’s history, a power rose over Israel and imposed harsh decrees against their

% See I Maccabees 1:63, Il Maccabees 6:18-31, and Il Maccabees 7:1-42.
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way of life. The Jews were prohibited from doing what their religion required and they
were forced to do what was offensive and foreign to them. Many Jews would submit to
these foreign powers, willingly or unwillingly accepting the outside culture and its way of
life, rejecting Jewish law and tradition. The rabbis had to counter the trend of
assimilation with the texts that they were writing; they had to give hope to Jews who
could see no end to their suffering. Thus, the rabbis would draw parallels between past
periods of difficulty and the present one to show that the Jews would emerge intact,
protected by God, while their enemies would be punished or even destroyed.

The main goal of the Greeks was not to harm the Jews, but instead to assimilate
them culturally. First, they abolished every Jewish particularism, such as Shabbat and
circumcision. It was not these specific acts of observance that offended Antiochus, rather
he was angered by the rebellion against his royal commands, demonstrated by the Jews’
unwillingness to give up their particularism.®® Thus, the king forced the Jews to eat
Greek foods, to worship their gods, to wear their clothes, and to blend into their culture.
This was the basis for Hellenistic power and control.’ In MH2, Section 3, Nicanor asks

Yochanan, “Are you willing to approach the altar and sacrifice the sin offering and

) sacrifice the fat and blood of this pig, and wear the clothes of the kingdom which the king

29

himself wore and ride on the chariot of the viceroy?” Nicanor offers Yochanan the
chance to leave his people and join the Greeks. And in Section 7, before the Greek forces
attack the Jews who have chosen to hide in the cave for Shabbat, they offer the Jews one

last chance: “Now please come and please turn to obedience of the king and save your

% Elias Bickerman, The God of the Maccabees . Studies on the Origin and Meaning of the Maccabbean
Revolt, Horst R. Moehring, trans. (Leiden: Brill Academic Publishers, 1979), pp. 85, 89.

7 For further information on Judaism during the Hellenistic period, see Saul Lieberman, Hellenism in
Jewish Palestine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1950), and Martin Hengel,
Judaism and Hellenism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981).
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souls from death.” There were many Jews during the Hellenistic period who did choose
this path, but not the Jews who exemplified the “proper” behavior in these rabbinic texts.
One indicator of assimilation is intermarriage. When a people marries its
neighbors, it is a sign that the group is losing some of its distinctiveness and is willing to
take on the practices of its neighbors. According to Ma'aseh Hanukkah (MH) and
Midrash L'Hanukkah (ML), the Greeks decreed that a Jewish bride should sleep with the
local Greek leader before marrying her Jewish husband. In ML, Hannah came up with
the plan to trick her attacker. She would dress as a bride and make her way to the
governor’s palace, her brothers carrying the bridal canopy. Although the governor would
think she had chosen to marry him instead of her groom, her brothers would kill him
when they came into his presence. The Hasmoneans and their followers resisted the
invitations of their enemies to join them, hoping that in the end they would be rewarded.
The rape of the Hasmonean daughter, as it is recounted in MH2, is attributed to
Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai. He lived during the period of persecution under Roman rule,
and he demonstrated distrust for the gentile enemies of the Jews in all ages. Although the
story is unattributed in the other Hanukkah midrashim, the redactor of MH2 chose to
_ include Shimon ben Yohai’s name to set up parallels among the Greeks in the narrative,
the Romans during his time, and the persecutions that took place during the time of the
text’s compaosition.
Another way that the redactor evoked these parallels, other than by including
attributions to contemporary rabbis, was to use biblical verses that refer to struggles in

Israel’s past. In MH2 Section 4, the redactor creates an implicit comparison between the

Greeks and the Assyrians. In II Kings 19:14-19, King Hezekiah prayed to God to deliver
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him from the hands of Sennacherib, King of Assyria. In MH2, Yochanan uses the same
words, but he substitutes the name of Antiochus for the name of Sennacherib.
Sennacherib was a powerful king, and he tried to convince the Israelites not to listen to

Hezekiah, who demanded loyalty to God, but instead to follow his ways. Sennacherib

also blasphemed against the God of Israel and claimed that he would capture Jerusalem.

Nongetheless, in 11 Kings 19:7, God promises Hezekiah, “I will put a spirit in him; he will

hear a rumor and return to his land, and I will make him fall by the sword in his land.”
And, in fact, II Kings 19:35 ends, “That night, an angel of the Lord went out and struck
down 185,000 in the Assyrian camp, and the following morning they were all dead
corpses.” King Sennacherib was killed as well. Just as in II Kings, God hears the prayer
of Yochanan, and in his very first battle, Yochanan and his men kill over 7,000 of the
Greek soldiers. In the same way that God helped the Israelites to defeat their enemy and
kill the king back then, so God would do the same in the case of the Greeks.

In MH2 Section 11, the redactor draws a parailel between the Greeks and another

of Israel’s enemies, the Babylonians who destroyed the first Temple in Jerusalem. Since

the Greeks seized the Temple, defiling it with their sacrifices and making breaches in the
_wall, the threat to the Temple resonates with the past threat and action of the
Babylonians. In Ezra 1, King Cyrus of Persia invites the exiled Israelites back to

Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple. The redactor recalls this event in MH2, not with a

biblical quote, but with a passing reference to it: “At that time, Israel was looking to the
mountains of the East, [thinking that] perhaps Persian idolaters will come to them to help
them.” Sophisticated readers would recognize the reference and understand the

underlying sentiment: the Jews were fortunate once, but they could not wait for another
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nation to come to their rescue again. Taking the initiative, Mattathias becomes angry,
leading the Hasmoneans to rise up and fight for themselves. This model of self-reliance
is one that the redactor underscores for his readers as well; if they are suffering from
persecution by another powerful nation, they must not give in, but must defend
themselves.

Rabbinic literature frequently draws comparisons between Israel’s enemies. In
fact the arba’ah malchuyot, or the Four Kingdoms that subjugated Israel, are often
mentioned as a group in taimudic and midrashic literature. In Genesis Rabbah 2:4, which
comments upon the creation of the world, the rabbis allude to the four kingdoms that rose
over Israel:

Rabbi Simeon b. Lakish applied the passage to the Powers. ‘Now the

earth was Tohu (unformed)’ symbolizes Babylonia.... ‘And Bohu (void)’

symbolizes Media (Persia).... ‘And darkness’ symbolizes Greece, which

darkened the eyes of Israel with its decrees, ordering Israel, ‘Write on the

horn of an ox that you have no portion in the God of Israel.”®® “Upon the
face of the deep’—this wicked State (Edom/Rome).*°

The midrash takes verses from the account of creation and likens each of Israel’s enemies
to a physical condition that existed before the world was formed. Babylonia and Persia

were chaos and destruction. Greece symbolized darkness, for its rulers attempted to

" destroy Judaism. Rome was like the great deep, for just as it had no end, neither did the

depths of Rome’s evil.
Similarly, Exodus Rabbah 23:11 says that “all the songs ever recited [by Israel]
are designated by the feminine form, as if to imply: Just as a woman conceives and gives

birth again and again, so troubles ever recur upon them. That is why they recited their

8 The decree to “write on the horn of an ox,” which in ML is “cut the horns of your oxen,” was meant as a
?ublic declaration of one’s renunciation of Judaism.
® Midrash Rabbah: Bereshit, Joshua Eli Grossman, ed. Vilna Folio Edition, Vol. 1. New York, 1953,
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songs in the feminine form. Hence have Babylon and Media, Greece and Edom
subjected Israel.” A similar passage in the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael, Tractate Shirata,
makes more explicit this cycle of suffering and deliverance: “The designation for each

one of the songs of the past is a feminine noun. For, just as a female gives birth, so all

the deliverances of the past had after them subjugations. But the salvation which is to be
will not be followed by a subjugation. For this reason, it is designated by a masculine
noun.””® Unlike the Exodus Rabbah text, this one embodies a hope for the ultimate
redemption that will end this cycle.

Jewish history operates on a cycle: a period of persecution is followed by a peried
of autonomy; a period of exile is followed by a period of living peacefully in Israel; the
Temple is built, destroyed, rebuilt, and destroyed once again. And through it all, the
Jewish people endures. By using the paradigm of the arba ‘ah malchuyot, by setting up
parallels with past events, the redactor of MH2 infuses the text with the sense of hope

that Israel will again prevail.”

C. MARTYRDOM

Another theme that plays a large role in Ma ‘aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet (MH2)
and in the other Hanukkah midrashim is martyrdom. These texts promote the idea that it
is better to die as a faithful Jew at the hands of the enemy than to renounce Judaism.
MH2 Section 6 begins with the statement that “many of the children of Israel in those

days gave their lives for the sake of the honor of God, Blessed be He, and they did not

™ Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Tractate Shirata. Jacob Z. Lauterbach, ed. Vol. 2. (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society of America, 1933).

"' For more examples of arba’ah malchuyot, see Genesis Rabbah 16:4, Exodus Rabbah 31:7, and BT
Megillah 11a.
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abandon the covenant of their fathers.” The first example of this is the martyrdom of the
wall, which is followed immediately in the next section by the martyrdom of the cave.
The redactor juxtaposes the two martyrdoms in order to demonstrate the willingness of
the Jews to die for their beliefs.

Other Hanukkah midrashim place even more emphasis on martyrdom. In
Megillat Antiochus (MA) 33, a man circumcises his son; as a result, he, his wife, and his
child are all hanged. Afterwards, MA includes the account of the martyrdom of the wall.
MA 36 ends with the statement that “many Israelites of that period did the same, refusing
to renounce the covenant of their fathers.” In addition, there is a story of martyrdom
based on 1 Maccabees 7 in BT Gittin 57b and Lamentations Rabbah 1.16:50. In the
midrashic accounts, each of 2 woman’s seven sons is commanded to serve an idol; each
of them refuses, and each is killed. When the mother is spared, she—in a variation of the
martyrdom of the wall—climbs the wall and throws herself from it, proud that none of
her sons abandoned Judaism. All of these stories serve to reinforce the importance of the
commandments. It was better to die than to give up God’s mitzvot, especially those
named in the stories, like Shabbat, circumcision, and the prohibition against idolatry (the
three that are mentioned in Exodus Rabbah 15:6). While these two stories were
important enough to the redactor of MH2 to be included, the redactor also chose to leave
out other martyrdom stories, like the story of the story of the man who circumcises his

son in MA 33. Therefore, MH2 emphasizes the value of self-defense and the aggressive

approach of the Hasmoneans over the passive resistance of the martyrs.




D. THE ROLE OF GOD

All of the Hanukkah texts depict God as a critical actor in the events of the
Hasmonean revolt. Nonetheless, the extent to which God is involved in the action of the
narrative varies from text to text. The Books of Maccabees devote many chapters to the
military struggles of the Hasmoneans; the armies often pray to God, asking that God be
with them as they face their enemies. For example, in I Maccabees 10:30-33, Judah
prays to God when faced with a strong enemy:

Blessed are You, O Savior of Israel, who crushed the attack of the mighty

warrior by the hand of your servant David, and gave the camp of the

Philistines into the hands of Jonathan, son of Saul, and of the man who

carried his armor. Hem in this army by the hand of your people Israel, and

let them be ashamed of their troops and their cavairy. Fill them with

cowardice; melt the boldness of their strength; let them tremble in their
destruction. Strike them down with the sword of those who love You.

In the very next verse, Judah’s ammy prevails, implying that God heard his prayer and
helped Judah and his troops attain victory.

There are similar prayers and depictions of God’s involvement in battle in
Ma’aseh Hanukkah, Nusach Bet (MH2). For example, in Section 4, Yochanan prays to
God, first to thank and praise God and then to recall some of God’s past actions against
- the enemies of Israel. Finally, Yochanan asks God to strengthen him so that he may
defeat his enemy. Immediately afterward, consistent with the pattern in I Maccabees 10,
Yochanan kills Nicanor, proving that God heeded his prayer. In Section 11, Mattathias
expresses his faith in “the Holy One, who will do miracles and wonders for us.”

Mattathias and his sons then fast and pray to God, after which they rise up and kill many

of their enemies.




These sections of MH2 are similar to the corresponding sections in Megillat
Antiochus (MA), which also presents a God who hears the prayers of Israel and protects
them, inflicting punishment on their enemies. Nonetheless, there are some subtle
differences between MH2 and MA, which highlight the MH2 author’s portrayal of God’s
enduring presence throughout the Hasmoneans’ military campaign. First, Section 5§ of
MH2 relates that when Bagris and his army laid siege on Jerusalem, “they made God
above bitter and they made Him angry with their aitars and their gods.” This line
demonstrates that the God of MH2 is more deeply involved in human affairs than is the
God of MA. Additionally, in Section 9, in relating the second occasion on which Bagris
attacks Jerusalem, MH2 claims that Bagris “began to insult the cohorts of the Living God
and the King of the world.” The narrator claims to know when God is angry and
insulted; this is evidence that God is intimately present throughout the events of MH2.

Other parts of MH2 contain even more explicit descriptions of God’s involvement
in events. Sections 10 and 12, attributed to Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani, appear together
as one piece in ML and portray God’s direct involvement even more clearly. In Section

10, Bagris recounts some of God’s miracles that saved Israel in the past, taunting Israel

with his confidence that God would not be able to respond in such a way to his army’s

present threat. The Israelites pray to God, using the words of biblical verses that describe
God’s action to aid the Jews in similar situations. Once the battle begins, in Section 12,
God appoints 70 angels to fight on behalf of the Hasmoneans. Thus, “when the Greeks
shot their arrows [and drew] swords, the angels came and pressed them into the hearts of
the Greeks. Their own swords pierced their hearts and their bows were broken, and the

Hasmoneans saw the miracles and they said ‘the Eternal will fight for us.”” This section




was not taken from MA; instead, it was taken from a source that became part of ML, a
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text in which God plays an extremely active role. The redactor of MH2 was not satisfied

UL S

1 by the depiction in MA of God’s implicit presence during the military struggles of the

Hasmoneans. Therefore, he made God’s involvement even more explicit by including

the section attributed to Rabbi Yitzhak bar Nahmani.
In Ma’aseh Hanukkah (MH), the Greeks impose on the Jews a different set of
decrees than those in MH2 and MA. The Jews could not have locks on their doors; they

could not eat certain types of food and they had to cut the horns of their livestock; women

could not ritually immerse themselves; and a bride could not sleep with her husband until
she had slept with a Greek official. Miraculously, God intervened, so that the Jews could
m live normally, without transgressing these decrees. God sent the Jews clean animals to
| eat, and he opened a spring in each home so that the women could immerse themselves

and the couples could fulfill their obligation to procreate. MH ends with the comment

that “God gave them great salvation....All Israel won in Antioch, so does God save us in
these days.” This line suggests that there were certain rules and decrees that the Jews
were forced to live under even while the text was being redacted, but it sent a message of
- hope, that God could overcome these decrees too and save those who were faithful to

God’s path.

The degree to which God is involved in the “miracle” that was the Hasmoneans’
military victory over the Greeks reveals much about the author’s and redactor’s agendas.
Maccabees portrays a God who is relatively passive; while God hears the Jews' prayers,
there is little indication that God directly causes the Hasmoneans’ military victories. The

role of God in MA is consistent with that in Maccabees. Both texts set out to glorify the
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House of the Hasmoneans. By contrast, the redactor of MH2 added sections that portray
God as intimately involved in the military victory. It is God’s angels who attack the
Greeks and allow the meager Jewish army to prevail. Here, God is the direct cause of the
military victory. Apart from the military victory, the redactor of MH presents an even
more involved God, who enters the homes of individual Jewish families to save them
from their enemy’s decrees. The redactor of MH2 adopts some of the perspective of MH,
attributing the Hanukkah “miracles” more to God than to the Hasmonean rebels.

Another “miracle” is often cited as the reason for Hanukkah, sometimes—as in
the Babylonian Talmud—to the virtual exclusion of the military tale.”? The texts’
treatment of the story likewise reveals the redactor’s perspective on God’s involvement in
history. Almost all of the midrashim on Hanukkah contain at least a version of the
miracle of the cruse of oil. This miracle is not described in I or II Maccabees, though it is
quite common in rabbinic literature on Hanukkah. MA 69 and MH2 Section 14 relate
this story in very similar narratives. The texts attribute the miracle to God’s placing a
blessing upon the oil. In his introduction to the Hanukkah midrashim in Ozar Midrashim,
J.D. Eisenstein sets forth a theory about the establishment of this story:

The rabbis who lived during the time of the Greeks and Romans did not

want to arouse their jealousy by celebrating the victory of the Jews over

them, and therefore they held up the Hanukkah miracle of the cruse of

pure oil that was found in the Temple after the Hasmoneans purified it.

They downplayed the victory of strength and might of the Maccabees,
only hinting at it in the blessing “4! ha-nissim.”"

"2 By talmudic times, the rabbis, in line with a Pharasaic worldview, were more apt to focus on the Divine
miracles than on the Hasmoneans® might, since they were a priestly family descended from the Saducees.
Lurie even suggests that the rabbis wanted to forget the name and deeds of the Hasmoneans. Thus, they
explained Hanukkah through miracles, and not with victories on the battlefield. Lurie, “Megillat Ta'anit
u 'beit Hashmonai B ‘aspeclaria shel M 'soret Ha-halakhah V'ha-aggadah,” p. 19.

7 1.D. Eisenstein, Ozar Midrashim, p. 185. “Al Ha-Nissim” is a prayer that is inserted into the eighteenth
benediction of the Amidah and the second benediction of the Birkat Ha-mazon during Hanukkah and
Purim, In it, Jews thank God *for the miracles, the redemption, and the triumphant victories, and liberation
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Versions of the story are recounted in BT Shabbat 21b, Rambam’s Mishneh

Torah Hilchot Hanukkah Chapter 3, MA and other minor midrashim. Shabbat 21b
relates:

When the Greeks entered the Sanctuary, they contaminated all of the oil

that was in the Sanctuary, and when the royal Hasmonean House gained

the upper hand and vanquished them they searched and found only one

flask of oil that was lying with the seal of the High Priest. It contained

only enough to kindle for one day. But a miracle was done with it, and

they kindled it for eight days. In the following year, they established and
made them festival days with Hallel and Thanksgiving.

In MH2, the Jews took the festival of Hanukkah upon themselves, but in MA it
was the Hasmoneans who instituted the festival. In Midrash L ’Hanukkah (ML), a text
emphasizing God’s direct involvement in these events, the story about the miracle of the
oil appears twice. After the first version of the story, ML makes the radical claim that
God instituted the festival of Hanukkah: “So God established for them eight days of
Hanukkah, that had not been a festival until now.” This was the author’s attempt to
address the problem that Hanukkah was not instituted by God in the Bible.

MH2 ends with a prayer, unlike any of the other related midrashim. The content

of the prayer confirms that the author believed in God’s ultimate responsibility for the

victorious outcome and for the miracle of oil. The form of the prayer suggests that the
" text was used for liturgical purposes. Section 14 ends with the words: “Blessed is the
One who fought our fight and the One who took revenge for us and who paid retribution

to all the enemies of our souls. Blessed is the God who saves!” In the end, despite the

which You have brought on our fathers in days of old at this season.” It continues with 2 description of the
events “in the days of Mattathias.” Macy Nulman, The Encyclopedia of Jewish Prayer (Northvale, NJ:
Jason Aronson Inc., 1993), p. 17.
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might of the Hasmoneans, it is God who receives the credit for the positive outcome of

the struggle with the Greeks.

E. ADDITIONAL THEMES & MOTIFS

One literary motif that runs through many of the Hanukkah texts, is the unlikely
Jewish warrior who tricks the enemy king or leader and then kills him. This occurs in
MH2 Section 4 and in MA 23 when Yochanan convinces Nicanor that he would obey
Nicanor’s commands only if they were alone together, so that his fellow Jews would not
see him violating the mitzvot. Once Nicanor sends all of his officials out of the chamber,
Yochanan promptly kills him. Similarly, in Midrash L'Hanukkah (ML), Hannah’s
brothers trick the Greek governor into believing that he would marry their sister whose
clothes he tore on her wedding day. Acting as if they were bringing his bride to him, the
Hasmonean sons entered the governor’s home and killed him instead. ML also includes
the story of Judith who tricks the king into falling asleep in her presence, after which she
cuts off his head. In the latter two cases, it was the woman who came up with the plan.

The motif of the brave soldier outwitting the Greek leader is one of the themes of
Hanukkah that has endured up to the present. The well-known story about Judah
Maccabee’s unlikely defeat of his powerful enemy is only one Hanukkah story that
follows this pattern. It is the few in number and the unlikely ones who, with God’s help,
prevail over the strong and mighty. This is a reflection of the Jewish community’s
perception of itself: they are the weaker power who uses wits—and God’s help—to

survive amidst challenge and hardship.
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Throughout MH2, there are specific numbers and expressions that communicate
the meaning of either “a great many” or “a meager few.” These phrases, which often
describe the size of an army or the number of soldiers killed in a battle, were not meant as
an accurate description, rather they serve to emphasize the unlikely nature of the
Hasmonean victory, a tiny force facing an enormous enemy. For example, Sections 1
and 5 describe Antiochus’ army as “a great force with many soldiers.” Section 9 explains
that Bagris came with soldiers from every province, “thousands and ten thousands.” His
army was described there as “immeasurable and uncountable.” In Section 10, Rabbi
Yitzhak bar Nahmani explains that Bagris’ troops numbered 1,080 myriads (about 10,000
soldiers); this is not intended as an accurate count, but instead it is an expression that
captures the uncountable forces he led to battle.

The expression “hereg rav,” which literally means “great death,” is also used to
communicate just how many people were killed in several sections of MH2. For
example, at the beginning of the text, in Section 1, it was Nicanor, leading Antiochus’
forces, who “besieged [Jerusalem] with shouts of oppression and insults to abuse the
army of God, and he killed ‘hereg rav,” a great many people there.” However, there were
casualties on both sides; Section 8 relates that the sons of Mattathias “fought against the
people and they killed ‘hereg rav,” a great many—immeasurable and uncountable.”
Section 4 even reports that 7,772 were killed by Yochanan and his followers in one
battle. Once again, this number is likely not an accurate death-toll, rather it is sufficiently
large to emphasize the nature of the event. Finally, in Section 9, Bagris warns the king

not to fight against the “few in number,” as he referred to the Hasmoneans. While one
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would expect this to be a description that favored the majority, it only served as a
reminder of the great power of the Hasmonean forces despite their small number.

In addition to themes and literary motifs, there are a few words and phrases that
are repeated throughout MH2 that further contribute to the meaning of the text as a
whole. For example, the Hebrew root “n.i.” meaning “avenge” or “revenge” appears in
six sections of MH2. The word is found in Sections 1 and 5, when Antiochus wants to
take revenge on the rebellious Jews who disregard his commands. It is also used by the
Jews in sections 3 and 4, for they want to take revenge on the king who is persecuting
them. In Section 14, God is the subject of the verb: “Blessed is the One who fought our
fight and the One who took revenge for us and who paid retribution to all the enemies of
our souls.” The verb is used equally by both Yochanan and Antiochus, but its final
appearance in Section 14 provides the answer to the question, “Who will prevail?” for
God takes vengeance on those who persecute His chosen people.

The word “miracle” does not appear until the latter part of the midrash; in MH2
Section 11, Mattathias proclaims his trust in “the Holy One, Blessed be God, who will do
miracles and wonders for us.” In the very next section, in which God directs the angels
to fight against the Greeks, “the Hasmoneans saw the miracles and said, ‘The Eternal will
fight for us.”” Finally, Section 14 describes the “miracle of the cruse.” The majority of
the text focuses on the military victory of the Hasmoneans, without calling it a “miracle.”
There is undoubtedly the sense that God was partially responsible for their victories,
answering the prayers of Yochanan. Indeed, in Section 4 Yochanan asks God to
“strengthen my hand,” and God does “strengthen” him. Nonetheless, God does not fight

for him, and it is not explicit then that there were miracles happening for the
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Hasmoneans. It is likely that Sections 12 and 14 were added from other sources whose
authors were concerned with emphasizing God’s role in the Hanukkah story. MH2
would be a very different text without the influence of this perspective. Indeed, it is the

mix of styles and influences, themes and motifs that makes MH2 such a rich midrash that

seeks to explain the origins of the festival of Hanukkah,
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Numerous minor midrashim, varying in length and subject matter, have survived
into the modern period; many such works are collected in J.D. Eisenstein’s Ozar
Midrashim and Adolf Jellinek’s Bet ha-Midrasch.” Some of these texts have not yet
been the focus of critical scholarship, even though they contain a rich mixture of styles,
techniques, and underlying purposes that could enhance the study of midrashic literature
in general. These texts represent a microcosm of the wide range of characteristics found
in midrashic literature. The goal of this thesis was to understand one such text, Ma ‘aseh
Hanukkah, Nusach Bet (MH2). Translating the text and generating a commentary
analyzing its narrative material, literary techniques, and thematic content, revealed much
about midrashic literature on Hanukkah, as well as some insights into the time in which
the text was redacted. While many specific issues have been explored in the thesis, a few

points stand out as fundamental to understanding this text.

A. MIDRASH AS RESPONSE TO HISTORY

Why did the redactor of MH2 need to modify an earlier text, Megillat Antiochus
(MA), which accomplished its liturgical purpose well? And why, ten centuries later,
were the events of the Hasmenean struggle so compelling for the MH2 redactor? The
likely answer is that the redactor, too, experienced persecution and, like his ancestors
before him, was confronting the pressure of assimilation. By taking the story of a much
earlier time and adding to it, he could express the struggle of his own time, and inspire

his contemporaries to remain strong and faithful despite the pressures to assimilate,

™Jellinek, Adolf. Bet Ha-Midrasch. Vol. 1, 6. (Jerusalem: Bamberger & Wahrmann, 1938).
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The rabbis understood Jewish history as a cycle of destruction and redemption,
persecution and salvation. Painful periods of persecution had occurred and recurred in
the past, and the rabbis of the redactor’s time believed that their current oppression would
end through Divine intervention. They even looked ahead to an ultimate salvation when
the faithful would be rewarded. This hope for redemption is apparent in MH2: It draws
on biblical texts, such as from Jeremiah, that recall the Babylonian exile, the first great
period of destruction and persecution in Jewish history. And it alludes to King Cyrus, the
symbol of their salvation from that destruction. MH2 is set during the Hellenistic period,
a time of terrible persecution for the Jews, in which the Jews once again are redeemed—
by God’s Divine will and deeds of the Hasmonean warriors. MH2 references rabbis,
such as Shimon ben Yochai, who lived during the Roman period and destruction of the
Second Temple. The Jews were sent into exile for many centuries; they endured
persecution and anti-Jewish polemic under Christian rule, which persisted throughout the
Middle Ages. During the 5" century, the Babylonian Talmud—with its collections of
Jewish law and narrative material—was created. Much of the material in MH2 that
coincides with texts in the Talmud or in the commentary to Megillat Ta'anit came into
being during this period.

MH2 was redacted during the 10" and 11" centuries; this dating is based on the
fact that it incorporates traditions and styles found in late midrashim, including Exodus
Rabbah and Pesikta Rabbati, as well as material from the commentary to Megillat
Ta'anit. Even more compelling is the fact that MH2 is directly based on Megillat

Antiochus, which was probably composed in 8™ century as a response to the Karaites,
p ry P
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who rejected the festival.”® MA was known to Saadia Gaon in the tenth century; which is
therefore the latest possible dating of MA. Thus, in the following period, a redactor wove
together all of these sources with some historical markers and mes;sages to create MH2.

For example, during the Gaonic period, when MH2 was redacted, the Jews were
living under Moslem rule. Despite the Jews’ special category as a “people of the Book,”
which entitled them to some protection under Moslem rule, they were still persecuted and
prevented from living according to their own ways.”® According to the 9 century Pact
of Omar, which governed the actions of Jews and Christians living under Moslem rule,
the Jews paid a heavy head tax in return for protection, and they were forbidden from
holding government office. In addition, they were not permitted to build or repair
synagogues or to display any religious symbols, and they could not engage in prayer in
the presence of a Moslem. They were also not allowed to ride on saddles, for that would
result in a Jew being physically higher than the Moslems on the street.”’ Based on this
evidence, the paradigm of persecution and redemption was still compelling for those who
redacted MH2 during the Gaonic period.

MH?2’s focus on persecution, assimilation, and redemption is not only expressed
in the biblical and historical references, but also pervades the content of the midrash. The
repeated triad of commandments—Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and circumcision—
emphasizes the importance of the mirzvah system. Keeping the commandments, above
all these three, was crucial to maintaining one’s Jewishness. The rabbis—exemplified by

the author of the midrash and its redactor—understood these mitzvot to be the core of the

5 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, p. 331.

78 H.H. Ben-Sasson, ed. A History of the Jewish Peaple (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976)
. 405,

?’ “Pact of Omar,” in The Jew in the Medieval World: A Source Book: 315-1791, Jacob Rader Marcus, ed.

(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1990), pp. 13-14,
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covenant between God and Isracl. Concerned that their people would assimilate, the
rabbis found it necessary to delineate when one had crossed the line into no longer being
a Jew. While they hoped that the Jews would not abandon Jewish law and culture, the
exclusive emphasis on these three mitzvot represented the immutable boundary between
Jew and non-Jew.

The redactor of MH2 also glorifies martyrdom as a response to the Jews’
persecution by their enemies. By including the examples of pious Jews who gave their
lives rather than submit to the foreign rule, the text articulates the critical importance of
maintaining Jewish law under all circumstances. The actions of the Jews who died
fighting during the Moslem conquest, rather than accept Mohammed as the final
messenger of God and convert to Islam, confirm the fact that martyrdom was acceptable
in Jewish consciousness. Similarly, in the 1" century, during the Crusades, many Jews
gave their lives al kiddush hashem, *“in sanctification of God’s name,” rather than convert
to Christianity.

Why should one stick to God’s path, in life or in death? This was the ultimate

message of MH2: One who keeps the mitzvot, who stays true to God’s path, will
eventually be protected, rewarded, and redeemed. The redactor presents historical and
biblical examples proving that God has done so in the past. Moreover, the redactor’s

characters express the faith and hope that God will do the same in the future. The text’s

author wanted to inspire his desperate readers with the knowledge that their suffering was

not in vain, that they were right to hold onto Judaism, and that soon God would redeem

them. \
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B. THE REDACTIONAL HISTORY OF THE HANUKKAH MIDRASHIM

The degree to which one midrashic text shares style and content with another
facilitates the establishment of a theory about the genesis of the minor midrashim on
Hanukkah. In trying to position aggadic midrashim in time, Moshe David Herr explains,
one cannot merely date a text by noting the historical allusions therein and assuming that
it was composed immediately after that period. Rather, he writes, “A more reliable
method for determining priority and lateness among Midrashim is the relationship
between the various Midrashim—the use one makes of another—as well as their

relationship to other sources.””®

This exploration of the minor midrashim on Hanukkah
employs the same methodological approach to ascertain the evolution of these texts.

The chart below demonstrates the historical and literary relationship between the
various texts. Solid lines indicate direct relationships (i.e., descendant text or close
narrative correlation), whereas indirect relationships (i.e., shared material from a probable

common source) are indicated by dashed lines. The time periods noted on the right side

of the chart reflect scholars’ best attempts to place the materials within a historical

context.

8 Moshe David Herr, “Midrash,” Encyclopaedia Judaica. Vol. 11 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House,
Ltd., 1971), p. 1508.

-111-

h———
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Based on its use and language, Megillat Antiochus was the earliest of these texts.
The text appeared first in Western Aramaic, and according to Strack and Stemberger, it
was extremely popular during the Middle Ages; it was read in the synagogue during
Hanukkah.” Saadia Gaon, who lived during the 10" century, knew the Scroll and wrote

a commentary to it.*® While some scholars date it as early as 2" to 5™ centuries, most

agree that it is from the 8" or 9™ century, and its language is an imitation of the earlier
Aramaic of Targum Onkelos.®' MH2’s redactor used MA as a base and added other
elements to it, while trying to retain the source text’s structure and flow.

According to several scholars, MH2, Ma 'aseh Hanukkah (MH) and Ma 'aseh
Yehudit (MY) were probably redacted in the 10" or 11" centuries, though it is difficult to
know which among them was the earliest.®? There were several traditions about

Hanukkah known in Jewish circles by this time, and, unlike the Books of Maccabees,

7 Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, p. 331.

% Atlas and Perlmann, “Saadia on the Scroll of the Hasmoneans,” p. 1.

8! Strack and Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, p. 331.

8 Kern-Ulmer, “The Midrashim for Hanukkah,” p. 169. Moshe David Herr, “Midrashim, Smaller,”
Encyclopaedia Judaica. Vol. 16. (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, Ltd., 1971), pp. 1515-1518.
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which recounted the Hasmoneans’ military campaigns in detail, the midrashic traditions

focused more on God’s role in its history. Some of this material about God’s role in the
Hanukkah story—which became the focus of the later midrashic compilation Midrash
L’Hanukkah (ML)—found its way into MH2. Based on their textual and thematic
similarities, MY and MH2 were redacted at about the same time, and their redactors most
likely even used some common sources. ML is the latest, an anthology of many
traditions on Hanukkah. It flows neither chronologically nor thematically, and it contains
more than one version of the same stories. These features suggest that its redactor simply
wanted to anthologize all of the different sources on Hanukkah, bringing them together

into one text.

C. LESSONS FROM THE ANALYSIS OF THE HANUKKAH MIDRASHIM

An in-depth analysis of MH2 and the other minor midrashim on Hanukkah
provides significant insight into midrashic writing and the rabbis who engaged in the
genre. First, the rabbis incorporated biblical quotes throughout the midrash, most often
without identifying them. They would simply weave verses into the narrative, as when
the Hasmoneans were identified as “swifter that eagles, stronger than lions.” The Bible
held so much authority for the rabbis that they used it persistently to add weight and
support to their ideas. The redactor’s choice of which books of the Bible to draw from
was so deliberate that the verses, taken together, send an important message. For
example, in MH2, the redactor’s heavy reliance on Exodus underscores his primary

message that redemption is possible.
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The midrashists drew upon biblical and rabbinic texts, quoting them verbatim at
times, while at other times making minor changes so that they would fit into the context.
The appropriation of Hezekiah’s prayer for Yochanan in MH2 Section 4 is a prime
example. Although the redactor substituted the name of Antiochus into the text, it
brought with it the context of the Book of Kings, in which the Israelites defeated the
Assyrian army. In other cases, the redactor completely inverts the biblical verse, or its
context, in order to bring a measure of irony to the text, as when Antiochus uses God’s
words from Jeremiah to declare his intention to destroy the Jewish people (Section 5).

Despite the historical setting of the text, the rabbinic midrashists demonstrated
little concern for historical accuracy. When reading midrash, it is crucial to recognize
that the recording of history for its own sake is a modern concept. MH2 is a text created
to look like an historical account, and indeed it does. Nevertheless, according to most
historians, the information conveyed in the narrative has no historical basis. The “facts”
in MH2 come directly from MA, and there is no indication of the MA author’s source for
those “facts.” The narrative bears little resemblance to the account in I Maccabees,

which scholars consider to be the most reliable source for information surrounding the

- Hasmonean revolt.® Yerushalmi points out that, for modern people living in the West,

“it is often hard to grasp the fact that a concern with history, let alone the writing of

»8 If the rabbis were not

history, is not an innate endowment of human civilization.
writing history for history’s sake, then they must have had another agenda in creating

midrash. They believed that the future would follow the patterns of the past that had

% Philip Goodman, The Hanukkah Anthology (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1992), p. 80.
8 Yerushalmi, Zakhor, p. 6.
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already been revealed in Torah; their goal was to help their followers confront the present

with the knowledge and values that they had already learned from past experience.

D. FUTURE EXPLORATIONS

Close textual analysis of the minor midrashim on Hanukkah reveals the process
by which midrashic texts evolve. While the redactor may have begun with a core of
material, he drew also upon many different texts, oral traditions, outside events, and the
wisdom of his own time. The rabbis did not produce historiography, “an actual recording
of historical events,”® but the texts that they produced reflect substantial information
about the time in which they lived. Daniel Boyarin goes so far as to suggest that “the
aggada is the most significant kind of historiography,... not becﬁuse it represents a true
subjective communion with the past on the part of geniuses, but because it manifests the
past as it was represented by the culture in which the aggada was produced.”®

Although this project was limited in scope, further study in a number of specific
areas would reveal additional knowledge about the rabbis, the period in which they
wrote, and the texts they created. First, it would be beneficial to do a more thorough
' study of the biblical texts that are used in the midrash. One could explore where in
rabbinic literature those same verses are used, as well as examine the greater messages
that those verses support in other texts. This would help to understand the psyche of the
redactor, as well as imbue the midrash with a deeper message expressed in other texts.

It would also be valuable to compare MH2 to midrashic texts of the same period

that are not from the Hanukkah genre. This would place the midrash in a wider context

% Ibid., p. 5.
8 Boyarin, /ntertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, p. 15.
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of midrashic literature, helping to determine what is characteristic of the genre and where
MH2 departs from the norm. Additionally, while it was useful to compare MH2 with
other late midrashim on Hanukkah, as well as to earlier rabbinic texts, it would have been
equally interesting to compare MH2 with later texts as well. Indeed, today, much of the
diversity of Hanukkah stories present in the 10" century has disappeared to the extent
that there are no popular traditions that portray a Hasmonean hero other than Judah
Maccabee. Given this result, it would be productive to explore whether there are any
other medieval Jewish texts that drew upon and continued to circulate the traditions in
MH2, or whether MH2 was the end of creative writings about Hanukkah.

There are a number of literary theories that provide tools for the study of narrative
texts. Theorists on narratology explore characters, images, spectacles, and events that are
used to tell a story. Equipped with this methodology, one would be able to better
understand the midrashic story-teller and the techniques he used to communicate his
story.”” In applying this methodology, an exploration of paralle]l texts from the same
period would add to the understanding of this Jewish literary genre. Indeed, Jewish
culture and literature were significantly influenced by the milieu in which they existed.

1™ centuries affected the Jewish art

For example, Islamic culture of the 10™ and 1
and literature of the period.®® In discussing the narrative settings of Islamic epic
literature, M.C. Lyons explains that war was a common setting, because the Moslem

culture valued strength and courage; nonetheless, the resulting victory always comes

from God. He adds that practicality and accuracy were not important, so that often the

87 See Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1997).
% H.H. Ben-Sasson, ed. A History of the Jewish Peaple, p. 439,
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number of troops reported was extremely inflated.?® This description of God’s role in the
victory and of the inflated numbers applies well to MH2. Like the rabbis, “truth” in the
Islamic narrative was simply not a priority, for “where an original kernel of fact existed,
it has long since been covered by successive layers of fiction, but the narrators must still
maintain their claim to be taken seriously.”®® This explanation could equally justify the
MH2 redactor’s choice to maintain the text’s historical focus on the Hasmonean
rebellion, even though his comment was not made in relation to that event.

Another scholar, John Renard, writing about the Islamic hero-figure describes the
traits of the folk-hero. The four characteristics he identifies could apply to the hero of
MH2, Yochanan. According to Renard, the folk hero is often the humble person who
comes from the bottom to overtake the powerful enemy; he articulates the aspirations of
the masses; he is anti-establishment or a threat to the status-quo; and he survives in
written versions of oral tradition or in works written especially to tell the story.”’ Renard
goes on to discuss the importance of martyrdom in the genre of Islamic Hero literature;
he explains that martyrs are warriors fighting for their cause and that “death is victory,
both in itself and its immediate consequences, and in the fact that it leaves to the
- cowardly perpetrator only the bitterest dregs of indefensible aggression and atrocity.”®
By his definition, ordinary people, such as the woman from the martyrdom of the wall or

the Jews from the martyrdom of the cave, are elevated to the status of warriors—and

warriors who prevail.

8 M.C. Lyons, The Arabian Epic: Heroic and Oral Story-Telling, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 54, 57.

* Ibid., p. 134. .

%1 John Renard, Islam and the Heroic Image: Themes in Literature and the Visual Arts (Columbia, SC:
University of South Carolina Press, 1993), p. 43.

%2 Ibid., p. 204.
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While these general comparisons with the genre of Medieval Islamic literature are
helpful, it would be even more interesting to compare specific Islamic texts with MH2
and other similar rabbinic texts. The same might be done with Christian literature from
the period of the Crusades. This exploration would lead to a more nuanced
understanding of the similarities and differences between the genres, and it would

certainly shed light on other aspects of MH2 that have not been addressed in this study.

E. LESSONS FOR THE 21°" CENTURY

Over a thousand years ago, the rabbis mastered the technique of incorporating
earlier texts into their work. This technique is popular for writers and artists today.
Contemporary artists often refer to an earlier work in painting or sculpture, musicians use
and build upon the tune of an older composition, and writers include quotes or references
to earlier writers. In each case, the artist assumes that their audience will be able to apply
an understanding of the earlier work to the new one. For example, in a short story by
Jorge Luis Borges called “Pierre Menard: Author of The Quixote,” Menard produces an
exact replication of Cervantes’ Don Quixote, though he considers it a completely new
work of art.”> Using this extreme example, Borges challenges the notion that a literary
work embodies only the meaning of the original author. According to Allen B. Ruch,
“The Don Quixote of Cervantes means something different to the Don Quixote of the
later Menard, even though the text is identical: times have changed; language has

2194

changed; readers have changed. What Borges presents as a revolutionary idea in the

i Jorge Luis Borges, "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote," Labyrinths: Selected Stories and Other
Writings, James E. Irby, trans. (New York: New Directions Publishing Corp., 1964), pp.36-44.

% Allen B. Ruch, “Jorge Luis Borges at 100: A Lecture by Carlos Fuentes,” New York: 92™ Street Y,
October 18, 1999.
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20™ century, the rabbis knew long ago: old traditions can be extremely powerful in new
contexts. Ironically, this is understood to be post-modernist theory. Modern theorists
could learn much from studying the rabbis’ application of this technique.

Despite its publication in two collections of minor midrashim, MH2 is virtually
unknown among modern Jews. Nonetheless, it is a text that can provide important
insights for Jews living in the 21* century. For one, reading MH2 today reminds one
how powerful spontaneous prayer can be. The characters in the midrash prayed to God,
and they had faith in God’s ability to save them. Literature that expresses the needs and
hopes of the Jewish people resonates during this uncertain period when terrorism
threatens those living in Israel, as well as freedom-loving individuals throughout the rest
of the world.

Despite the lack of immediate threat of persecution, like their ancestors, today’s
Jews face an intense threat of assimilation. Indeed, it is precisely because Jews have
been welcomed and accepted into the secular culture that assimilation and intermarriage
are so attractive. Jewish immigrants to the United States wanted to adopt the culture and
customs of the mainstream society, they wanted to be full members of their communities,
- and at the turn of the 21* century, that goal has been realized. Nevertheless, Jewish
organizations are concerned that the future will reveal that Jewish assimilation has
occurred to such an extent that there will remain no distinct Jewish people.

Much as the redactors of MH2 did, Jewish leaders today are trying to set
boundaries to mark who is a Jew and who is not. Under the threat of a diverse and open
society, it becomes more and more difficult to retain a distinct cultural identity. Cultural

assimilation and intermarriage characterize the condition of Jewish life in the United
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States. Interestingly, the same three markers that the rabbis of MH2 emphasized—
Shabbat, circumcision, and Rosh Hodesh—are the top markers of Jewishness today. The
minimum standards of Jewishness today, according to Jewish sociologists, include
entering one’s son into the covenant between God and Israel, observing Shabbat in some

way (even if only occasionally), and celebrating the Jewish holidays, at the very least

Hanukkah and Passover.”> The rabbis then and now recognize that performing ritual acts,

which embody Jewish memory, and passing them to the next generation are the means by
which Jews retain their connection to their history. Perhaps reading MH2 as Jews light
their Hanukkah candles, just as Jews retell the story of another persecution and salvation
at the Passover seder, would remind them that Jews need to guard carefully their heritage
and resist assimilation, through communal and home ritual observance and religious
education. Finally, during this difficult period in history, it would not hurt for Jews to
look ahead with the faith and conviction that the Hasmoneans demonstrated in MH2,
God has saved us in the past, and God will redeem our world in the future: “Blessed is

the God who saves!”

% National Jewish Population Survey, Council of Jewish Federations, 1990.
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