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Chanukah, The Festival of Affirmation

The Freedom Covenant, to which all
Polydox or liberal Jews subscribe,
establishes clearly the right of
individual Polydoxians or Polydox
groups to celebrate festivals and
rituals at such times and in such
ways as provide the most meaningful

observance.

It has been in the cause of the most
meaningful observance of Chanukah that
T have long proposed the concept and
celebration of Chanukah as the
"Festival of Affirmation." The first
written presentation of Chanukah as
the Festival of Affirmation apneéred
in the Institute of Creative Judaism
journal, Polydoxy, Vol. 1, No. 2.
Subsequent to this initial presenta-
tion, the view of Chanukah as the
Festival of Affirmation was further
developed in a number of statements

that appeared in the ICJ newsletter,
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Communicator,

To facilitate access to the basic
information regarding the celebra-
tion of Chanukah as the Festival of
Affirmation for all those who have
requested it, the following state-
ment has been prepared. Much of
this material has appeared in prior
ICJ writings. One point, however,
is new,—a point so important, I
believe, that it deserves special
attention although it is repeated
again below. This is that:

The most reliable scientific

scholarship fixes the original

first day of Chanukah as

having taken place on the

winter solstice, which falls

on December 21/22., "~ December

21/22 is, of course, the first

day of the general celebration

of Chanukah as the Festival

of Affirmation.



The presentation below is divided
into two sections. Described first
are basic features of the wav in
which Chanukah as the Festival of
Affirmation is celebrated. A
discussion then follows of the
rationale for celebrating the Chanu-

kah in the manner so described.

A,

Basic Features of Chanukah Celebration

1. Significance of Chanukah: Chanu-
kah ig a festival that celecbrates
the power of the human person to
triumph over the existential meaning-~
lessness that threatens the individ-
ual owing to the finite condition

of human life. The freedom of
individuals to choose their own
authentic responses to the finite
human condition is an essential con-
stituent of humankind's capacity to

overcome meaninglessness and attain



ultimate meaningful existence or
soteria. Accordingly, Chanukah

is a Festival of Affirmation, a
festival that affirms the human
potential to attain soteria, and

a festival that affirms the
essential role of individual
frecdom in realizing that po-
tential., (For further discus-
sion of the finite human condition

and. soteria see Polydoxy, Vol. 4,

No. 2, The Word Religion,)

2. Date: The general community
celebration of the first day of
Chanukah takes place on the winter
solstice. The datc of Chanukah is,
therefore, fixéd in the New Style
calendar, and the general community
celebration begins each year on

the evening of December 21,——when
the first candle is lit,—and on
the day of December 22. Chanukah.

as the Festival of Affirmation is
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celebratpd for 01ght days as it h;s

been tradltlonallj

a.

Note on Date of Chanukah:

The view that the geheral com-
munity celebration of Chanukah
in America takes place on
December 21-29 is based ulti-
mately on the organic harmony
that exists between this date
and pervasive natural, economic,
and cultural factors in the
general environment, Such
organic harmony between festi-
val and environment results in
a richer, more meaningful ewx-
perience., Cognizance is taken,
however, that as individuals

we not only live in the general
American environment, but in
subenvironments as well. Such
subenvironments can at times
provide a more meaningful con-

text for the celebration of a



_festival than does ‘the gen=-

eral environment. Conse-
quently, if 2 conflict

should arisc between the

celebration of Chanukah on

a date in harmony with the
general cnvironment énd a
date in harmony with & sub-
environment, persons who
find the date in harmony
with the subenvironment
more meaningful will natu-
rally wish to celebratc
Chanukah then. Subenviron-
ments can range from Hillel
Houses to neighborhoods
Wwhere everyone.celébratcs
Chanukah on the'Kislev 25
date of the traditional |
Jewish holiday calendar.
The Frcedom Covenant grants
every person the righf to
celebrate Chanukah, op'qny.

festival, in the most



meaningful. way, and this in- -
cludes the right to harmonize
the ceclebration with its most
productive time in a subenviron-
ment. Often the most construc-
tive way to deal with the prob-
lem of a difference bhetween the
date indicated for Chanukah by
the genéféi cnvironment and one
indicated bv a subenvironment
is to celebrate Chanukah mor:
than one time, Such multiple
celebrations pPOSsSESS NUMErous
advantages. For aexample,
collegé_students can celebrate
Chanukah at their Hillel houscs
on one date, and then when hohe
on their vacations cclehrate
an equally valid Chanukah with

their families on anothcr date.

3., Chanukah Services: Chanukah as
the Festival of Affirmation is a major

holiday, and is celebrated by special
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services. (In the traditional
holiday scheme, Chanukah is a minor
holiday, and has no service of its
own.) The Institute of Creative
Judaism has now published two
Chanukah scrvices: A Chanukah

Servicc For The Family and A

Service For Chanukah: The Festival

of Affirmation,

4, Svmbols of Chanukah:

a. The winter solstice, in

which the relationship
between sun and earth
produces the longest night
of the year, is a cosmic
symbol of the forces of
existence that produce the
darkness and pain of finity,
Yet during the period of
Chanukah that follows the
solstice, days become
longer. This increasing

light points to the positive



‘power within the forces of

existence that gives humankind

ground for hope and confidence.

The candles of the Menorah;
with each evening bringing more
light and warmth, symbolize the
progressive, even if gradual,
victory of the human spirit over
the negative forces of existence.
The increase of a candle each
evening synchronizes with the
increasing light of the days
following the solstice, Thus
Chanukah, The Festival of
Affirmation, is also Chanukah,
The Festival of Lights.

The change of seasons from fall
to winter at the solstice symbo-
lizes the hostile elements of
the natural environment that
confront the finite human.

With courage aﬁd good will,
particularly the good will of a
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united humankind, the harsh-
ness of nature can be over- ‘
come, and the benevolent
forces of nature made to

triumph.

The victory of the Maccabees
over the Syrians, and the.
rededication of the Temple
of Jerusalem at the wiriter
solstice in 165 B.C.E.,
symbolize the ability of a
courageous humankind to
triumph over the hostile
elements of the human en-
vironment, the dark forces.
of tyranny and despotism that
seek to destroy the right
inherent in all persons to
respond in freedom and
authentiéify to the cohdie
tion of finity. (The repbrt
of a miracle having occur-

red at the rededication of
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the Temple, in which a lamp
with oil sufficient for only
one day burned for eight days,

is unhistorical.) -

The cactus is a symbol of Chanu-"
kah. The cactus 'was first made

. into a "Jewish" symbol by its

use as'a name for the native-born
Israeli, or "Sabra, " Sabra is
the Hebrew~Arabic term for cactus.
The cactus, which thrives under
difficult conditions, points to
the indomitable human spirit
celebrated by Chanukah, a spirit
that has the power to triumph

‘over the limitations of life and

find pleasure in existence.

Giving gifts has long been a
feature of Chanukah celebration.
Gifts svmbolize the benevolent,
supportive, and mutualistic
forces that enrich human life
and provide assistance in coping

with finity.
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B.

Rationale For The Celebration of .
Chanukah as the Festival of
Affirmation

1. The original first day of
Chanukah was celebrated on the 25th
of Kislev in the year 165 B.C.E.,,—
and in the year 165 B.C.E., the
25th of Kislev fell on the winter
solstice, that is, on December
21/22 in our present civil or New
Style calendar. {See Babylonian
Chronology 626 B.C.—A.D. 45, R.A.
Parker and W.H. Dubberstein, The .
University of -Chicago Press, 1942,
pD. 40.) December 21/22 is the

date of the general celebration of
Chanukah as the Festival of Affir-

mation,

2. Changes of the dates and mean-
ings of festivals have taken place
continuously in the history of the
Jews, Thus Sukkot, The Feast of

Tabernacles, originally had no fixed
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calendar'daté, but was celebrated
immedia%ély after the harvest was
collected (Deut. 16:13). Later Suk-

kot was assigned a fixeéd calendar

date, on the fifteenth day of the
seventh month (Lev. 23:34). The

meaning of the celebration of Pass-

over was changed when necessary

(Num, 9:10f). Regarding the Passover,
it feceived at least three different
meanings in the course of its history:
It was first a pastoral holiday, when
the Hebrews were semi-nomads and
shephérds; it then became an agricul-
tural holiday, when the Israelites
settled in Canaan and took up farming;
and still later the Passover became a
celebration of the Exodus from Egynt.
Numerous other examples may be given

but these suffice to make the podnt that
changes of hoth the dates and meanings of
holidays have occurred continuously in
the historv of the Tews frdm the earliest
times.,
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3. Indeed, not only hévé cHanges
of festival dates and meanings taken
place continuously in the history
of the Jews, but there have been
repeated changes of calendars in
their entirety. I am indebted to
Dr. Max Vogelstein, the noted
authority on the.history of the
calendars of the Jews, for the
following list:
a. There exists evidence that
in early times the Egyptian

Sun Calendar was 1in use,

b, Before 1050 B.C.E,, probably
" as early as 1194 B.C.E., the

Spring Calendar was in use.

¢, David, after the conduest of
Jerusalem, changed to the
Fall Calendar.

d. After the United Kingdom was
divided into Israel and Judah,

Jereboam I returned Israel to
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the Spring Calendaf.while Judah-

retained David's Fall Calendar.

In 715/14 B.C.E., Hezekiah changed
Judah to the Spring Calendar. -

Manasseh reintroduced the Palli

Calendar.

Josiah in 623/22 B.C.E., changed
back to the Spring Calendar.

In Babylon, the Judeans employed
the Babylonian Calendar, which

was identified with the Judean
Spring Calendar, This develop-

ment brought about the use of the
Babylonian month names: Tishri,

Marcheshvan, and so forth.

In the Seleucidian empire, the

Jews employed the Babylonian

Calendar, (See Dr, Max
Vogelstein's Biblical Chronology I:
Jereboam II; and Fertile Soil.)

It is quite clear that historical-

ly, when there was a need, the Jews
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have felt free to.change the

dates:of festivals and even

" entire calendars. ., From the

viewpoint of history, then,"

no good reasonsféiist why

we are not free to do the

same. |
4, Jewish festivél$ in their
origins wéfe always organically
related to their general environ-
ment, that is, to the natural,. .
economic, ideoldgical, and cul-"
tural context in’which they were
celebrated. The reason for this
is evident. Withoéut the environ-
ment to nourish a festival, it
is cut off from its lifespring.
Existing in a vacuum, the festi-
val becomes insiéﬁificant, withers,
and dies. When festivals are in
organic relation to their environ-
ment, they do not have the task

of originating the basic feelings
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and .emotions that are necessAary for
meaningful celebration., These fccol-
ings and emotions Aare initiated
primarily by events in the environ-
ment. Festivals by themselves, with-
out the cooperation of the environment,
are by their nature unsuitcd to origi-
nate the sentiments required for sif-
nificant observance. TFor the basic
function of festivals is not to
originate fecelings and emotions but
to give form to feelings and emotions,
environmentally induced by providing
them with expression, values, and

ultimate meaning.

We may take the Biblical holiday of
Sukkot to illustrate this point. Sukkot
in its beginnings was celcbrated as
stated earlier, at no fixecd date, but
simply when the harvest had been
gathered. -Clearly, from the Biblical
description of Sukkot, it is the

feeling of gratitude and joy initiated

by the harvest that energizes the
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thankégiving celebration expressed
by the Sukkot. A Sukkot cele-
bration, isolated from its harvest
context, obviausly has little
meaning., And as we may, therefore,
expect 1in the technological,
industrial societyv of our age,
isolated from its harvest con-
text, Sukkot has indeed withered,
going largely unnoticed, let

alonc observed,

Thus in ancient and medieval
times, all Jewish festivals, in
onc way or another, werc organi-
cally releted to the general
idecolosical, ecconomic, and cul-
tural environment of thce Jew, even
if that environment extended only
to ghetto walls. It is only in
relatively recent times, with

the emergence of the Jew from the
ghetto into Western society, that

the organic relation of Jewish
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festivals with the genceral environ-
ment has been substantially severed.
It is also in recent times that the
Jews in Western society find them-
selves in a crisis of cxistence so
severe that their continued survival
past the next century is problematical.
There scems littlce reason to doubt
that one of the fundamental rcasons.
for the American Jewish decline is
that the dates of Jewish festivals
are seriously out of harmony with the
basie rhythms of Amcerican Jewish
expericence, interlocked as thesc
rhythms inevitably must be with those
of the general American environment,
It is difficult, probably impossiblc,
to conceive of a workable solution to
the current~crisis of Amecrican Jewish
survival that does not involve to
some degree changing the dates of
Jewish festivals so that they are
brought'into harmony with the natural,

ideological, economic and cultural
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rhythms of the American environment.

5. This final péint is stated with
great emphasis. The special
onrichmeﬁt Chanukah receives when
the first day begins on December
21/22, the winter solstice, is not
to be attributed to the fact that
Christmas falls during this period.
The same integrated feecling of joy
would be present i1f there were no |
Christian holiday of Christmas at
this time. The enrichment Chanukah
recelves from its winter solstice
date derives from the fact that

in late December, our commercial,
technological, and industrial
socicty comes to a natural, cconom-
ic and cultural climax. Christmas,
itsclf, has the special meaning

it has for most Christians primar-
ily because it is in harmony with
the basic rhythms of the general

American environment. Proof of
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this may be found in the fact that
for many Christian theologians,
Epiphany, which falls on January 6,
is a more significant day than is
Christmas. Yet for most American
Christians, Epiphany goes largely
unnoticed. The reason is clearly
that Epiphany has no relation to the
general American environment, and

is thereby drained of life.

tle contemporary Jcws who possess a
scicntific knowledge of the many
changes of festival dates and calen-
dars in the Jewish past, and who pos-
sess the ffeedom granted us by Polydox
Judaism have no excusc for sceing
Chanukah drained of life. Particular-
ly unjustifiable is the refusal to
change the date of the Chanukah to‘aight
days beginning with the winter sol-
stice becausc Christmas falls during
that period. Such a refusal surrenders

to Christmas the power (which it does
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not seek) to interrupt the natural,
internal development of the Jewish |
festival structurc. For Christmas
would thus prevent the Jewish fes-
tival structure from fulfilling

its historic role of providing the
Jews with the means in every age

to celebrate their profoundest
beliefs, values, and scntiments

in harmony with the basic rhythms

of the natural, cconomic, ideologi-
cal, and cultural environment in
which their lives are rooted. We
Jews have not only the right, but,

I believe, a moral obligation to
our children today and the future
tomorrow, to bring Chanukah into

an organic re¢lation with the

general American environment of

which we arce inextricably a part.



