
Chanukah means “dedication.” Around 168 BCE, Antiochus Epiphanes, the Greek ruler of Asia
Minor, sought to impose Greek culture and idolatry upon Jews and all the other peoples he
ruled. Though some Jews bent to his will and assimilated fully, most of our Jewish ancestors,
led by the Maccabees, resisted the plan and revolted against Antiochus. The war lasted some
three years and is considered history's first struggle for religious freedom. Despite
overwhelming odds, the Judeans were successful and joyously engaged in the rededication
(Chanukah) of their Temple on the 25th of Kislev in 165 BCE. 
 

The miracle of the Maccabees’ victory is commemorated annually by Jews for eight days -
kindling candles, singing songs, exchanging gifts, offering prayers of thanksgiving, and
rededicating themselves to the cause of religious liberty. Chanukah originally was developed
to parallel the eight-day Festival of Sukkot (which was the traditional time for dedicating the
Temple). Over time, the eight days of Chanukah were linked by a Rabbinic midrash to a
miracle of sacred oil.

Candles are added to the Chanukiah from right to left but are kindled from left to right. The
newest candle is lit first. (On the Shabbat of Chanukah, kindle the Chanukiah lights first and
then the Shabbat candles.) 

First light the Shamash, “the helper candle.” Then use the Shamash to light the other
candles of the Chanukiyah.

As we light the candles each night, we sing two blessings (ברכות). On the first night, we also
add the shehecheyanu.
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