
Communications
Tradition welcomes and encourages letters to the editor. Letters, which
should be brief and to the point, should not ordinarily exceed 1000 words.

They should be sent on disk, together with a double-spaced hard copy, to
Rabbi Michael A. Shmidman, Editor, Congregation ICeter Torah, 600
Roemer Avenue, Teaneck, NJ 07666. Letters may be edited.

HAUKK IN HAAL

To THE EDITOR:

Professor Gerald Blidstein, in his erudite article, "Hanukka in Hazal:
The Missing Players" (Tradition 35:3, Fall 2001) makes a number of
statements that I believe to be incorrect.

Blidstein asserts that, "the Talmud does not know of (Jewish)
Hellenizers, at least not in the context of Hanukka," and that the Talmud
"repress(es) the memory of Jewish Hellenizers." Further, regarding the
claim of a "struggle of Hasmoneans against Hellenizers . . . as a history of
civil war, Jew pitted against Jew," Blidstein says, "none of ths is found in
talmudic sources," nor is it mentioned in the at ha-nissim thanksgivig

. recited on Hanukka. Thus, Blidstein seeks to downplay the role of Jewish
Hellenizers in Hanuka and in talmudic sources.

I believe that neither of Blidstein's aforementioned statements is
true. The Talmud explicitly talks of struggles against Jewish Hellenizers
in a number of places, and the Hanukka context is implicit in some of
them. Thus, the Talmud (Yevamot 89b; Sanhedrin 46a) states:

I heard that a bet din may smite and penalize (even if this is J not
according to the laws of the Torah; not, however, to transgress the
words of the Torah, but in order to make a fence about the Torah. And
it happened that a man rode on horseback on the Sabbath in the days
of the Greeks, and he was brought before the bet din, and they stoned
him (to death J, not because he deserved this (penalty J, but because the
hour required it.

This incident took place "in the days of the Greeks." This wording
makes it appear that the event occurred in the era, or aftermath, of the
I(ulturkampf against Hellenism that took place in the context of the
Maccabean Hanukka battles. Apparently, a Jewish Hellenist demonstra-
tively flaunted his flagrant disregard for the Sabbath, a basic Torah insti-
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tution. The offender was executed, contrary to the laws of the Torah, in
order to discourage others from becoming Hellenists. (For the halakhc
rationale for this action, see below.)

The religious authorities took the drastic step of killng the trans-
gressor for a relatively minor act (violating a rabbinic norm). This indi-
cates that the event took place against the backdrop of a life-and-death
battle to preserve the Jewish faith. This is consistent with the tradition
that it was precisely such a struggle that led to the holiday of Hanukka.

That the Talmud was well aware of struggles with Hellenizers is
reflected in numerous statements in the Talmud that limit, or prohibit,
the teaching of "Greek wisdom" to children. (See j. Menahot, 99b; b.
Sota 49b; b. Bava ICamma 82b; Tosefta Avoda Zara 1 :20; Saul
Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, New York, 1952, p. 100ff.
Lieberman also examines the meaning of the term, "Greek wisdom.")
One of the reasons for the prohibition was to prevent youngsters from
betraying secrets to Hellenists (Lieberman, idem, p. 101).

See, e.g., Midrash Rabba, Bereshit 65:22 and Midrash Tehillim
(Buber) 11:7 regarding Yakum Ish Zerorot, the Hellenist leader, and
nephew ofR. Yosi ben Yo'ezer. The uncle was executed by the Seleucids
during the era of the Maccabean struggles. (Yakum is identified by some
historians as Alcimus, the High Priest appointed by the Seleucids, whose
activities helped to incite the Maccabean revolt (I Maccabees 9:55-56).)

See also R. Zerahya Halevi's (l2th century) commentary, ha-Ma~or
ha-Gadol to Avoda Zara, 52b - p. 24, in the section devoted to Rif. He
records a tradition from the early rabbis that it was Jews who entered
and defiled the Temple in the days of the battes with the Greeks. Also,
the Talmud (Sukka 56b) records the story of Miriam bat Bilga, daughter
of a prominent priestly family, who forsook her religion, converted to
Hellenism, entered the Temple, and struck the altar there with her shoe.

Professor Blidstein asserts that the Talmud was "discomforted" by
the conduct of Mattathas, who killed a potential idolator, about to sac-
rifice a pig on the altar. Blidstein claims that ths act was forbidden by
the mishna, Sanhedrin 73a, that precludes killng a potential idolator in
order to prevent his idolatry.

In fact, however, Mattathias' act was permitted halakhically accord-
ing to the emergency principle, le-migdar milta (to fence in a defect),
cited in the above talmudic passage in Yèvamot. The Talmud states that
this principle was applied in that incident, not simply to preclude the
idolatry, but to deter further violations of Torah Law le-migdar milta,
and thereby preserve the Jewish religious faith. The offender in that
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case was executed, even though the norm he violated was only a rab-
binic prohibition, not a biblical one.

This halakic principle applied even more readily in the case before
Mattathias, regarding a person about to violate a most fundamental
biblical prohibition-idolatry-and to incite people to follow his

example. The talmudic principle, and its biblical sources, are discussed
extensively in that section of the Talmud. The principle was also
applied extensively by Jewish religious authorities, particularly in the
Middle Ages and is found in the Shulhan Arukh. (See my book, Jewish
Law and Decision Making: A Study Through Time, Temple University
Press, 1979; application of this principle is further elaborated in my
article, "Positivism, Policy, Morality and Discretion In Jewish Law," in
Dinei Yisrael, VoL. xix, p.l.)

Professor Blidstein is correct, however, that the Talmud does not
mention Mattathias. This point is not novel and has been a subject of
scholarly discussion for, literally, hundreds of years. Neither, however,
does the Talmud mention Judah Maccabee or his brothers. Unlike
Mattathias, they did not kill the would-be idolator. They would not,
therefore, have merited discomfort by the Talmud for this killng, as
claimed by Blidstein. The reason for the talmudic omissions would
seem to lie elsewhere. It may relate, in part, to dissatisfaction of the rab-
binic sages (noted by Ramban in his commentary to the Bible, Bereshit
49:10) that the Maccabees set themselves up as kings, contrary to the
religious tradition that kingship was reserved for descendants of the
House of David.

Blidstein believes that he finds support in the at ha-nissim thanks-

giving recital of Hanukka for his thesis that Hanukka does not reflect
the victory of the Hasmoneans and Jewish religious culture over the
Hellenists. He thinks it obvious that at ha-nissim reflects "a struggle of
the Jewish people against the gentile persecutor," not a battle with fel-
low Jews.

The words of al ha-nissim tell a different story. They compare the
characteristics of the protagonists in the war with each other, contrast-
ing the favorable traits of the Hasmoneans with the pejorative charac-
teristics of their opponents. In this vein, it contrasts the Hasmoneans,
described as "those who occupy themselves with your Torah," With
their enemies, who do not occupy themselves with Torah.

A simple reading of this phrase indicates that these enemies cannot
be gentiles, since neither Torah study nor observance applies to them.
They could not, therefore, be faulted on this account. The contrast
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described must, therefore, be between the Hasmoneans and their
Jewish opponents, i.e., Jewish Hellenists, who were not engaged in
Torah studies or observance.

So, too,al ha-nissim compares the oppressors, who are "ritually
impure," with the "ritually pure" Hasmoneans. It is basic that the rules
of ritual purity do not apply to gentiles, who, whie alve, cannot become
ritually defiled pursuant to biblical rules. Here, too, the comparison
must refer to Jewish Hellenists, not to genties, as BIidstein claims.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, z.t., goes even further. He asserts that
the entire al ha-nissim thanksgiving recital refers solely to the struggle
with Jewish Hellenists. According to him, al ha-nissim does not at all
refer to battles with gentiles. He believed that its phrase, "the wicked
Greek kingdom," does not refer to gentile Greeks, but to Jewish
Hellenists, who forsook the Jewish religion (R. Hershel Schachter, mi-
Peninei ha-Rav, Jerusalem, 2002, p. 45).

AAON M. SCHREIBER
Professor of Law Emeritus

Pace University, New York, NY

GERAD BUDSTEIN RESPONDS:

I could find no better confirmation of my thesis than Prof. Aaron M.
Schreiber's letter. Disregarding its rhetoric and special pleading, the
reader is invited to discover therein a single mention of Jewish
Hellenizers in Hazars construction of Hanukka." At day's end, it is
simply not there. And this is after Prof. Schreiber has put the material
through the strainer.

Indeed, having pounced on mention of Jewish Hellenizers in the
Talmud (note my careful statement: "The Talmud does not know of
Hellenizers, at least not in the context of Hanukka") Schreiber fails to
see that all these sources point us to the opposite conclusion than the
one he pursues: since Hazal are so aware of Jewish Hellenizers, why is
it they so consistently avoid mentioning them when explaining the eti-
ology of Hanukka?

There are two canonical sources for Hanukka: the talmudic passage
in Shabbat 21b and the at ha-nissim prayer. The plain fact is that neither
mentions Jewish Hellenizers. Shabbat speaks of "yevanim," which
means Greeks, and at ha-nissim speaks of the enemy as "malkhut
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yavan," which can only mean the gentile Greek kingdom. These are the
only antagonists named.

The proof of the pudding is in Maimonides' full description of the
reasons for the holiday (Hanukka 3: 1- 2). Rambam combines the mate-
rials found in Shabbat 21b and at ha-nissim, and adds some additional
aggadic details. He does not mention Jewish Hellenizers. I assume the
Rambam's motives are beyond suspicion. In this case he simply didn't
write what wasn't in the sources.

I would, franky, have confidently left all ths to the good judgment of
the discerning reader, were it not for Prof. Schreiber's reading of "at ha-
nissim." Here I thnk an instructive methodological point can be made.

"At ha-nissim" contains two phrases which Prof. Schreiber under-
stands as referring to Jewish Hellenizers. The first is summarized by
Prof. Schreiber as pitting '''those who occupy themselves with your
Torah' with their enemies who do not occupy themselves with Torah."
We are to understand, then, that one group are benei Torah and the
other-Jewish Hellenizers-are not. But this is a mistranslation, of
course: "zedim" are not people who do not learn Torah but evil people.
The phrase pits a people who learn their Gods Torah and are constitut-
ed by it-the Jews, against those who are evil, precisely because they
have no Torah, the Greeks.

The second misunderstanding is even more dramatic. Here we read
that the "ritually pure" are set against the "ritually impure," which can
only mean Jew against Jew. Let me completely detour around the prob-
lem of "tumYat nokhrim" (the impurity of gentiles). The more basic
point is that on the level of literal "ritual" purity and impurity, the pious
Jew is halakhically as impure (or pure) as the wicked one: both are sus-
ceptible to tum'at met and keri, and neither is commanded to become
pure unless he wishes to enter the Temple, etc. (I trust ths simplified
statement suffices here.) So what does the phrase "pure. . . impure"
mean in this context?

We can, of course, return to a reified meaning of "tumYat nokhrim."

But I thnk it is much more valuable to remind ourselves that even in

Hazat (and certainly in the Bible), the phrases "tahor" and "tameh"
speak of the general spiritual state, and not only of ritual (that is,
halakhic) purity and impurity. When R. Akiva spoke of God as He
before whom we purify ourselves and who is our "mikve," he certainly
wasn't speaking about tumYat met; indeed God is of no help there-

only physical water does the trick. Similarly, when R. Eliezer ben
Hyrkanus died (Sanhedrin 69a), the Talmud describes his last breath as
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"be-tahara," and extrapolates from that to his general spiritual state.
Now, such "purity" and "impurity" can refer to Jew and gentile alie.
Indeed, I suspect that even if" tameh" refers to the impurity of gentiles,
the significance of it all is not ritual; rather, the ritual status mirrors
somethng deeper.

Why have I taken the trouble to do all ths re-reading? Not only to
assert that "malkhut yavan" means what it says, and wonder why ths
simple datum is so offensive. Rather, because Prof. Schreiber's reading
betrays not only its tendentious origins, but a methodological bias. His
reading of al ha-nissim forces a halakhic, formal, meaning on words
which can be seen in broader terms. The halakha is central, of course.
But not everythng should be reduced to its perspective. There is a rich-
ness of meanng and experience which is lost when we do this. Here we
have seen that such reductionism leads to distortion.

One final comment: Prof. Schreiber commends me on an "erudite"
article. Hardly. The essay was not erudite at all, an accolade reserved for
his more thorough piece. My article was somewhat playful, in the spirit
of the "Emperor's New Clothes."
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