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 Each of us is a witness to the world, not just of the world.  We can proclaim the wonder 
and the joy we experience by working to raise the spirituality of ourselves and our neighbor or 
we can choose to allow into our lives the despair of the disappointments that life has afforded 
us.  It is a clear choice between darkness and light – in our post-modern world, between 
depression and delight.  Perhaps the word “choice” is too cavalier, so let's think of it as a 
“tendency” toward something positive. 
 
 The Talmud often speaks of how we should live Jewishly when we have limited 
resources.  For example, one should have some sort of special food on Erev Shabbat (Friday 
evening) if one cannot afford meat; one should buy a simple etrog for Sukkot if one cannot 
afford a beautiful one, and so on. So it is with Hanukkah – the Talmud speaks of making a 
choice to light your home instead of the hannukiah (the Hanukkah menorah), but it directs us 
to choose lighting the Hanukkah menorah over having wine for kiddush if our finances force us 
to choose between these two mitzvot.  The Talmud explains that the Hanukkah lights are, to 
paraphrase, a sign of God's positive power in our world. 
 
 At the darkest time of the year, we can coast quietly along until Spring or we can reach 
out to our neighbor to brighten his or her life.  There is an epidemic of depression and anxiety 
in our society largely, I believe, because people are more isolated than ever and are afraid to 
share who they are for fear of being judged harshly.  In recent days, we lost a giant of American 
literature, William Styron, whose battles with depression were chronicled in his book, 
Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness.  Styron, like CBS's Mike Wallace, and many more 
public figures recently speaking openly about their mental struggles, described his illness as if 
he were speaking of it as a cage, a black hole of hope, from which no joy can escape.  
Depression is more than the “Winter Blahs,” it is an illness of a myriad of intensities, but 
almost always characterized by a lack of hope. 
 
 Human beings can survive nearly anything if we know three things: Exactly what will 
happen to us; Why it is happening to us; and How long will it last.  Judaism speaks to this 
human need for definable suffering and limited isolation, and the answer is Hanukkah.  It is 
Hanukkah that speaks to bringing joy and light into the time of year when we are at our lowest 
ebb, when we are uncertain of the future.  Much the way our ancient ancestors felt about Rosh 
Chodesh with the darkness of the New Moon followed by a sliver of the Moon's light as a 
promise of the month ahead, we look toward Hanukkah to fill the empty Winter with light and 
hope. 
 
 Even so, we needn't wait for Hanukkah to reach out to someone near us.  We can always 
cultivate a “tendency” to renew a connection or to create a new one, to share our fears or to 
hear those of our neighbor, or even to make an effort to build an atmosphere of hope wherever 
we go.  Nonetheless, let's think of Hanukkah as a kind of Winter alarm clock, buzzing hope into 
our lives.  With the “bzzzzzzzzzzzzz” of the alarm, we are called to open ourselves up to the 
excitement of caring for others, to the reality that we can build a richer community, and to the 
feeling that we are able to overcome life's challenges (like the Maccabees).  All of which bear 
witness to the wonders of life, no matter the season or situation. 
 
 May we find our hope increase like the lights of the hannukiah during this dark season, 



and may we be blessed to experience the comfort of companionship as we celebrate Hanukkah, 
the brightest of festivals.   
 
Kol Tuv (All Things Good), 
Rabbi Fox 
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