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Al HaNissim: A Chanukah Prayer Revised to

Include 1 Maccabees

While silent about the miracle of oil, Al HaNissim calls
attention to the lighting of the lampstand in the Temple,
even making use of the Talmud’s wording, thus leaving

the matter open to interpretation.

Prof. Rabbi Reuven Kimelman
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Al HaNissim in Prayers and Blessings, 1738 Fiirth, Bavaria, Germany.

Wikimedia

he Al HaNissim prayer, likely composed in the Geonic period (around

7t —10™ cent. C.E.), is recited on Chanukah in both the Amidah (daily
prayer) and Birkat Hamazon (grace after meals).“z| The version of the prayer
that we say differs from the version found in the Geonic period work, in
Tractate Soferim,[z] which states that as part of the Modim blessing, we say:

MY NI 12 279 naon Sofrim 20.6 gnd with acknowledgement of
T NWY WK DN MW the wonders and the salvation of priests
5173172 I 12 nnn that You wrought in the days of
"n IRy WY 1 MIa RIAYMmM Mattathias son of Yohanan the High
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0'D1 17 TN ORI IR Priest, the Hasmonean and his sons. So
ne5 awh mmn mxban perform for us Adonai our God and God
awn ' [An]xr [(n])a of our ancestors miracles and wonders
and we will thank Your name forever.
Blessed are You Adonai, who is good / the
Good.[3]

In contrast to this brief version, our Al HaNissim is much lengthier, and more
descriptive about the war, and the specifics of the Maccabees’ first Chanukah.
One major feature of our version that does not appear in the Soferim version is
the incorporation of details found also in the Chanukah account in 1
Maccabees into the retelling.

The Al HaNissim Opening

The opening of Al HaNissim is common to both Chanukah and Purim:

niman Swnpnen ovrovesn v For the miracles, for the deliverance, for
ninoan oy niywnn % the acts of might, for the acts of
1013 DN D2 APNIARY DvpYw salvation, and for the wondrous acts that
ma you wrought on behalf of our ancestors in
those days at this time.

It follows the model of the preceding Modim blessing of the Amidah in its
repetitive use of by and its reference to miracles and wonders:

Svr777a owonn wn [Flor our lives that are in Your hand, and
T3 20777 NiMpan WwninwYs for our souls that are in Your charge, and
TN Svyunv o baaw for Your miracles that are daily with us,

np 923Y TRiaiv) and for Your wonders and kindnesses at

all times.

The prayer then moves on to Chanukah specifically.

Mattathias the “High Priest”
It begins with the introduction of Mattathias:

5173 109 1N 12 3nRn A In the days of Mattathias, son of
I3 RIiNWN Yohanan, the high priest, the Hasmonean

and his sons.

This introduction is similar to how Mattathias is introduced in 1 Maccabees:

1Mace2:1 1n those days Mattathias son of Yohanan son of Simeon, a

priest of the clan of Joarib, moved from Jerusalem and settled in
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Modein.[4]

While the name of the father is Yohanan in both,[5] 1 Maccabees does not say
that he was a high priest. Indeed, Mattathias was never high priest, nor was
Mattathias’ father the famous Yohanan (Honya/Onias) the high priest.[é] Itis
possible that the rabbis accidentally conflated two historical personages, or
that they wished to present Mattathias as coming from a high priestly line.
Alternatively, 173103 here may indicate a distinguished priest, as opposed to
an official title.

Josephus understands the term Hasmonean as a reference to an ancestor of
Mattathias, while rabbinic sources seem to imply it was another name for
Mattathias himself.'7) Either way, the term does not appear in either 1 or 2

Maccabees, and attempts to understand its origin are speculative.

Rising Against Israel

Al HaNissim describes the persecution as the rise of the Greeks over the

Judeans.

Y YWD T M0 ATHYY3 when the evil Greek kingdom rose up
SR Y against Your people Israel

The subject here is not when the Greek Empire was founded, almost two

centuries earlier, but when it began to persecute “Your people Israel.”
Notably, Exodus Rabbah works with this same concept, but about Rome:

TR OITR ATRRWR TN MY When Edom (=Rome) arose: The Holy
M M YR RIT IN2 WiTRR One, blessed be He, said, “This sign will
nwp oY mivpworaosra  beinyour hands On the day that I grant

.D27Ki3IRY DT M inik you salvation, on that same day, know

that I will redeem you.” (8]

Transgressing Torah Laws

The Greeks were trying to make Israel forget Torah and violate its

commandments:

ain [opawh ox] opawnb to make them forget Your Torah and to
J2i%7 PR 0w get them to transgress Your laws

This claim comes from the book of Maccabees:

TN AMNA DR v 1a]F so as to forget the Torah and violate all
[9][.n~pmn 53 NN the commandments.
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The Time of Distress
The focus now turns to God’s fighting Israel’s war:

0% BTAY 0370 THNN2 AR You, in Your overwhelming mercy, stood

.0N7¥ Npa by them in their time of distress.
The Tosefta tells the story of Miriam daughter of Balgah, who apostatized
during the Greek persecution, and rebuked the altar (a stand in for God?) for

not standing by Israel in the time of their distress:

t.Sukkah 4:28 She went off and married an

officer at the Greek royal house. And

nRWI n:bn N2:7 020 XRNavIn
1023w 7 125NN TR VP TIOH
133 5 nnavy nnRa b oM when the Gentiles went into the
o O 1B MR Nam Hw sanctuary, she came along and stamped
58w HW 110 N3N0 ANR on the altar, screaming at it: “Lykos!
onIR Nya ond NIy 89 Lykos! [=“wolf” in Greek]. You have
wiped out the fortune of Israel and did
not then stand up for them in the time of

their distress.”10]

God Fights Their Fight

Al HaNissim continues by describing God’s actions in cognate accusative form

—where the verb and its object come from the same root:

artngarr.oringnn You fought for them, You brought them

.D0DPI DR AN justice, You avenged them.

Similar rhetoric appears in Seder Gan Eden, an obscure midrash from the
Islamic period, which describes how the patriarchs and the Ophanim (a type of
angel) will gather before the Messiah in the Temple and witness (in a vision?)
all the terrible things that happened to Jewish martyrs. The midrash uses the

same phrases about God exacting judgment and vengeance:

Y3 DumRA DRy TR Seder Gan Eden The a]] the Ophanim will go

5n 15 Sex phw wwr up to the King of Kings, the Blessed Holy

Yaw K17 702 wirTpn oabnn
DR P79 Op1 T2 wiabh ond
SARIY ,MMNA 1 DRI
xon owa " (p obnn)

(0] 1y

One, and He will make them swear to put
on the clothing of vengeance, and to
bring avenging judgment against the
peoples of the world, as it says (Ps 110:6):
“He works judgment upon the nations,
heaping up bodies.”
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Many Versus Few

o137 0WHn T3 omias pen

oopn T3

This imagery of mighty versus week, and more specifically the phrase “many

You delivered the mighty into the hands
of the weak, the many into the hands of
the few

in the hands of the few” comes from Judah Maccabee’s speech before the
fateful Chanukah battle in 1 Maccabees:

bp1 :nminy apRn )k TR DIPR
PRI DOPA T 0720 WD RIN
o303 ywinb onwn 1ab YTan
YSnanaxdn U poynair

17 DR "2 ARnHHa PN RIN

(

12][.1-11:.-1 onwn

Wicked Versus Pious

1Maccabees 318 Jy;dah said: It is easy for
many to be delivered into the hands of
the few. Heaven sees no difference in
gaining victory through the many or
through the few. 319 It is not on the size
of the army that victory in battle
depends, but strength comes from
heaven.

The next phrases are ambiguous, indicating both Greeks and Hellenizers:

T2 DWW OMIN0 T3 ORAVY

NN RO T2 o O TR

the defiled into the hands of the
undefiled the wicked into the hands of
the righteous and the perpetrators into
the hands of the those committed to Your
Torah.

While the Greeks themselves would fit this description, variations on these

terms are used to refer to the wicked of Israel in late biblical writings:

I 3 ,g,mm 298 HRIT
P PO DT o1 niphna

Ao

i'r"m u"ﬂ:?ﬁ] Dl-l'l ™I NN
WHY §7) 02w NN WP

AignoR

Dan11:32 He will flatter with smooth
words those who act wickedly toward
the covenant, but the people devoted to
their God will stand firm.

Neh9:16 Byt they—our fathers—acted
presumptuously; they stiffened their
necks and did not obey Your
commandments.!3!

The contrast with the positive, Israel-oriented phrase “those committed to

Your Torah,” is paralleled in 1 Maccabees:
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oM nan ]k RTRDIPD 1Macc 4:42 He (Judah) appointed
““.[mm: D'¥an o'nAn unblemished priests committed to the
Torah.

Magnification of God’s Name

Tn%iva Wity YiT oW iy 1 And You had Your name magnified and
sanctified in Your world.

Magnifying God’s name is also present in the opening of Kaddish, another
prayer from the Geonic period:

xnbpa R AW IR Y May His name become magnified and
sanctified in the world.[5]

The phrase is biblical, appearing in the book of Samuel, in the context of God

promising to make David’s name great:

WK 553 Tow My Py 25am7:9 and I have been with you
Tk 52 N8 AOAR1 YN wherever you went, and have cut down
ow3 i3 oW 77 nivw) Tan all your enemies before you. Moreover, I
PIND WR 09N will magnify your name like that of the
greatest men on earth.

The Geonic uses of the term is inverted, with people magnifying God’s name.

Israel’s Redemption

N9 npWwn D SR 7ap9 Regarding Your people Israel: You
.10 0P 1D performed a great deliverance and

redemption unto this very day.

The use of the Aramaic synonym for salvation, 13, is common in geonic

liturgy. For example in this Shabbat prayer recited after the Torah reading
service:

PPIENA] ...RMY 1 P8 O May salvation arise from heaven... And be

RPY 52 10 PARYm saved and redeemed from all trouble.[lé]
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Purifying the Sanctuary

JTIM3 AT T3 3R 1D 0N
DR N0V ,ﬂ‘gguj nR 1

yTYTRR

Clearing out profaned materials from the Sanctuary and purifying it seems to

Afterwards, Your children entered the

Holy of Holies of Your Abode, cleaned out

Your Temple, purified Your sanctuary,

be drawn from a more detailed account in 1 Maccabees:

nx Mo om ) REIn JE
PIPWN AR DR IRWD WIpRn
Sy xpm T R 01pn SR
an ,5onnn apn nam mm
ney onh e T b wy
nRmem T somnd naw
PN T man 903 0uaRn
nam I , 0T ,MNSw ouar
nR 1T T RN N, WwIn
NN "7 19 DR WIpRn

07 ywro mmenn

Lighting Candles

TYTR NigNa NPT

1Macc 4:43 They purified the sanctuary
and removed the defiled stones into an
unclean place. 444 They deliberated
what to do with the profaned altar. 445
And they thought it best to tear it down...
446 and they stored the stones in the
Temple... 447 Taking uncut stones as
prescribed by the Torah, they built a new
altar after the pattern of the old. 448
They repaired the sanctuary and
hallowed the interior of the house and
the courts.

and kindled lights in the courtyards of

Your sanctuary.[18]

In all likelihood, the author of this prayer would have known the miracle of

the oil account found once in the Talmud.

&'?& YN &'71 P12 183 naw 933
ngn MY 1Y Y TR 79

ia o N9, 513 102 HY innina
D113 Nvw) INKR OP PYYTRY KON
MYy .o Y 1wen 0T
o210 O DIRWY DWaR NNR
RTIM Y903

b.Shabbat 21b they searched and came up
with only one cruse of oil with the seal of
the High Priest, only enough for one day
of lighting. A miracle occurred and they
lit from it for eight days. The next year,
they designated these days as holidays by
reciting “Hallel” and “Hodu.”[19]

Indeed, the end of Al HaNissim is nearly identical to the Talmudic

formulation.!20! Yet, Al HaNissim does not mention it, and instead follows the

account of 1 Maccabees in this detail as well:

wp by PRITRDEPD |k

FT N0 DR RGN ,DWTN

DR OYM namn s Sy o

1Maccabees 4:49 They made also new holy
vessels, and into the temple they brought
lampstand... 45 ... and lit the lamps on
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the lampstand that they might give light

in the Temple.[22]

Still, the fact that Al HaNissim mentions the lampstand at all, and writes in

ways so similar to the Babylonian Talmud, implies that the author wished to

call this story to mind, allowing for ambiguity in meaning.

The passage recited after lighting the Chanukah candles follows suit. Although
it knows the Babylonian Talmud’s account, it makes no mention of the

miracle of the oil, preferring Al HaNissim’s more generalized terminology:

Y ,1R"9TR NRY 1590 NI
niywnn S niroan Hu1 0eIn
1AT3 007 D3 ANINY DYy

OWITRR 7307 SY ,ma

190 nian N2I00 M NIINY 51
WRRYNL MW a7 PR 00 WP
12,7372 DRk 88,003

5p Himan TAWH SHn niTind

ANV 501 TRiRD1 YY1 70

We kindle these lights for the miracles,
for the wondrous acts, and for the acts of
salvation which You wrought then at this
time for our ancestors through Your holy
priests.

For all eight days of Chanukah these
lights are special, used only for gazing,
that we may give thanks and say Hallel to
Your great name for Your miracles, for
Your wondrous acts, and for Your acts of
salvation.

These texts, and that of Tractate Soferim (quoted above), stand in contrast to
the explicit reference to the miracle of the oil in Megillat Antiochus (§76—-80).

Designating Eight Days of Hanukah

15K 1230 1 NINY IR and designated these eight days of
Chanukah

According to 1 Maccabees, Judah himself established the eight-day festival of
Chanukah upon purifying the Temple, and note the use of the term dedication,

which is where Chanukah derives its name:

12 WK D1 ATy HTRTIA P 1Mace 45 4 At the very season and on the
z1aa [or]a orun ims b n very day that the nations had profaned it,
,0°01NP DWW TN it was dedicated with songs and harps

BT onbena mnaa and lutes and cymbals.... 45° So they

wyn

,ANAY D RAMN NOUR DR celebrated the dedication of the altar for
O'Mar INarm Annwa mow Hyn eight days and joyfully offered burnt

23] s onbw offerings; they offered a sacrifice of well-

being and a thanksgiving offering...

https://www.thetorah.com/article/al-hanissim-a-chanukah-prayer-revised-to-include- 1-maccabees#
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521 PRI AT papn OET 459 Then Judas and his brothers and all
NN R B 2 SR NTY the assembly of Israel determined that
,MIW3A W ™, DI NAmn every year at that season the days of
oMWY NWTANA 1, ANnY o dedication of the altar should be
nnnwa ;1503 wnna observed with joy and gladness for eight
4) pwwm  days, beginning with the twenty-fifth
day of the month of Kislev.!25]

Reciting Hallel and Hodu

The prayer ends by stating that the purpose of establishing Chanukah was to

“hodu” and “hallel”:

51130 FwH SHn niTinG for reciting [the prayers known as]
“Hodu” and “Hallel” to Your great
Name.

Hodu may designate a specific liturgical response, as also implied in Psalms:

"3 3f0 3 MY aTin MNP IR Ps118:1 prajse YHWH, for He is good, His

J1on ohivh steadfast love is eterna

Hallel may designate the liturgical use of Psalms 113—-118, as is the practice on
Chanukah. The two terms appear together in Chronicles:

TRy TAEENAT 2Chron 5:13 The trumpeters and the
[omenny] (omeenny) singers joined in unison to praise and
IR Yip vwnY omwny extol YHWH...[27]
MY niThb YhnY

The final words of the prayer return to the magnification of God’s name, as
seen above.

Before you continue...

TheTorah.com needs your support. A generous friend has
offered to match end-of-year donations. Every contribution
makes a difference.
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Adding 1 Maccabees to an Earlier Version

The unusual inclusion of material from 1 Maccabees—a work never quoted in
rabbinic literature—is unique to this prayer. As noted at the beginning, other
than the reference to Mattathias son of Yohanan, nothing in the Soferim

version connects to the account in 1 Maccabees.

Our Al HaNissim likely reflects a revision—either of the version in Soferim or
some other early prayer. The authors of this revision not only knew 1
Maccabees but used it to expand an already existent Chanukah prayer to
reflect the tenor of its telling of the story, one that is quite different than the

Chanukah story in the Babylonian Talmud.

Yet by mentioning the lampstand, they called attention to the story in the
Talmud, thereby finessing the basis of Chanukah — be it the miraculous
victory, the rededication of the Temple, or the miracle of the oil. As a

consequence, all can find their way to welcome in the celebration of the

festival of lights. 28]

TheTorah.com is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.
We rely on the support of readers like you. Please support us.
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1. For some of the variations, see Mahzor Vitry. R. Simhah Me-Vitry, ed. A. Goldschmidt,
6 vols. Jerusalem: Osar Ha-Posqim, 5764-5769 (2004—2023), 1:116; and Ismar
Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society), 1993, p. 52; trans. of b&wa n>ann
rroornn nmnnanna (Dvir: Tel Aviv,1972(; orig. Der jiidische Gottesdienst in seiner
geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Leipzig: G. Fock, 1913).

2. See Myron B. Lerner, “The External Tractates,” in The Literature of the Sages, First
Part, ed. Shmuel Safrai, Compendia Rerum Iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum 2
(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1987), 367—403 [397—400]. Lerner argues that the
work was edited in the Geonic period, in a place that had both Palestinian and
Babylonian traditions.

w

. For mwn (Good) as an epithet for God, see my forthcoming book The Rhetoric of the
Jewish Liturgy: A Historical and Literary Commentary on the Daily Prayer Book (London:
The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, forthcoming), Chapter 8, n.326. Here it
corresponds to the Divine epithet at the conclusion of the Modim blessing, 7nw aivn
(“Your name is Good”), or niTinb 75 aivn.

4. Translations from NRSVue with slight adjustments.
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5. A Genizah version mentions only Mattathias. See Stefan Reif, Jewish Prayer Texts from
the Cairo Genizah: A Selection of Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library (Leiden:
Brill, 2016), p. 274, with n. 16.

6. Editor’s note: For more on the relationship between the Hasmoneans and the Oniads,
see Daniel R. Schwartz, “The Hasmoneans Usurped the High Priesthood from the
Oniads,” TheTorah (2023).

7. See discussion in Mitchel First, “The Identity and Meaning of Chasmonai,” The
Seforim Blog (2013).

8. The midrash may be borrowing from the Geonic prayer, as is implied by its use of the
term nywn “salvation,” which appears later in the prayer:

nYim R v Srawr mav's - Regarding Your people Israel: You performed a
.mnoinapnm  great salvation and redemption unto this very
day.

9. The Hebrew here is the translation of Uriel Rappaport, & o»apn 1avo [The First Book of
Maccabees], mwnb xpn pa [Between Bible and Mishnah] (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi,
2004), 116. The Greek reads: ®ote émAadéo0ou ToD vOpov %ol GAAGEm ThvTa To

duoudpotor.

10. Translation from Jacob Neusner, The Tosefta (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002),
1.584, with adjustments.

11. Text is from Judah Eisenstein, Otzar Midrashim, p. 87.

12. Hebrew translation from Rappaport, The First Book of Maccabees, 143. The Greek reads:
%ol eiev Iovdag Evxomdv £0tiv ouyxelo0fvar tolhovg v xeotv OMywv, xal ovx Eotiy

dLapogd Evavtiov Tob ovpavod odlely £v ToAhoig 1) £v OMlyoLs:.
13. Later in the same chapter, this term is repeated:

5% D2wnY opa Tem PO Neh9:29 oy admonished them in order to turn
TOIRNY WY 891 3 aem Imin them back to Your Teaching, but they acted
.Tvownn  presumptuously and disobeyed Your
commandments...

14. Rappaport, The First Book of Maccabees, 162. The Greek reads: »oi énehéEoro iepeis

audpovg Oelntag vopov,

15. The line alludes to the terminology of what is known as “the miniature Shema”

recited before the morning prayers (Shaharit):

v TV wrTpn v Iow ng wip  Sanctify Your Name through those who
mam omn Ipwn Tbba gaw ng - sanctify Your Name and sanctify Your Name
AW NR WIpn m npg T3 ,up  in Your world. And by Your salvation may our
.oan2  status be raised and exalted. Blessed are You

Adonai who sanctifies Your Name in public.
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16. Also in one version of the Kadish:

Aarwn (Pp) 7P mpme nnyn And may His salvation blossom, and the (end)
time of his Messiah approach.

17. Rappaport, First Book of Maccabees, 163. The Greek reads:

IMace 4:43 5 o, gxa0Goioay Té dyto %ol fioav Todg MOoE ToD wacpod g tomov
andOagrov. 444 nai ¢Bovkeboavto megl Tod Buotaotniov Tig dhoravThoeEmg ToD
Bepniopévov, Tt bt moromow: 445 ai Emeoev atoig fovi dyadm xnadekely
avTo... 440yl amédevro ToUg MBoug &V ) SoeL To otnov... 447 wai Ehafov AiBoug
OLOXATQOVG 1ATA TOV VOOV %l @XOOOUNOAY BUOLOOTHOLOV XOLVOV RATA TO
moTEQOV. 448 %0i ®1OodOUNCAY TA AyLoL ®al TG EVTOS TOD 0lrov %ol TAG AVAAS

Nylaocav.

18. Although the authors of the prayer almost certainly lit Chanukah candles, Al
HaNissim makes no mention of this practice here.

19. This may refer to Al HaNissim which is incorporated in the Modim (= Thanksgiving);
see the beginning of the citation from Massekhet Sofrim, above, at n. 1; and Jonathan
Goldstein, I Maccabees, Anchor Bible 42 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1976), 286-287.
Regarding the alleged parallel in Megillat Ta‘anit, see Vered Noam, “The Miracle of the
Cruse of Oil: The Metamorphosis of a Legend,” HUCA 73 (2002), pp. 191-226.

20. Note the overlapping phrases in bold:

wap TwTp ningna ninaspyTm and kindled lights in the courtyards of Your
Sont niTinG 9% naan m nainw  sanctuary, and designated these eight days of

Simagawy  Chanukah for reciting “Hodu” and “Hallel”
to Your great Name.

21. Rappaport, First Book of Maccabees, 163. The Greek reads:

TMace 4:49 g3, gmoinoav oxedn dyLa zouwvo wal eiofveyroy TV Auyviay... 450 xai
£0vplaoay ém to BuolaoTioLov xal EEMPav Tovg My voug Tovg €m Thg Avyviag, rol

£haLvov v Td vod.

22. Even so, by choosing to highlight this part of the story, they call attention to the
practice and perhaps even to the Talmudic account, without saying so explicitly.
23. Rappaport, First Book of Maccabees, 164. The Greek reads:

IMace 4:54 gy TOV %0MQOV %0k %aTd THY Tiuéay, &v T) BefhAmony oo Ta E0vy, év
éxeivn Everauviodn év pdaig xai nOaQoLg nol VG 1ol XUPPAAOLS.... 456y
£10(N0OOY TOV £YXROVIGUOV TOD BVGLAETNEIOU NUEQAS OXTO) KA TTQOCTIVEY ROV

OhoravtOuata pet 0dpeoaihvig ol EBvoav Ouoiav cwtneiov %ol aivéoewg.

24. Rappaport, First Book of Maccabees, 165. The Greek reads:

1Macc 4:59 i gotnoey Tovdag %ol ol adeAPOL ahTod %0l Téo0 1) éxxhnota Iogam tva

Gyovron ai Huéoar Tov yxaviopod Tod BuoLaeTnEiov £V Toig xoEOIS AVTMV EVIOUTOV
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%ot EVIOUTOV NUEQAS OXTH GITO TAG TEWITING %Ol elnddog TOD unvog Xaoehev pet

£VPEooUVNG 1Al KA.
25. We see the same claim in 2 Maccabees:

2Mace10:9 They celebrated it for eight days with rejoicing, in the manner of the
Festival of Sukkot... 1! They decreed by public edict, ratified by vote, that the
whole nation of the Jews should observe these days every year.

26.1 Chronicles 16:34, 41; 2 Chronicles 5:13; 7:3, 6; 16:41; 20:21.
27. See also, in the same order, 1 Chr 16.4; 23:30.

28. See also my “The Books of Maccabees and the Al HaNissim Prayer for Hanukah.”
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