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Jews fight a war against tremendous odds and save themselves from pagans.

This age, called the Maccabean Era was as significa the Jews as the Era of
the American Revolution was for America. These #ie events that led to our
celebration of Chanukah and the miracle of thetltght burned for eight days when the
temple in Jerusalem was cleansed of paganism dedicated to God.

It has always bothered me that we don’'t go deepter the actual struggle of a
few against many. What do we know about those beglorious brothers, the
Maccabees, who fought for survival?

Our religion frowns on war and teaches us not toifyl war. It makes sense up to
a point. History does show that great powerful aregj who glorified war and lived to
conquer and subdue their neighbors, have finallstrdged themselves as well, and
disappeared. “If you live by the sword, you diethg sword.” Our sages tell us that our
survival depends on our common belief and our cdmamt to a merciful God, that we
stress our belief in the brotherhood of man and iy the Ten Commandments. The true
essence of our Torah, as Rabbi Hillel taught i&vé& thy neighbor as thyself.” This, and
not war, has sustained us as a people through thessathds of years of persecution.
However, a distinction has to be made. When weer#i® sword for defense, it is
altogether different than raising the sword forraggion. Time has changed our thinking.
We now look at those heroic men, women, and evddreh, the “freedom fighters” of
the Warsaw Ghetto, as heroes who fought back amdl deevn fighting those beasts who
were trying to destroy all Jews. They will forevime in our hearts. We look with great

pride at the young men and women of the Israeliyaand there are tears in our eyes for



those that fell in four wars. They died for all and Judaism. They are the present day
“Maccabees”.

It is the Maccabees who | want to talk about. Inapinion, their struggle against
such overwhelming odds and their victoraae the true miracle ... More than the burning
of a little bit of oil for eight days.

Let me back up a little.

In the year 334 BCE, a young King of Macedonia,ast pf Northern Greece,
known as “Alexander the Great,” succeeded in conggehe whole of the Middle East,
including Egypt, and of course, Judea. Suddenlg, dbws realized that they were
surrounded by a new world and many of them weméralously impressed with Greek
Culture and the Greek philosophies of Plato andtaAtle.

Alexander showed special favor to the Jews andtgdathem self-government.
He respected their religion and didn’'t compel youngn to join their army where they
would have to violate the Sabbath and dietary |aws.sooner had Alexander died (he
was only 33), that his generals began to quarrengst themselves over control of the
lands he had conquered.

One hundred and fifty years later, a Greek by thmer of Antiochus, sat on the
throne of Syria. He wanted very much to conquerggghyut Judea was in his way. He
gave himself the surname Epiphanes, which mearssbtgi God” signifing that he and
Jupiter were identical. He acted as if that wadlyaghe case, with the result that the
people began to call him “Epimanes, The Madman”.

His plan was to Hellenize the Jews, that is to m@keeks out of them. Orders
were given prohibiting the observance of the Sdblaatd circumcision. A statue of
Jupiter, resembling Antiochus, was dragged into Jlegvish Holy Temple, and as
sacrifices, the animal most detested by Jews, itheyas slaughtered at the Holy Altar. It
left the Jews desolate. Judaism was declared lill@¢ousands of men, women and
children let themselves be slaughtered rather thalate Judaism. In Hebrew, it is
known as “kiddush hashem”.

Worse even than the Greeks were the Jews who heel@eer to the Hellenizers.
These were wealthy and aristocratic Jews who aedepe Greek customs and dress and

changed their name to Greek names. They sentahiddiren to Greek universities where



they took part in Greek games in the nude and eeenoperations performed to sew on
new foreskins to hide their circumcisions.

These were the Jews that pointed out the Chasktvs and had them murdered
by the hundreds. Also, they served in the Syriaee&army against the “Maccabees”.

These then were the conditions that led to thetgealt. Fortunately, for the
future of Judaism, the hour of greatest need broiggtin the necessary leadership.

About a day’'s walk north from Jerusalem was aelittwn called Modin. These
were poor, peaceful farmers, but staunch Jews. eTheed a family of respected
Kohanim by the name of Hasmonai or Hasmoneans.hEael of the family was the
priestly leader of the town called Mattathias whaal Hiive sons, Simon, Eliezer, Judah,
Jonanan and Jonathan.

The day came when the Greek and Syrian soldieerashtheir synagogue and
dragged in a pig and told Mattathias, (in fact oedehim) to sacrifice the pig to Jupiter in
honor of Antiochus.

Mattathias did not move. From out of the crowd ptgp a fancy dressed
Hellenized Jew and asked permission of the captaperform the sacrifice. The Jews
knew full well what would happen next. They woule &isked to eat the meat and those
that refused would be killed.

Suddenly, the whole scene changed.

Old Mattathias snatched the sword from the capdamand and ran it through the
body of the traitor. At the same time, he alsoekilithe captain. The five sons moved
forward to aid their father and attacked and disatithe soldiers. The other Jews ran to
the aidoif the Hasmoneans and in no time the gswcldieere killed and the altar
demolished.

The war was on!

The people of Modin were compelled to leave theinks because they knew that
a larger force from Syria would be coming to avettge death of the first group. They
took to the hills. The five sons went secretly liotlze villages to recruit men willing to
fight. They made up groups of 100, with one capiainharge of each group. They had

very little armaments to stand up against the 8y@aeek army. The call of old



Mattathias, “whoever is for God let him come omie” echoed across the Judean hills
and they answered by the hundreds. It was a faghdurvival.

The strain of living in the hills was too much foild Mattathias. Before the year
was up, he died.

The leadership fell on Judah. Judah acquired theaswe of “Maccabee”. Some
think it is derived from “Makkebet,” Hebrew for “EBhHammer”. Theory holds that
Judah was the “Hammer” with which God smote thegbgrand the Hellenized Jews.

For a while, they only dared attack small groupssoldiers. As they gained
confidence and more arms, they won more voluntaeds with each and every victory,
more courage.

Syria was sending larger and larger legions aehealefeat. Antiochus realized
he had a full-scale rebellion to deal with. He leadeal “Vietham” on his hands. His
treasury was depleting to the point of bankruptcy.

The Maccabees never gave these legions a momesdisep They kept up a
constant rain of arrows from hills overlooking treads that compelled the Syrians to
march with their shields over their heads and s$hi# arrows found their mark and
soldiers were constantly dropping in their tracKsey never gave them a peaceful night.
They raided them in the dead of night, slaughtdtesim and that way acquired an
enormous amount of arms.

They did one more thing. In the name of defenspezial dispensation was made
for the first time in Jewish history. They wouldwmdight on the Sabbath.

Fortunately, for the Jews, at this time, the Parthiin the north rebelled against
Antiochus and he hurried off with the bulk of hisng to crush that rebellion. He left a
general by the name of Lysias in charge, who alsterestimated the strength of the
Maccabees and lost the next battle of Emmaus, wioehopened the road to Jerusalem.

Now the Hellenized Jews and the pagans had taJ8easalem, just as the pious
Jews did three years before.

Arriving in Jerusalem the Maccabean soldiers, seng#asants, who for the love
of freedom turned soldiers, now dropped their swadd began to clean the Temple of

every sign of paganism. They ground the statuesntibchus into dust and rededicated



the Temple to the worship of God. This was th& 26 Kislev, 165 BCE and they
rejoiced for eight days. This was the feast of Cikaih.

This was the miracle of the oil we always hear abbut it was not the only
miracle. It was equally miraculous that the stromgre conquered by the weak and
strengthened the hearts and the hands from thatfomvard of every small group who
struggled against oppression and injustice.

This is not the end of the story.

The neighboring people, who gladly helped the $wriwith soldiers and money
started to attack Jews living in their countriesl aities. The Pagans of Jaffa drowned
200 Jews. Other cities committed similar atrocitiegerywhere Jews, outside of Judea,
lived in constant fear and danger.

Judah sent punitive expeditions to punish thosescthat mistreated their Jewish
inhabitants. Most of them made terms with the Mbheea and promised to better behave.
Judah had no intentions of annexing territory tedu

Soon, news reached the Jews that a new Syrian amugr the leadership of
Lysias, was coming to destroy them.

Judah went forward to meet his superior, well-gdiarmy. The battle was not far
from Jerusalem. The Maccabees fought heroicallys Time they faced a new menace.
Elephants! This was like foot soldiers being ateathky armored tanks. They watched
with heavy hearts and terrible odds against thdiazé&r, one of Judah’s brothers, hacked
his way through the ranks getting himself undeimeate of the elephants. He sank his
sword into the beast’s belly. The elephant fell angshed Eliezer. (The last time | was in
Israel, | stood on the very same hill where Eliefsdl. A shrine commemorates that
episode.)

By the end of the day, the Maccabees had to rettvelrusalem and be protected
by the walls of the city.

No sooner had Lysias lay siege to the city whenatbel reached him that a large
army was attacking Antioch, the capital of Syriaaxfous to hurry north, he made the
Jews an offender of peace. He promised the withalra# all the laws against the
observance of Judaism and that Judah and his fficethe rebellion would not be

punished. On the other hand, the walls around demmsmust come down. The Jewish



council believed him and they were ready to lay ddheir arms. All were tired of the
sacrifices that they had been making for five yeli®w, they thought they would have
what they fought for, religious freedom.

Judah did not believe the Syrians. He lost his gehéth the council and left the
city along with some of his followers.

It took no time at all to prove that Judah had begimt. The Syrians led by Lysias
began rounding up the Jewish council putting thembeath.

Many of Judah’s former followers came to him to &skhis help because a large
Syrian army was on the way. Judah was again vaieri

This was his last victory.

The more moderate Chassidim were willing to compsenpolitically as long as
religious freedom was granted.

Judah was again left with a small poorly supportgdup. He was himself
deserted, his cause abandoned by those for whdought.

With only 800 men, Judah went to meet another asm$yria. He preferred to
die in battle. His death ended the Maccabean d&udtjs brothers Simon, Jonathan,
Johanan and a few hundred men fled across thenJ&uar. That was when Johanan
was killed.

For several years, the remnants of the Maccabeayg ok refuge in the hills
and wild places across the Jordan River. They bedam terror of the Hellenized Jews
of Judea and their Syrian allies. Efforts to dgstiee Hasmonean band failed.

The general population looked upon Jonathan asedle but unofficial head of
the Jewish people.

In a few years when the political climate becamerenfavorable, Jonathan
returned to Judea and became High Priest and Gavdde made his brother, Simon,
Governor of the Philistine Coast and they pradiichlecame annexed to the Jewish
territory.

This act resulted in the commercial development@odperity of the Jews.

Judah had been an idealist and a hero. Jonatharawdggomat and political

statesman.



One act of diplomacy on the part of Jonathan thed supposed to benefit Judea
actually brought a great deal of harm to the Jdvegia100 years later. It seemed like an
excellent idea for the Hasmoneans to enter intalBance with Rome since Rome was
also hostile to Syria. The Hasmoneans thought tihdie called Rome’s friend might
make the Syrian kings think twice before attemptiogdestroy them. They could not
foresee that in time, they would have to fear nfoyen Rome than from Syria.

It was not long before Jonathan was assassinatedSyyian general. The people
naturally turned to Simon, the last of Mattathisshs for leadership, but he was too old.
He left the fighting to his son, Johanan Hyrcars (Breek name).

Judah’s efforts had won religious freedom. Jondthafforts gained power for
the Hasmonean family and independence for JudeaaHs reign began the policy of
territorial expansion and promoted the developnoédewish commerce. Once started on
the road to conquest, he couldn’t stop. To thetlsouds the land of Idumea. Hyrcan
persuaded the Idumeans to adopt Judaism, evenhiddhé¢o put them to the sword. This
was really tragic. Here was the grandson of Matatlviolating the very principle of
religious freedom that the previous generation badnotably defended. So, the old
conflict within the Jewish people was revived. Whiwas more important, religious
welfare or national strength?

Hyrcan’s reign saw the beginning of two politicarpes; the Pharisees who
opposed the expansion and the Sadducees, wholbttb gyain from the growth.

The fact that the Idumeans became staunch Jewsnwes to the credit of the
Jewish religion than to Hyrcan.

That is just the beginning of an era of strife dholodshed amongst the Jewish
people. The memory of these Jewish heroes and peeniess leader, the “Maccabee”
himself, has become an inspiration to both JewsramdJews alike, who had to fight
overwhelming odds when their physical survival Wagatened.

So, let's light the Chanukah lamps and let us almember those beloved
glorious brothers, the “Maccabees”.

The lights are a symbolic miracle. The Maccabegsiggle was the true and
realistic miracle. But for them, it would have te the end of Judaism.

The End.



My information, for the most part, comes from SotomGrayzel's book;The
History of the Jews.
You should read a book entitlédy Glorious Brothers by Howard Fast. It is in

the library. | guarantee you will be inspired.



