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Hanukkah is the Jewish Festival of Lights, and in 2020 begins on the evening of 
Thursday 10 December. The word 'Hanukkah' means 'dedication' in Hebrew. It 
celebrates a miracle that happened in Jerusalem over 2,000 years ago.

What is Hanukkah?
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The festival marks the victory of a group of Jews called the Maccabees over the 
Syrian Greeks, the most powerful army of the ancient world.

At the end of the three-year war, the Maccabees recaptured Jerusalem and 
rededicated the temple. When the Maccabees rededicated the temple, they 
discovered a single cruse of oil (a cruse is a jar or a pot for holding liquid such as 
water or oil) with the seal of the High Priest still intact. 

When they came to light the eight-branched temple candelabrum, the menorah, 
they had enough oil to last only a day. But the menorah miraculously stayed alight 
for eight days, which became known as the miracle of the oil.

• Here's a quick overview of the Hanukkah story.

What's the story of 
Hanukkah?

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-maccabean-revolt/


Over eight nights, families get together to say prayers, light the Hanukkah candles, eat 
special holiday foods, play games and give each other small gifts. On the first night of the 
festival one candle is lit on the festival candelabrum called a Menorah or Hanukkiah. On the 
second night two candles are lit, and so on until the final night of Hanukkah when all eight 
candles are shining brightly. In young families, the candle lighting is usually shared between 
the children.

Prayers and  blessings: Each evening a prayer recalling the story of the Maccabees, the 
rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem and the miracle of the oil is read. Then a short 
blessing is said before the candles are lit. The central message is that God stands by his 
people in their hour of need and the teachings of Judaism remain strong and resilient. On 
the first night of all Jewish festivals an additional prayer is recited called the Shehechiyanu, 
which thanks to God for bringing us safely to this season of celebration.

• Here are some text for the blessings.

Lighting the Hanukkiah or Menorah: lighting one candle on a nine-stemmed 
candelabrum called a Hanukkiah or Menorah each day. The hanukkiah symbolises how God 
looked after the Jewish people during a difficult time. Lots of Jews call this candelabrum a 
menorah. 

• Here’s an article on How to light the Hanukkah Menorah.

How is Hanukkah celebrated?
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https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-shehechiyanu-blessing/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hanukkah-candle-lighting-ceremony/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hanukkah-candle-lighting-ceremony/


Eating delicious food: It is generally customary to eat foods 
that are fried in oil, as it recalls the miracle of Hanukkah, which 
centres around oil (one cruse lasting for eight days). 

Latkes (fried potato pancakes) are traditional, topped with 
applesauce or sour cream, but there are many creative variations to 
the pancakes and the toppings. Other fried foods for Hanukkah 
include sufganiyot (jelly doughnuts) and other kinds of fritters.

Here are some recipes you could have a go at:

• How to Make Perfect Latkes (Video)
• Gingered Sweet Potato Latkes
• Grilled Cheese Latkes
• Jam Doughnuts
• Peanut Butter Jelly Doughnuts
• Ultimate Hanukkah Cookies

And, if you're pushed for time or hate cooking, many supermarkets 
sell frozen latkes (also called potato pancakes) that can be warmed 
up in the oven in about 20 minutes.
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https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/how-to-make-perfect-latkes-for-hanukkah/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Hanukkah/At_Home/Foods/Gingered_Sweet_Potato_Latkes.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/blog/food/2014/12/04/grilled-cheese-latkes/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/recipe/sufganiyot/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/blog/food/2014/12/08/peanut-butter-jelly-donuts/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/how-to-decorate-the-ultimate-hanukkah-cookies/


Singing songs: Hanukkah is a joyous time for many and singing 
is an integral part of the experience of celebrating the Festival of 
Lights. Whether it's singing around the menorah or just rocking out 
together, songs play a vital role in brightening the happiness of the 
holiday.

• Find Hanukkah songs from Israel here. 
• You can also find recordings and lyrics for classic 

(and modern) Hanukkah songs here.

Sharing gifts: Hanukkah is a very special time for Jews so 
people often give each other gifts and Hanukkah money called 
Gelt. Some families give small presents to children on each of the 
eight nights of Hanukkah.

Playing games: games are often played at Hanukkah. The most 
common game uses a dreidel which is a spinning top with four 
sides. 

Why not have a go at making your own dreidel? Download this 
template and play the dreidel game with your family and friends 
(those in your close bubble)

• Here's a great video on how to play dreidel.
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https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hanukkah-songs-from-israel
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hanukkah-songs-music/
https://bam.files.bbci.co.uk/bam/live/content/zftpd6f/pdf
https://youtu.be/A0WGb5Pnmfc


• Share this useful guide on Hanukkah with 
your colleagues to raise awareness of what it 
is, why and how it is celebrated.

• If you're a manager, talk to your team about 
it. Having conversations will encourage other 
colleagues to talk about it and for those 
colleagues who celebrate it to talk to you if 
they need time off or other support during 
this festive period.

• Say 'Happy Hanukkah', especially to those 
colleagues who are celebrating Hanukkah to 
acknowledge their religious celebrations.

How to get 
involved?
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I love Hanukkah. Or is it ‘Chanukkah’, or 
possibly ‘Hanukah’, or maybe ‘Chanukah’? 

Apparently, there are 16 spelling variation on 
the English version of the Hebrew word for 
‘rededication’. Recently, I’ve noticed that the 
internet has settled on ‘Hanukkah’ as its 
preferred version. Thank you, internet, for 
clearing this up. 

For those linguists and phonologists among 
you, the problem is with the ‘Ch’ sound in 
Hebrew to English transliteration. You should 
not pronounce it like the beginning of the 
word ‘chips’ in English, but more like the 
ending of the Scottish word for a lake: ‘loch’.

It’s a slightly guttural which is hard for English 
speakers to get their tongues around. So, by 
switching the guttural Hebrew ‘ch’ to a soft 
English ‘h’ it’s smoothed and smartened up the 
word for non-Jewish ears and tongues. But 

hang on a minute, is this a positive cultural 
accommodation for the sake of a minority’s 
integration? Or is it a weakening of linguistic 
identity? Well, no one said celebrating 
diversity was going to be easy or 
straightforward, and I haven’t even got past 
the name of the festival!

I love Hanukkah and so does all my family. 
Nothing beats lighting the candles, playing 
dreidel, and eating (too many) fried potato 
cakes (latkes) with apple sauce and sour cream 
on the side. Our older son, Solomon, has 
become the Chief Chef at this time of year, 
while his older sisters and younger brother are 
left to grate the potatoes and chop the onions. 
The real skill (so I’m told) all takes place in the 
frying pan. I’m usually left with the washing up, 
which is fine by me. I know my place.

There are plenty of formal educational 
resources to teach about Hanukkah and lots of 

great children’s storybooks. My wife Anne and 
I are a little sad our kids are too old for the 
story books now. We’ve boxed them up for the 
next generation. 

However, one resource continues to stand the 
test of time. I’m talking about the TV cartoon 
classic ‘Rugrats Chanukkah Special’, first 
broadcast in 1996 (the year our own first 
‘rugrat’ was born). The old VHS cassette tape 
we had disintegrated long ago, but thankfully 
the show’s now available on Amazon Prime. 

So, every year, now in digital clarity, we sit 
down ‘religiously’ to watch Grandma Minka 
and Grandpa Boris, and Boris’ arch-rival 
Shlomo, telling our ancient story of national 
liberation led by the brave Maccabee warriors 
against the mighty Assyrian Greek empire in 
165 BCE. The victory is achieved with a little 
help from the ‘Maccababies’: Tommy, Chuckie, 
Phil and Lil plus pre-schooler Angelica.

Hanukkah – more than just a festival of lights 
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Reflections on the Jewish holiday 
By Robert Cohen, Co-op colleague

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/how-to-play-dreidel/


It’s funny, surprisingly informative and gives a 
snapshot of late 20th century (American) 
Jewish life. My favourite line comes from 
Grandpa Boris who says, as he eats another 
fried potato cake: “The miracle is that these 
things have been clogging our arteries for two 
thousand years, and yet, we survive!”

I love Hanukkah, and these days the festival 
gets plenty of attention beyond the Jewish 
community, even though it’s counted as a 
minor festival in the Jewish calendar. I suspect 
it draws so much attention because it’s family 
friendly, home based, and close to Christmas. 
However, there’s lots more to Hanukkah than 
pretty lights and fried food. The themes in the 
central story are complex and highly resonant 
to today’s world: national identity, religious 
zealotry, cultural oppression, military 
occupation, resilience and resistance.

Interestingly, the rabbis of old who compiled 
the Talmudic teachings which shaped Jewish 
life for centuries, were nervous about the 
whole business of celebrating a military victory 
and preferred to play up the rededication of 

the Temple in Jerusalem (having been 
desecrated by statues of Greek gods) and the 
story of the sacred oil for the Temple 
candelabrum lasting for eight days when there 
was only enough for one day. 

More recently, the miracle story has been 
adopted by Jewish climate change 
campaigners as an example of energy 
conservation! Like all religious festivals, 
Hanukkah is open to endless inspiration and 
interpretation.  If you prefer though, you can 
skip the rabbinical debates and just enjoy the 
music. I love Hanukkah and I love my 
Hanukkah playlist. 

Just like Christmas, Hanukkah has generated 
its own musical sub-genre. I’m not thinking of 
the traditional songs in the prayer book liturgy 
but the more recent popular songs (sometimes 
comic, sometimes way too earnest) which have 
emerged over the last few decades, mostly 
from the United States, where half of the 
world’s global Jewish population can now be 
found. 

Check out the Maccabeats on YouTube for 
some boyband pop parodies or Six13 singing 
their Queen inspired ‘Bohemian Chunukah’. 
My favourites are Adam Sandler’s comic 
celebration of Jewish American celebrities 
‘The Chanukah Song’ , and The LeeVees (who 
sound like early REM) singing ‘How Do You 
Spell Channukkahh?’ – a song title which takes 
me full circle on this blog, so a good place to 
stop.

Let me wish a ‘Happy Hanukkah’ to all my 
Jewish Co-op colleagues this year. Or is it 
‘Happy Chanukkah’, or possibly ‘Happy 
Hanukah’, or maybe ‘Happy Channukkahh’?

Hanukkah – more than just a festival of lights 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=maccabeats+hanukkah
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=six13+bohemian+chanukah&adlt=strict&view=detail&mid=DC02FB1B6F7CD45BE5EBDC02FB1B6F7CD45BE5EB&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dsix13%2Bbohemian%2Bchanukah%26qpvt%3Dsix13%2Bbohemian%2Bchanukah%26FORM%3DVDRE%26adlt%3Dstrict
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KX5Z-HpHH9g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R7JiDBi_v4c
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Hannukah 
colouring 
fun for the 
kids and 
the adults.
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Dreidel
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