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Occupy Chanukah at Occupy Melbourne  
(Erev Chanukah, 20 December 2011) 

 
1. Introduction: 
Acknowledgement of country: 
We begin today by acknowledging that we stand on 
stolen, occupied land – the land of the Wurundjeri 
people of the Kulin Nation. As Jews and allies we 
remember that sovereignty of this land was never ceded. 
As we gather here today to remember a moment of 
resistance in Jewish history, and to be inspired by that 
history, we also remember that there has always been, 
and always will be, resistance to colonisation in this 
country. We commit ourselves to working through and towards decolonisation: to 
coming to an understanding of what it means to decolonise our languages, our 
practices, our relationships. 
 
2. Discussion: What is Chanukah? – discuss some opening thoughts from the 
group 
 
3. Let’s get the basics of a Chanukah story down… 
 
In Hebrew, the word "hanukkah" means “dedication.” The name reminds us that 
this holiday commemorates the re-dedication of the holy Temple in Jerusalem 
following the Jewish victory over the Syrian-Greeks in 165 B.C.E. 
 
The Hanukkah Story 
 
In 168 B.C.E. the Jewish Temple was seized by Syrian-Greek soldiers and 
dedicated to the worship of the god Zeus. This upset the Jewish people, but many 
were afraid to fight back for fear of reprisals. Then in 167 B.C.E. the Syrian-Greek 
emperor Antiochus made the observance of Judaism an offense punishable by 
death. He also ordered all Jews to worship Greek gods. 
 
Jewish resistance began in the village of Modiin, near Jerusalem. Greek soldiers 
forcibly gathered the Jewish villages and told them to bow down to an idol, then 
eat the flesh of a pig – both practices that are forbidden to Jews. A Greek officer 
ordered Mattathias, a High Priest, to acquiesce to their demands, but Mattathias 
refused. When another villager stepped forward and offered to cooperate on 
Mattathias' behalf, the High Priest became outraged. He drew his sword and killed 
the villager, then turned on the Greek officer and killed him too. His five sons and 
the other villagers then attacked the remaining soldiers, killing all of them. 
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Mattathias and his family went into hiding in the mountains, where other Jews 
wishing to fight against the Greeks joined them. Eventually they succeeded in 
retaking their land from the Greeks. These rebels became known as the 
Maccabees, or Hasmoneans. 
 
Once the Maccabees had regained control they returned to the Temple in 
Jerusalem. By this time it had been spiritually defiled by being used for the worship 
of foreign gods and also by practices such as sacrificing swine. Jewish troops were 
determined to purify the Temple by burning ritual oil in the Temple’s menorah for 
eight days. But to their dismay, they discovered that there was only one day's 
worth of oil left in the Temple. They lit the menorah anyway and to their surprise 
the small amount of oil lasted the full eight days. 
 
This is the miracle of the Hanukkah oil that is celebrated every year when Jews 
light a special menorah known as a hanukkiyah for eight days. One candle is lit on 
the first night of Hanukkah, two on the second, and so on, until eight candles are 
lit. 
 
4. Challenging reinterpretations of Chanukah: 
 
f rom Ari Savi tzky,  ‘On Chanukah and Extremism’ ,  Zeek December 2,  
2010. 
‘Even as a child, I knew that Chanukah is a post-biblical, religiously unimportant 
holiday, and that the part about the miraculous oil was added later, possibly to 
remedy God’s conspicuous absence from the story. But I understood Chanukah to 
be about Jewish resistance to oppression, a righteous rebellion against a powerful 
enemy that confirmed the strength of the Jewish people and our right to a national 
existence. […] 
I learned only later that the story doesn’t end happily with a miracle. 
The true story of Chanukah does begin with rebellion against an oppressive 
empire’s anti-religious edicts, culminating in the reconstitution of the ancient 
Jewish state. But Act Two, the Maccabees in Government, is a military and 
political tragedy, a story, in David Brooks’ words, of “tragic irony, complexity and 
unattractive choices.” The larger story reads, in retrospect, like an ill-fated 
anticolonial struggle: Fundamentalist freedom fighters (backed by foreign powers) 
wage an insurgent campaign, oust the occupiers, and achieve self determination. 
Left in the colonizer’s wake: internal cleansing campaigns against Hellenized 
political and cultural rivals (e.g., Jews named Jason), and ultimately a corrupt and 
authoritarian Hasmonean theocracy. Once the Maccabees are in power, it becomes 
hard to see who the good guys are.’ 
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from ‘Judith - Part of the Hanukkah Story’ Jewish Women’s  Archive  
http://jwa.org/discover/throughtheyear/december/judith. 
‘In the Middle Ages Hanukkah festivities celebrated more than just the valiant 
deeds of the Maccabees. For several centuries there was another hero associated 
with Hanukkah: Judith. The Book of Judith promised that her praise would "never 
depart from the heart of those who remember the power of God," and that her 
actions would "go down through all generations of our descendants." While not 
historically connected to the story of the Maccabees, the Book of Judith shares the 
theme of Jewish faith and courage overcoming a larger force. 
 
The Rabbis who included Judith in their Hanukkah narrative could not have 
imagined a time when the story of Judith's bravery in the face of enormous danger 
would cease to be part of the legacy of the Jewish people passed down from one 
generation to the next. 
 
And, yet, like so many other Jewish women, Judith has been virtually written out 
of the Hanukkah narrative as we know it. Who was she? Why should we 
remember her? 
In the second century B.C.E., as the powerful Assyrian army invaded the Near 
East, the town of Bethulia was besieged by the cruel and domineering Holofernes, 
the Assyrian emperor Nebuchadnezzar's top general. If Bethulia fell, the whole 
country would come under Assyrian control. Discouraged, the city's elders agreed 
to surrender if they were not rescued within a few days. Judith, a young widow and 
most unlikely savior, challenged them to take responsibility for the survival of their 
famine-stricken community. Accompanied only by her maid, she set out for the 
enemy camp. Smitten with her beauty, Holofernes invited her to a banquet. When 
he fell asleep in a drunken stupor, they were left alone in his tent. After praying for 
God's help, Judith took his sword and decapitated him. With the Assyrian army 
thrown into confusion, she urged the Israelites to launch a surprise attack; they 
emerged victorious. 
Judith's faith and courage changed the course of history.’ 
 
from Jay Michaelson, ‘A Festival of Rebellion Reminds Us What Matters 
Most’, Forward  December 19, 2003. 
‘The undeserved prominence of Chanukah, due to coincidences of the calendar, 
has long served to obscure its revolutionary meanings. It has become a holiday of 
unintended ironies: that a group of religious anti-aesthetic zealots is now 
celebrated by consumerism; that those zealots, who were almost fundamentalist in 
their beliefs, are now heroes of religious freedom. […]  
Chanukah means “dedication” — the dedication of the Temple in Jerusalem, to be 
precise, and of an altar within the Temple, to be even more precise. The 
talmudists, accommodationists rather than zealots, downplayed the military and 
geographic aspects of the holiday and played up the light and the miracle. But the 
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Temple had to be dedicated because the Maccabees felt it had been defiled — not 
only by the idols and sacrifices, but by the values for which Hellenistic civilization 
was perceived to stand: assimilation into dominant culture, the superficial cult of 
beauty (the Temple Mount had been turned into a gymnasium, the ancient world’s 
equivalent of the football stadium, except that all the athletes competed in the 
nude) and the atheistic, pleasure-principle civilization which the Greeks, rightly or 
wrongly, were seen to embody. 
[…] 
[But] I’ve come to believe that the process of dedication — chanukah — is itself 
the message. Goethe said, “What matters most should never be at the mercy of 
what matters least.” Of course, Goethe didn’t have a mortgage. Most of us have to 
pay bills, cook meals, carry on the business of life, all of which can seem distant 
from “what matters most.” 
[…] 
Chanukah invites us to remember what matters and to rededicate ourselves to it. 
The process will either enrich what we are doing or motivate us to make important 
changes that need to be made. Most importantly, though, dedication is a 
dedication-to-meaning. It is a statement, if nothing else, that there is something to 
which we ought to be dedicated — that it matters whether we are true to ourselves 
or not, whether we capitulate to the whims of self-satisfaction and societal 
approval or whether, holding fast to something greater and deeper, we bridge the 
illusory gulfs that we ourselves create.’ 
 
 
Thoughts on the Maccabees and their push for Jewish homogeneity… 
We have a sense now that, after rededicating the Second Temple, the Maccabees 
fought to create a Jewish community that was homogenous and not in any way 
‘Hellenized’. That is, they worked for an idea of Judaism and Jewish identity which 
would be ‘pure’. But as we stand here today, in the space of the Occupy 
Movement, at Occupy Melbourne, we purposely stand in solidarity with others. 
And in order to do so, we embrace an idea of Jewish identity which is diasporic: 
that is cosmopolitan, and stands in common, in solidarity, with other movements 
for liberation (and liberation from what, and towards what, must be a common 
question).   
 
We take an idea of diasporism that is multiple, not singular, and that embraces 
both Chanukah and Occupy Melbourne, from Jewish writers such as John Docker, 
who lives in Canberra and who wrote that diaspora is ‘a sense of belonging to 
more than one history, to more than one time and place, more than one past and 
future. Diaspora suggests belonging to both here and there, now and then. 
Diaspora suggests the omnipresent weight of pain of displacement from a land or 
society, of being an outsider in a new one. Diaspora suggests both lack and excess 
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of loss and separation, yet also the possibility of new adventures of identity and 
the continued imagining of unconquerable countries of the mind.’  
 
We take an idea of belonging that means that we challenge the idea – perpetuated 
by many within the Jewish community and without, historically (such as by the 
Maccabees), and today – that standing alongside others amongst whom we live, 
and sharing cultures with them, is inherently bad, and we avow, alongside Ella 
Shohat, who writes from New York (via Iraq), that we will not allow ourselves to 
be defined as exclusively Jewish, ‘as [inherently] closer to other [Jews] than to the 
cultures of which [we] have been a part.’ We at Occupy Chanukah reject the idea 
that ethnic, racial, religious purity is superior to hybridity, or to internal difference. 
We also avow that forced assimilation – the pressuring of marginalised groups to 
conform, which is all too common in this country today – must be fought against. 
We stand in solidarity with those many Jews throughout history, including in the 
Chanukah story, who have fought against those rulers, and social pressures, which 
instructed Jews (and others) to conform. 
 
And so we remember this moment in Jewish history here, at Occupy Melbourne, 
in order to write it anew into the history books.  
 
For as we have seen, Chanukah has undergone many transitions of history.  
 
So we remember this Jewish moment to remember a Jewish identity and to 
remember the legacy of resilience that past Jews have bequeathed us; to remember 
the ways in which Jewish resistance has been variously played out; to remember 
the beauty and creativity of forms of Jewish longevity.  But also to remember that 
we are a marginalised people, and that we stand with other marginalised peoples; 
to remember that the condition of being marginalised is, in the end, quite ordinary, 
and for so many an everyday affair. And that to be subjected to state-based 
violence is everyday, and is built into the system as it currently stands; to be 
subjected to material and discursive, or physical and oral violence, is, for many of 
us, an everyday affair.  
 
based on/from ‘Sustaining the Light: A Social Justice Program Guide for 
Chanukah’, Union o f  Progress ive  Judaism  www.urj.org/holidays/chanuka 
Chanukah and the Environment 
‘The Roman historian Josephus dubbed Chanukah, the “Festival of Lights”. Light 
is at the very core of our festival celebration… Light is at the heart of the history 
behind Chanukah.’ 
In the Talmud it is said that we commemorate Chanukah because of the miracle 
with oil – ‘a single cruse of oil last eight days, longer than was thought possible.’ 
We need to remember though that, today, oil is not infinite.’ 
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‘In particular, … Chanukah lends itself to thoughts of energy conservation. Energy 
conservation not only helps to ensure the wise use of natural resources, it also 
helps to reduce pollution and slow global climate change.’ 
‘When we learn to live in harmony with the earth, by making environmentally 
sustainable choices, we not only preserve life for ourselves, but we choose life for 
our children and our children’s children. Moreover, by pursuing environmental 
sustainability, we promote justice, as those who are already poor are most likely to 
suffer the consequences of global climate change, pollution and environmental 
degradation.’ 
 
Chanukah and Economic Justice 
‘Chanukah has traditionally been a time of giving gifts and/or gelt to children. In 
Eastern Europe, teachers would let the children out of school early to enjoy their 
small bit of pocket money and have some time off during the holiday. This 
tradition of gift giving and receiving has magnified over the years. Nowadays it’s 
not uncommon for families to give ever larger presents each night of the holiday. 
 
This emphasis on lavish gifts is a product of our interaction with modern 
[Christian] culture, a culture in which the “Holiday Shopping Season” has grown 
longer each year. As our ancestors wrestled with the extent to which they should 
allow Greek culture to influence their lives, Jews [in this country] wrestle with the 
extent to which we should allow secular culture to influence our lives. This culture 
of commercialism undermines the true meaning of our celebration. Even many 
Christian leaders bemoan the loss of a meaningful Christmas that gets 
overshadowed by an emphasis on gifts. 
 
Chanukah can be a time to reexamine what we consider to be a gift and how we 
go about giving and receiving gifts. Many of those in our congregations are blessed 
with enough to eat, a warm roof over their heads, an opportunity for education 
and sufficient clothing. If we look around, we see that these are truly great gifts. 
 
This Chanukah, and throughout the year, we can use our riches to ensure the 
wellbeing of all. We can become excited not only about the great gifts we’ll receive, 
but also about the ways we can use our blessings and our gifts – by making 
monetary donations, material donations, volunteering, and participating in 
advocacy– to ensure the well-being of all of our brothers and sisters.’ 
 
Chanukah and Religious Freedom 
‘Chanukah teaches us about the dangers of government interference with religious 
practice and about the importance of religious liberty. What had been a relatively 
peaceful coexistence between the Jewish community and the Greek government in 
ancient Palestine was shattered when the government began to use force to 
impose one official religious practice. Under King Antiochus, the government 
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invaded the Temple, stripped it of its sacred vessels, set up statues to Greek gods 
and sacrificed pigs on the altar. The government forbade Jews from offering daily 
sacrifices (the primary form of Jewish worship at the time), banned circumcision 
and forcibly coerced Jews to worship pagan gods (Josephus’s Antiquities of the Jews, 
Book 12, Chapter 5). 
In response to these demands, many Jews (led by those whom we know as the 
Maccabees) stood up for their beliefs and fought to be able to practice their 
religion freely. When we recite the second blessing over the Chanukah lights, 
giving thanks for the miracles God performed for our ancestors, we recall the 
Maccabees’ celebration as they were no longer subject to tyrannical rulers who 
prevented them from practicing their faith.’ 
 
As we remember their celebration we also vow to work towards ensuring that 
peoples of all faiths are able to openly practice their beliefs, without fear of 
persecution. 
 
f rom Ari Savi tzky,  ‘On Chanukah and Extremism’ ,  Zeek December 2, 
2010. 
‘I have started a new Chanukah tradition in my house. As we get through the first 
round of Chanukah songs, I take five minutes to interrupt and harangue my family 
about the intolerance of the fundamentalist Maccabees. Our guests are mostly 
used to this by now, as I’ve been doing it for the last few years.  
I do it because the larger Chanukah story is too important to ignore. Chanukah is 
about the triumph of zealots over both external tyranny and internal pluralism. It 
is about the unintended consequences of strategic strange bedfellows. It is about 
heroic acts of rebellion by an oppressed Jewish people, but also violent acts of 
aggression by a Jewish state. It is about the dangerous combination of extremism 
and power. […] 
We should not ignore the parts of Chanukah’s history that help us get at these 
questions. Yes, they are the darker parts. But if there’s one thing we are supposed 
to do on this holiday, it is light candles.’ 
 
5. Candles/prayers/songs 
 
6. Food and discussion 
Some questions to consider  
(from Chanukah: Rekindling the Eternal Light 
http://www.uscj.org/JewishLivingandLearning/ShabbatandHolidayInformation/
Holidays/JewishHolidays/Hanukkah/RekindlingtheInternalLight.aspx) 
 
Do I know any modern-day Maccabees? 
Is there anyone – in your home, your school, your workplace, or your 
congregation – who works actively to defend not only his or her own rights but 
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those of other groups? Consider how the story of Chanukah highlights the notion 
of freedom, identity, and faith, and identify the ways in which your modern-day 
Maccabee demonstrates an appreciation of these three concepts. 
 
What does it mean to be part of a people? 
Very often we fall into the habit of thinking only about ourselves and our own 
problems. We lose track of the fact that we are part of a proud people, with a 
distinguished heritage. We also may neglect our spiritual lives, assuming that others 
will preserve our religious teachings for us. 
 
Have I witnessed any miracles in my own lifetime? 
Miracles did not end with the parting of the Red Sea, nor with the oil that the 
Talmud tell us burned for eight days. Ask your friends to name some miracles in 
their own lives, and have them describe the kinds of miracles they would bring 
about if they could. 
 
Have I given tzedakah today? 
Giving tzedakah is not optional: It is an obligation. As we learn from the Torah, 
each of us must take an active role in providing for the welfare of those less 
fortunate than ourselves. Wherever possible we should give of ourselves. 
 
Have I done anything today to improve the world? 
Our rabbis teach us that we must strive to complete those tasks unfinished by 
God. We must involve ourselves in tikkun olam – repairing the world. While 
projects falling under this heading are virtually endless, you can select one 
particular area and consider ways in which you can make a meaningful 
contribution. 
 
Have I brought happiness into someone’s life today? 
Loneliness is one of the most debilitating diseases in society today, yet it is easily 
curable. Sometimes a simple phone call is all it takes to bring someone joy. And 
don’t forget, just as we appreciate a kind word or an expression of encouragement, 
so too do those around us. It’s easy to give. 
 
What questions will I ask myself next year? 
Learning and growing are very important parts of Jewish living, and it is often 
more important to strive for the right questions than to memorise standard 
answers. 


