Chapter 27

LITERAL OR ALLEGORICAL?
The following incident occurred when I was still a boy. It was,
probably on a Shabbat morning around Chanukah time, when I
was in Shul. I was sitting in the front row when the Minister of
the Shul was giving his sermon. In it he said that the prayer “al
hanisim” recited on Chanukah does not mention the miracle of
the oil at the time of the Hasmoneans. I, who already knew that
the reason for Chanukah was the miracle of the oil which lasted
for eight days, was very, very surprised at this. I therefore
immediately opened my siddur to see for myself. The Minister
noticed this and deliberately looked towards me, and repeated that
“al hanisim” does not mention the miracle of the oil. I also heard
afterwards that he was offended that I had not believed what he
had said.
Following this, for decades I would comment that anyone reading
the Gemara stating the reason for celebrating Chanukah was
because of the miracle of the oil, and if they then went on to look
on the wording of “al hanisim,” would conclude that one was
talking about two different Festivals!
I also in this connection recollect an incident which took place
when I was in High School. The teacher was giving a lesson on
the period of the Hasmoneans and mentioned the “legend” (or he
used a similar word) of the miracle of the oil. I remember that one
pupil was offended that the teacher used the word “legend” and
commented on this to the teacher that was factual.
Another incident, not connected with Chanukah, but is whether
one must take everything connected with period of the Creation
of the World and Gan Eden literally or can one take it
allegorically. If one would take this period allegorically, as a
number of the Rishonim Rabbis who lived 500 to 1000 years ago
did, what can one say regarding the period which immediately
followed, namely Noah and the flood and if one would take the

flood allegorically, what about further subsequent events in the
book of Bereshit and even later in the Torah. In fact, when one
starts with taking Gan Eden allegorically, where does one stop?
One of the Rabbis of the 20th century, Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak
Kook wrote a book in the style of the Rambam’s “Moreh
Nevuchim,” and in it wrote that one does not have to take
everything of the period of the Creation of the World and Gan
Eden literally. When asked at what period can one no longer take
things in the Torah allegorically, he replied that it would be up to
the Jews to decide. He wrote this book of his in the early 20th
century but it was not published during his lifetime. After he died,
his son Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah Kook continued publishing his
father’s writings but he first went through them deleting passages.
However, this book was kept hidden, and this went on even after
Rabbi Tzvi Yehudah died. A person who wrote a biography of
Rabbi Avraham Kook as late as 2008 did not know of this book’s
existence! It was only in 2014 that it was finally published.
Now to return to my research on the miracle of the oil at the time
of the Hasmoneans.
I have in the past tried to resolve the apparent conflict in the
various sources of what in reality was the miracle of Chanukah. I
then concluded that the miracle of the oil was factual but the
reason that the miracle took this form was that Jews who had been
influenced by the Greek way of life were returning to Torah and
Mitzvot and this process did not take place in one go but stage by
stage. Hence the number of candles, namely the light of Torah
returned in stages, in the same way as the number of candles lit
each subsequent night of Chanukah increases, and when this
process was fully complete it would be like the Menorah which
was fully alight.
About the summer of 2020 I decided that I would study this
apparent conflict more deeply.
For any research one has to first of all to search out all the source
material. In the not so distant past before Internet, for subjects on

Torah research, I would have to make a weekly trip, usually to
the Israel National Library in Givat Ram Jerusalem, and order
books in order to search for the relevant material, which I would
then peruse in one of the reading rooms and then photocopy such
material. At a later date, when there was already the Internet, I
would first search it for suitable material. A site which I regularly
utilised was called HebrewBooks, where there are now over
50,000 Jewish religious books, and I would then download and
copy the relevant pages. If the material I required was not to be
found on HebrewBooks, I would search elsewhere on the Internet
for it and sometimes I was able to find it. Invariably there was
still some material which I could not find and I would therefore
have to make occasional visits to the Israel National Library, or
on occasion to the library of Yeshivat Nir in Kiryat Arba, a library
which incidentally I started when I was in Mitnachalei Hevron in
the Military Compound in the late 1960s.
I also utilised the Jewish Encyclopedia published over one
hundred years ago and which today is in its entirety on the
Internet since it is now in the Public Domain. I would also utilise
Encyclopedia Judaica of which I have a set of. Background
information I sometimes obtained from Wikipedia.
However, at present, (summer 2020), due to the corona plague
(Covid-19) I am confined to my house, and so there are a few
references which I have to dispense with, as I did when I was
writing this paper. The one exception was a book from the Kiryat
Arba Municipal Library which is just opposite my apartment, a
book written by Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook, and someone
went there to borrow the required book for me. Other books I
required were not in this library, and I thus had to do without
them.
One paper I found was by a prominent Rabbi and it appeared in
“Forum Otzar Hachochmah.” I wanted to know whether this was
the original source, or that he had published it in some journal. I
managed to track down the Rabbi and he informed me that this
was the original source.

My plan of action when writing this paper was to determine the
compilation dates of the various sources who stated that the
reason for Chanukah was the miracle of the oil, and conversely
when material which did not mention the miracle of the oil were
compiled. From this, one would be able to see what came
chronologically first.
I found three sources mentioning the miracle of the oil, namely
the Gemara in Masechet Shabbat, Megillat Ta’anit, and Megillat
Antiochus.
I found that the portion of Megillat Ta’anit dealing with the
miracle of the oil was written after the compilation of the Gemara
and thus the relevant lines were taken from the Gemara and not
vice versa, as one siddur had suggested.
To determine the date of the compilation of Megillat Antiochus
was far more complicated and a large amount of research has been
done on this subject but leading to vastly different results. Many
of the source books for this research were written in various
languages, especially English, and it appeared in various
scholarly journals, almost always Jewish ones. Some of these
were to be found on the Internet, although not on the site of
HebrewBooks. In one case, a University had put all past copies
of a certain journal which went back for over a hundred years.
However, I searched and searched for a certain issue but could
not locate it. I therefore contacted the University and they replied
that they had accidentally missed out on this issue and they would
make amends for this although it might take some time due to
corona. The results of my research on the date of the compilation
of Megillat Antiochus by almost all authorities showed that it was
well after the period of the Hasmoneans.
The sources which did not mention the miracle of the oil were the
prayer “al hanisim,” the books of Maccabees which are to be
found in the Apocrypha, and the extensive history written by
Josephus.
The Rishonim write that “al hanisim” was written by Yochanan
Kohen Gadol, namely at the period of the Hasmoneans.

I found that both Maccabee 1 and Maccabee 2 spoke of Chanukat
Hamizbeach but did not even hint at the miracle of the oil. I also
looked into the composition of these books in order to determine
whether Maccabee 1 was originally written in Hebrew. To
accomplish this, I utilised various histories written by early
Christian scholars over 1,500 years ago. There I found that they
held that it was originally written in Hebrew but this had been
lost, and what remained was the Greek translation of the
Septuagint. In contrast, Maccabee 2 was originally written in
Greek. In recent years both these books have been translated into
Hebrew and I utilised these translations. The relevant point is that
these books written at the period of the Hasmoneans do not
mention or even hint at the miracle of the oil. There is also a
Maccabee 3 and a Maccabee 4 which are not in the Apocrypha
but in the pseudepigrapha, but I found that they were not relevant
to my research.
Another source was the history written by Josephus, about 200
years after the Hasmoneans This work which included the period
of the Maccabees also does not mention miracle of the oil. I could
not obtain an authenticated Hebrew translation of the relevant part
of Josephus and therefore made a paraphrase from the English
translation.
The results of the above showed that books written at the time of
the Hasmoneans, or relatively soon after, did not mention or even
hint at the miracle of the oil. In contrast material written many
hundreds of years later did mention it.
A similar phenomenon is to be found with the Golem of Prague.
If one were to ask a random person about what did they know
about the Maharal of Prague, they would very likely say the
Golem. However, the numerous writings of the Maharal do not
mention the Golem, nor do those who lived at that period. It was
only over 200 years later that the Golem was associated with the
Maharal. I learned this from a lecture by Rabbi Dr. Shnayer
Leiman which appears on the internet under the site of YUTorah
online. During my research I found that the contents of his lecture

also appears under his name in a paper in the journal “Tradition”
published by the Rabbinical Council of America.
The following part of my paper was to try and resolve this conflict
and I put forward many questions which I then tried to answer.
A crucial question is whether one can state that something, in this
case the miracle of the oil, which is specifically written in the
Gemara, is just an allegory. I then came across a lecture which
was put on the internet of whether one can say that Ma’aseh
Bereshit and Gan Eden and the serpent need to be taken literally.
A number of the Rishonim hold that it can be just an allegory.
I concluded my paper that on one hand one can take the miracle
of the oil literally, or alternatively take it as an allegory.
As with all my papers, I did not quote from every paper I had
photocopied, and there were in fact numerous papers, that I had
photocopied. To simplify matters and to save time, I put a tick at
the top of every paper that I quoted from, and an X on the top the
remainder. When I had finalised my footnotes, I would write at
the top of each paper I had quoted from, the number of the
footnote in my research paper.
I then wrote up my first draft of my paper in Hebrew together
with the extensive references/footnotes. I then checked every
point and reference meticulously. Finally, I gave it to two people
whose mother tongue is Hebrew to make grammatical
corrections. One of my problems when writing Hebrew is, that
since my mother tongue is English which does not distinguish
between male and female, I make numerous mistakes in this
respect. Most of my points needing correction are connected with
this mixing up male and female words.
Finally, as usual, I photocopied the relevant portions of the source
material and added it to the end of my paper. I also prepared a
cover page. One of the things I always do is to put such a paper
together with the source material on my website.
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