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The Lighting of Hanukkah Lights

Candles are hypnotic. The collected blaze of the hanukkiyah invites reflection. When we look into the
flames, we remember more than we know, and feel more than we can express. Flames work that way.
The first blessing is the birkat mitzvah. It follows the familiar formula “who made us holy with the mitzvot,
and made it a mitzvah for us to…” Mitzvot are preceded or followed by a brakhah using this formula.
It focuses our attention and defines the action as one which will lead to meaning.
The second blessing is she’asah nissim la’avoteninu. It connects our actions on each night of Hanukkah to
those of the first Hanukkah. It states, “who performed miracles for our ancestors, in those days at this time of
year.” We connect our present actions to our people’s history. We reflect on our own understanding of
miracles. In reenacting the first Hanukkah, we search for its meaning.
The third blessing is the she-he-heyanu. It is said on the first night of Hanukkah and at the beginning of most
special Jewish events. It thanks God “for giving us life, sustaining us, and helping us to reach the moment.” It
sets the moment apart as a special time.
Rituals mean more than we can explain. In lighting the hanukkiyah we conjure our memories of the
Maccabees, of the first Hanukkah, of the meaning of dedication. Even without full explanation and even
without firm conclusions, we make them part of who we are. The Hebrew phrases lead us to gaze into the
flames and reflect. To fully understand Hanukkah, just watch your children watching their candles.
Hanukkah is the single event which unifies the greatest number of Jews. Its history and its temporal nexus fill
it with meaning. It is a moment rich in opportunity.
(Excerpted from Building Jewish Life, published by Torah Aura)

