
Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 21b

What is Chanukah? The Rabbis taught: 
from the twenty-fifth of Kislev are eight 
days of Chanukah, on which one may not 
eulogise and may not fast, since when the 
Greeks entered the sanctuary they defiled 
all of the oil in the sanctuary. When the 
Hasmonean monarchy overcame them, 
they searched and found only one jar of 
oil that was placed with the seal of the 
High Priest, but it had only enough to 
light [the menorah] for one day. A miracle 
was performed and they lit [the menorah] 
from it for eight days. The next year, they 
set [those days] and made them holidays 
with hallel and thanksgiving. 

An invitation to learn
Gathering with friends and family to kindle the lights of the Chanukiah is one 
of the earliest traditions that a Jew learns. Just as the abundant lights increase 
night by night, so too do opportunities for illuminating Jewish learning. The 
model of Chavruta – exploring Jewish texts with a partner or a group – creates 
a space for reflection, growth, participation, diversity and tolerance. Through 
this resource we hope to bring together the illumination of Chanukah and the 
model of Chavruta to supplement your festive event.

These pages contain eight sources which address the theme of ‘Miracles’ – 
exploring the relationship between the inexplicable and the inevitable, God and 
humanity, and the phenomena of modern-day miracles. Each source consists 
of a text, plus some discussion questions to get the conversation flowing. We 
have also included reflections upon beginning and ending your learning.

It is not necessary to explore every text, nor to answer every question.  
You may wish to study with a partner or in a group (or both) and the session 
may last for eight minutes or for eight whole days… the decisions are yours!  
However you choose to learn or teach the material, we hope that you will find 
it both stimulating and illuminating.

chavruta@limmud.org

Reflections upon learning 
with a partner

נַיִם מִן־הָאֶחָד  טוֹבִים הַשְּׁ
אֲשֶׁר יֵשׁ־לָהֶם 
שָכָר טוֹב בַעֲמָלָם
קהלת ד:ט 

זֶל יָחַד  בַרְּׁ זֶל בְּׁ בַרְּׁ
נֵי־רֵעֵהוּ אִישׁ יַחַד פְּׁ וְּׁ
משלי כז:יז

A  r e S o u r c e  f o r  c h A n u k A h Two are better than one, 
because they have  
a greater reward  
for their toil
Ecclesiastes 4:9

As iron sharpens iron,  
so too one person 
sharpens the wits  
of their friend
Proverbs 27:17

Points to consider
Why do you think that the Sages prefer to explain Chanukah  
as the celebration of a miracle rather than of a military victory?

This passage – the earliest description of the miracle of Chanukah –  
does not mention God. Do you imagine God as being hidden or  
revealed during the story?

תלמוד בבלי, שבת כא ע״ב
אִינּוּן,  יָא  מַנְּׁ תְּׁ דַחֲנוּכָה  יוֹמֵי  לֵיו  כִסְּׁ בְּׁ כ״ה  בְּׁ רַבָנָן:  תָנוּ  דְּׁ חֲנוּכָה?  מַאי 
לַהֵיכָל  וָונִים  יְּׁ סוּ  נְּׁ שֶׁנִּכְּׁ שֶׁכְּׁ הוֹן.  בְּׁ עַנּוֹת  הִתְּׁ לְּׁ לָא  וּדְּׁ הוֹן  בְּׁ פַד  מִסְּׁ לְּׁ לָא  דְּׁ
חוּם,  נִצְּׁ מוֹנַאי וְּׁ כוּת בֵית חַשְּׁׁ רָה מַלְּׁ שֶׁגָבְּׁ מָנִים שֶׁבַהֵיכָל, וּכְּׁ אוּ כָל הַשְּׁ טִמְּׁ
שֶׁל  חוֹתָמוֹ  בְּׁ מוּנָּח  שֶׁהָיָה  שֶׁמֶן  שֶׁל  אֶחָד  פַךְ  אֶלָא  אוּ  מָצְּׁ לאֹ  וְּׁ קוּ  בָדְּׁ
לִיקוּ  הִדְּׁ לִיק יוֹם אֶחָד. נַעֲשָה בוֹ נֵס וְּׁ הַדְּׁ לאֹ הָיָה בוֹ אֶלָא לְּׁ כֹהֵן גָדוֹל, וְּׁ
הַלֵל  בָעוּם וַעֲשָאוּם יָמִים טוֹבִים בְּׁ שָׁנָה אַחֶרֶת קְּׁ מוֹנָה יָמִים. לְּׁ מִמֶנּוּ שְּׁׁ

הוֹדָאָה. וְּׁ
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A Second Chance at Life, Thanks to Hadassah’s Heart Institute

A resident of a rural settlement called Dishon, established by Libyan Jewish immigrants in 1953, Eyal Amar, age 47, was 
rather young to suffer a devastating heart attack. Nevertheless, he did, but thanks to the courage and skill of the specialists at 
the Hadassah Medical Organization’s Heart Institute and their complex protocol to redesign his heavily damaged heart, Eyal 
is able to walk and breathe again. “This might sound trivial,” he says, “but believe 
me, for me, each breath is a miracle. I am so grateful for this gift of a second 
chance at life.” ... Today, Mr. Amar’s prognosis is excellent. He and his loved ones 
are all counting their blessings, planning for a future that seemed not to exist just 
a short time ago. 

hadassah.org, 2 January 2017

Points to consider
Is medical progress always a modern 
miracle? Is it ever playing God?

How would you live your life differently  
if you felt that “each breath is a miracle”?

Points to consider
Do you think that finding one’s life  
partner is a miracle? Why or why not?

Is making matches truly as difficult as 
splitting the Red Sea?

Points to consider
What do you think was miraculous  
about Operation Solomon?

Today there are over 130,000 Israeli 
citizens of Ethiopian descent, including 
leaders in almost every profession.  
Do you consider this to be a miracle too?

Genesis Rabbah 68:4

[Rabbi Yose] said to [a Roman matron]: 
The Holy Blessed One sits and pairs 
partners, the daughter of this one to this 
one, the wife of that one to that one. 
She said to him: This is God’s craft? 
Even I could do that!  I have many male 
servants and many female servants. In a 
short time, I could pair them. He said 
to her: If this appears easy to you, it 
appears as difficult to the Holy Blessed 
One as parting the Red Sea! ... What 
did she do? She took a thousand male 
servants and a thousand female servants and stood them in lines, and said: this one 
goes to that one, and that one goes to this one, and she paired them in one night. 
The next day, they reported to her: one had their head bashed in, one had their 
eye gouged, one had a broken leg. She said to them: What happened? This one 
said: I don’t want that one. That one said: I don’t want this one. Immediately she 
summoned Rabbi Yose bar Halafta, and said to him: Your God is not like the other 
gods; your Torah is true, pleasant, and exalted; you spoke wisely.

On This Day in 1991, IDF Makes a Miracle with ‘Operation Solomon’

On this day in 1991, Israeli Defense Forces accomplished a miracle and broke a 
world record for number of passengers transported in a plane, launching a covert 
mission to airlift thousands of people... It seemed impossible at the time, but 
Operation Solomon rescued 14,500 Ethiopian Jews on May 24 and May 25 and 
transported them 2,500 miles to a new life in Israel. To date, the unprecedented 
airlift remains the largest aerial expedition in the history of the State of Israel and 
the largest transport of passengers in a single plane in the world.

Hana Levi Julian, jewishpress.com, 24 May 2016

בראשית רבה סח:ד
לוֹנִי,  לִפְּׁ לוֹנִי  זִוּוּגִים, בִתוֹ שֶׁל פְּׁ זַוֵּג  יוֹשֵׁב וּמְּׁ אָמַר לָהּ: הַקָדוֹשׁ בָרוּךְ הוּא 
דָא הוּא  רָה לֵיהּ: וְּׁ לוֹנִי. אָמְּׁ לוֹנִי לִפְּׁ לוֹנִי, מָמוֹנוֹ שֶׁל פְּׁ לוֹנִי לִפְּׁ תוֹ שֶׁל פְּׁ אִשְּׁׁ
פָחוֹת יֵשׁ לִי,  כוֹלָה לַעֲשוֹת כֵן! כַמָה עֲבָדִים כַמָה שְּׁׁ אֻמָנוּתֵיהּ? אַף אֲנִי יְּׁ
עֵינַיִךְ, קָשָׁה הִיא  גָן. אָמַר לָהּ: אִם קַלָה הִיא בְּׁ זַוְּּׁ כוֹלָה לְּׁ שָׁעָה קַלָה אֲנִי יְּׁ לְּׁ
אֶלֶף  לָה  נָטְּׁ תָה?  עָשְּׁ מֶה   ... סוּף.  יַם  רִיעַת  כִקְּׁ הוּא  בָרוּךְ  הַקָדוֹשׁ  נֵי  לִפְּׁ
יִסַב  לַן  פְּׁ רָה:  אָמְּׁ שׁוּרוֹת,  שׁוּרוֹת  אוֹתָן  הֶעֱמִידָה  וְּׁ פָחוֹת  שְּׁׁ אֶלֶף  וְּׁ עֲבָדִים 
אֲתוֹן  מָחָר,  לְּׁ אַחַת.  לָה  לַיְּׁ בְּׁ אוֹתָן  גָה  זִוְּּׁ וְּׁ לוֹנִי,  לִפְּׁ תִסַב  לוֹנִית  וּפְּׁ לוֹנִית  לִפְּׁ
רָה  אָמְּׁ בִירָא.  תְּׁ לֵיהּ  רַגְּׁ דֵין  מִיטָא,  שְּׁׁ עֵינוֹ  דֵין  צִיעָא,  פְּׁ מוֹחֵיהּ  דֵין  גַבָהּ  לְּׁ
דֵין אֲמַר: לֵית אֲנָא בָעֵי  דֵין, וְּׁ כוֹן? דָא אֲמָרָה: לֵית אֲנָא בָעֵי לְּׁ הוֹן: מַה לְּׁ לְּׁ
רָה לוֹ: לֵית אֱלוֹהַ  תָא, אָמְּׁ הֵבִיאָה אֶת רַבִי יוֹסֵי בַר חֲלַפְּׁ חָה וְּׁ דָא. מִיָד שָׁלְּׁ לְּׁ

תָ! שֻׁבַחַת, יָפֶה אָמַרְּׁ כוֹן נָאָה וּמְּׁ כֶאֱלָהֲכוֹן אֱמֶת הִיא תוֹרַתְּׁ
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Genesis 1:3

God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.

Translation: JPS, 1999

The eternal mystery of the world is its comprehensibility …  
The fact that it is comprehensible is a miracle.

Albert Einstein, “Physics and Reality”, 1936

Lamentations 3:37

Whose decree was ever fulfilled, unless the Lord willed it?

Translation: JPS, 1999

“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing  
is a miracle. The other is as though everything is.”

Commonly attributed to Albert Einstein

The Miracle

Every drop of rain that falls in Sahara Desert says it all – it’s a miracle.
All God’s creations great and small, the Golden Gate and the Taj Mahal  

– that’s a miracle.
Test tube babies being born, mothers, fathers dead and gone – it’s a miracle.
We’re having a miracle on earth, mother nature does it all for us.
The wonders of this world go on, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon,
Captain Cook and Cain and Abel, Jimi Hendrix to the Tower of Babel – 
It’s a miracle, it’s a miracle, it’s a miracle, it’s a miracle.

The one thing we’re all waiting for, is peace on earth – an end to war.
It’s a miracle we need – the miracle…
The miracle we’re all waiting for today.

If every leaf on every tree, could tell a story that would be a miracle.
If every child on every street, had clothes to wear and food to eat  

– that’s a miracle.
If all God’s people could be free, to live in perfect harmony  

– it’s a miracle.
We’re having a miracle on earth, mother nature does it all for us.
Open hearts and surgery, Sunday mornings with a cup of tea;
Super powers always fighting, Mona Lisa just keeps on smiling;
It’s a miracle, it’s a miracle, it’s a miracle, it’s a miracle.

Queen, 1989

Points to consider
Is miracle a matter of perspective?  
Or is the possibility of perspective itself  
a miracle?

What would it look like to live your life  
as if everything were a miracle?

Points to consider
Which of these things do you think  
of as miracles?

If peace on earth is “the miracle”, does 
that make it more or less attainable?

בראשית א:ג
הִי־אוֹר: הִי אוֹר; וַיְּׁ וַיאֹמֶר אֱלֹהִים, יְּׁ

איכה ג:לז
מִי זֶה אָמַר וַתֶהִי אֲדנָֹי לאֹ צִוָּה:
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Limmud is an international 
community of Jewish learning 
founded in the UK in 1980.

Almost every week, there will 
be a Limmud activity or event 
somewhere in the world. These 
are organised by independent 
grassroots groups following  
shared values which include  
choice, diversity and volunteerism. 
Groups, volunteers, participants, 
presenters and supporters connect 
through the Limmud experience 
and by collaborations such as  
this Chanukah resource.

This material was collected by volunteers 
from Limmud North America: EJ Cohen, 
Karen Radkowsky, Mark Clamen, led by Ellen 
Flax. Edited by Mikhael Reuven. Designed by 
Uri Berkowitz.
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Closing reflection

Limmud, 1a Hall Street, London N12 8DB   office@limmud.org   
© Limmud 2017  Registered charity no.1083414

We hope you’ve enjoyed learning with Limmud this Chanukah. Limmud is a charity which relies on your support to continue its activities, including 
the costs of this resource. We would hugely appreciate it if you can give us a donation to help with the costs of this and all our learning activities. 

Limmud promises that wherever you find yourself, 
Limmud can take you one step further on your  
Jewish journey.

Find out for yourself and get involved at limmud.org

Jewish Views on Miracles

In the Bible, the Talmud, and all other ancient and medieval Jewish writings it is taken for granted that miracles can and do occur, 
although a miracle was not thought of as a suspension of natural law since, before the rise of modern science, there was no such 
concept as a natural law that required to be suspended. [...] The Mishnah (Berakhot 9:3) defines as a ‘vain prayer’ a cry to God 
to undo the past. Two illustrations are given. One is where a man’s wife is pregnant, and he prays that the child she is carrying 
should be a boy. ... God can perform a miracle and change the sex of the fetus from female to male but that, as the Gemara states 
in its comment to the Mishnah, is to pray 
for a miracle to be performed and no man 
has the right to assume that he is worthy for 
God to perform a miracle on his behalf. 

Louis Jacobs, The Jewish Religion: A Companion

Grace After Meals on Chanukah

[We thank You also] for the miracles, the 
redemption, the mighty deeds, and the 
victories in battle which You performed 
for our ancestors in those days, at this 
time.

Translation: Koren Siddur

Points to consider
How does this traditional Jewish understanding of miracles compare to your own?

Should we be allowed to pray for miracles?  Why or why not?

Points to consider
Is divine intervention always a miracle?  What is the difference between miracles, 
redemption, mighty deeds, and victories in battle?

Why do we remind ourselves “at this time” of miracles which occurred “in those days”?

ברכת המזון, בחנוכה
עַל  לָאוֹת וְּׁ עַל הַנִּפְּׁ שׁוּעוֹת וְּׁ עַל הַתְּׁ בוּרוֹת וְּׁ עַל הַגְּׁ קָן וְּׁ עַל הַפֻרְּׁ עַל הַנִּסִים וְּׁ

מַן הַזֶה. הַנֶּחָמוֹת שֶׁעָשִיתָ לַאֲבוֹתֵינוּ בַיָמִים הָהֵם בַזְּׁ

בֶן בַג בַג אוֹמֵר:
הֲפָךְ בָהּ וַהֲפָךְ בָהּ

כלָֹא בָהּ  דְּׁ
ובָהּ תֶחֱזֵי
לֵה בַהּ סִיב וּבְּׁ  וְּׁ
משנה אבות ה:כב

Ben Bag-Bag said:

Turn it and turn it

for everything is in it 

reflect on it

grow old and grey in it
Pirkei Avot 5:22

https://events.limmud.org/donate/

