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Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and the Hannukah Menorah:

Halakhah and History

RABBI DR. JACOB J. SCHACTER

It has already long been demonstrated that in describ-
ing Ashkenazim and Sephardim in the Middle Ages one
cannot speak of two totally distinct and unrelated ethnic
and cultural identities. Although geographically separate
and culturally different, Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews did
not flourish in isolation from one another. Individuals
and ideas moved from one society to the other and some
measure of interaction between them existed throughout
the medieval period.

There is much evidence for this phenomenon. Rab-
benu Tam writes in his Sefer ha- Yashar that scholars from
Spain “served in the presence of Rabbenu Gershon Meor
ha-Golah (“shimshu lefanav”),! the Spanish chronicler,
Abraham ibn Daud, records in his Sefer ha-Qabbalah that
in the middle of the eleventh century “there came to the
city of Cordova [Spain] a great scholar from France by
the name of R. Paregoros™ and his book ends with a ref-
erence to Rabbenu Tam living in Ramerupt,’ Rashbam
writes on more than one occasion that he consulted “sifrei
Sepharad” in preparing his commentary on the Torah,*
the author of the Shibbolei ha-Leket presents a halakhic

exchange between “anshei Sepharad” and “hakhmei Zar-
fat ve-Erez Ashkenaz,” the Rashba refers to Ashkenazi
students who studied in his yeshiva (in Barcelona),® R.
Asher b. Yehiel spent roughly half his life in Germany and
half in Spain,” and there are more examples, many more.?

One particularly remarkable and unusual example of
such influence in a halakhic context is provided by the
mizvah of ner Hannukah. The Talmud (Shabbat 21b) states
that the basic requirement is to light only one candle per
night for the entire household. Those more scrupulous
in their observance (mehadrin) should light a separate
candle for each member of the household, regardless of
which night of Hannukah it may be. Finally, those who
are unusually scrupulous (mehadrin min ha-mehadrin)
add one additional candle each successive night of Han-
nukah (according to the opinion of bet Hillel).

For some reason, the standard of mehadrin min ha-me-
hadrin has been determined to be the normative require-
ment, but its exact meaning is the subject of a dispute be-
tween the Ashkenazi authorities, the Ba‘alei he-Tosafot,
and Maimonides, the Sephardi. According to Tosafot (s.v.
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ve-ha-mehadrin), the most candles that can ever be lit in
any household on Hannukah is eight, on the last night of
Hannukah. In his view, the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin
position circumvents the mehadrin view and consid-
ers only the number of nights of the holiday as an op-
erative consideration. One candle is lit the first night, two
the second night, and so on, regardless of the number of
people present. For Maimonides (Hil. Hannukah 4:1-2),
however, the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin view considers
both the number of people present as well as the number
of nights as equally relevant variables, with the result that
if there are ten people present on the last night of Han-
nukah, eighty candles are lit - the number of people (ten)
times the number of nights (eight).’

Itis interesting to note that within a few centuries some-
thing very interesting occurred in the worlds of Ashkenaz
and Sepharad. Not only was one culture influenced by the
other but, remarkably, each culture adopted the ruling of
the other as the normative halakhah. By the time we come
to the sixteenth century, Tosafot’s position was adopted
by the Sephardi R. Joseph Karo and Maimonides’ opin-
ion was followed by the Ashkenazi R. Moshe Isserles." In
his commentary on the Tur, the seventeenth century R.
Yoel Sirkis correctly notes that “our [Ashkenazic] custom
is like the opinion of the Rambam and the Sephardic cus-
tom is like the opinion of Tosafot™' His son-in-law, R.
David Halevi, actually went so far as to add “and this we

do not find in other places”'* While it has been shown that
this assertion is a bit of an exaggeration,' this remarkable
phenomenon of this cross cultural, crisscrossed influence
is certainly unusual and deserves attention.
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THE PLEASURE OF RUCHNIYUS: JEWISH VS. GREEK THOUGHT

MICHAEL FREIDMAN

A common theme of Chanukah focuses on the differ-
ences between the Greek and Jewish worldviews. While
the Greeks were concerned with the physical and aes-
thetic, the Jews take faith in the spiritual, ruchniyus.! We
believe in a non-tangible G-d and a Torah that demands
not only pragmatic action, but also spiritual perfection.
We know of a world beyond that cannot be concretely
described. The Greek worldview prefered a minimalist
mindset, one that takes the meaning out of anything not
an end unto itself. The Greeks placed gezeiros forbidding
many aspects of Torah life, an uprising against the meso-
rah and ruchniyus.> What exactly is this “ruchniyus” that
they were so against?

Ruchniyus is not an easily defined term. Hashem and
one’s neshama are fundamentally immaterial. Although
we cannot understand them tangibly, we can experience
moments of spiritual closeness with Hashem. A mashal is
given to understand ruchniyus in the sefer “Bilvavi Mish-

kan Evne® The sefer depicts a man who is speaking to a
relative, a “karov,” on the phone, and a friend asks where
the relative on the other line is located. The man answers,
“he is across the ocean, in a different country” The friend
is astonished; in his mind the relative is far from karov!
“Bilvavi Mishkan Evne” explains that there are spiritual
relationships that are non-physical, yet no less real. We
experience some of them, and we have emuna that there
is more than meets the eye in the olamos haelyonos. We
have a means of calculating kedusha and tahara and we
can connect to Hashem, but one cannot touch the spiri-
tual. Ruchniyus is unquantifiable with physical measures.
As such, involvement with the spiritual is a task impos-
sible and irrelevant to the Greeks.

The Greeks were known for their pursuit of pleasure,
Hedonism. Jews also value pleasure, albeit not its physi-
cal and base forms; rather, we strive for spiritual pleasure.
The Ramchal states that man was created in order to “take
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