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Religious Liberty? Chanukah Has Another Message

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

We all know the story of Chanukah and its underlying message -- or do we?


First, a fact that you may not have been aware of: the Hasmonean revolt against Seleucid (Greco-Syrian) rule was not only the first rebellion by the Jewish people for religious liberty (Moses did not lead a rebellion; he let God do all the dirty work -- and it was for general freedom, not merely religious liberty), it was also the first-ever such religious revolt in the entire world! The reason for this startling fact is that almost all conquering empires either physically destroyed the vanquished people or let them have religious freedom within their political subjugation. 


Why the latter? Because as polytheists, the conquerors did not view the local gods as "competing" with their own gods, nor did the vanquished mind it very much if the conquerors added their new gods to the pantheon of local deities. It was almost -- the more the merrier! Only when monotheistic Jews were conquered did trouble begin, because "unusually" they did not accept other gods. So when Antiochus Epiphanes started calling himself "Manifest God" and behaving accordingly with the Jews, the latter revolted.


We won. The Hasmoneans restored Jewish sovereignty after more than 400 years. So why isn't the Book of Maccabees in the Bible? (There are actually two such books.) Why do we light the Hanukkiyah candles in commemoration of the Temple's resanctification -- but don't commemorate at all the restoration of political sovereignty? Why, indeed, does the haftorah on the Hanukkah Sabbath end with the line: "not with force and not with an army but with my spirit sayeth the Lord?"


The answer lies not in the specific story of Hanukkah but in its continuation. The Hasmonean family did something unacceptable: Judah Maccabee's sons and progeny not only reigned as political leaders but they also took over the Priesthood. In short, they broke the Jewish political tradition's longstanding principle of "separation of powers": Monarchy, Prophecy, Priesthood -- each serving within its own sphere, and counterbalancing the others. As a result of their usurpation of these two central powers (the Prophetic branch no longer existed; it was slowly being replaced by the Rabbis), the Hasmoneans obtained absolute power. And as was well understood even back then, "Power Corrupts, Absolute Power Corrupts Absolutely" (Lord Acton's famous 19th century aphorism).


As punishment, the Jewish people did not accept the book of Maccabees into the biblical canon -- and the Rabbis later on formalized this textual excommunication. Indeed, the rabbis also ignored another book connected to (or at least taking place around the time of) the revolt: The Book of Judith. This is the story of a religiously and nationally zealous Jewess who through her own cunning manages to behead the general of the Seleucid army. Her heroism makes Queen Esther's pale by comparison, and yet Esther is "in" the Jewish Bible and Judith is "out". It's clear that the Rabbis made a conscious decision to ignore military heroism. Quite the reverse: they did their best to turn what was ostensibly the greatest military victory in Jewish history into a completely "spiritual" holiday.


I think that it would not be stretching the point too much to add that the subtext here is the dangers of religious zealotry. Even if for the best of causes, zealotry tends to get carried away with itself and ultimately leads to a perversion of what Judaism is all about. Indeed, it was religious zealotry that led to the destruction of the Second Temple some 200 years after the Hasmonean Revolt, what with civil war (no less!) taking place within the various sects and "denominations" (Sadducees, Pharisees, etc) in the Jewish camp -- at the very time that the Romans were attacking Jerusalem.


So as you light the candles, think about this: religious freedom is essential, but that means not only enabling everyone to serve God as they see fit, but also not using undue state power to bring this about. That's a lesson for the (ultra)Orthodox establishment in Israel, Moslem jihadists around the world, American Fundamentalist Christians who don't accept the First Amendment's separation of Religion and State, and anyone else who ignores the message of Chanukah: "not with force and not with an army but with my spirit sayeth the Lord".   
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