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The Chanukah Omission
by Eliezer Brodt

Every Yom Tov we celebrate has different questions relating to it which become famous and
are discussed from all different angles. Chanukah too has its share of famous questions. In this
post I would like to deal with one such question which is famous but the answers are mostly
not. The question is why is there no special Meshecta devoted to Chanukah as opposed to all
other Yom Tovim [1]. Over the years many answers have been given some based on hassidus,
others based on machshava, and still others in a kabablistic vein [2]. In this post I will try to
discuss a few different approaches to answer the question. In dealing with this question I will
touch on some other topics amongst them what is Megilat Taanis, when was it written, and
what Rabbenu Hakodesh did in regard to the writing of the Mishna.

One of the answers given to this question of why there is no Mishna on Chanuka is based on
the famous Rambam who writes:
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Thus, according to the Rambam, things that are well known were not required to be
mentioned in the Mishna. There are those who posit that this rationale applies to Chanukah.
That is, Chanukah was also well known that’s why it was not necessary to be written. [3]
[Regarding the Rambam's comments in general see R. Reuven Margolis in Yesod Hamishna
Vearichasa pp. 22-23].

The problem with this answer would be best illustrated with R. Yakov Shor's comments on
this statement of the Rambam. [See R. Y. Shor, Mishnas Ya'akov Jerusalem:1990; 33-34]. R.
Shor questions the entire premise of the Rambam that the laws and details of teffilin were well
known when these mitzvot are very complicated with many details. Indeed, they are arguably
much more complex than kriyat Shema which does have its own mesechtah. To answer this,
R. Shor suggests that there was a Mesectah Soferim devoted to the laws of teffilin - this is lost
but forms the basis of our Mesectah Sofrim which we have today.

With this introduction we can perhaps understand the following answers to the question about
Chanukah, of which the assumption is there was a Mescatas Chanukah but has been lost.

The Rishonim refer to "Seven Minor Meschetot," however, the earlier Achronim did not have
these Meschetot. Today, we do have "Seven Meschetot," although as we shall see not all
agree that these are the same that the Rishonim had. During the period these Meschetot were
unknown there was some speculation as to what they contained. R. Avraham Ben HaGra
quotes his father about which were the titles of the w2y no31n
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He repeats this in his introduction to Medrash Aggadah Bereshis (see also Yeshurun 4:228).
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We see that the Gra held that there was a Mesechet titled Chanukah. Now as far as we know
today none of the seven Meschetot are about Chanukah. [4] But it could very well be there
was such a Mesechet which was lost. R. David Luria (Radal) [5] assumes as much and uses
this assumption to understand the Teshuvos Hageonim which states:

T 707 DRY 71 7T WART DR DORTY 72700 OV XY 191 2200 720w WATY IPT 7°0M 091 WOR 199K R
NO%% 1O 79173 1N20W PPNYAY 1007 KDY RN W 17°2 1R 1OV 770 SV NO0IN TIWH IT0) LL.aVaw
(AP 7°0 2N YPR) .00Y 2V AT AV 1IN MR ONK)

That is, this Geonic statement evidences additional Meschetot that are no longer extant.

A different answer given by many [6] is that the reason why Rebbe did not have a whole
Mesechet about Chanukah was because there was one already Megilat Tannis!

The Pirish ha-Eshel on Megilat Tannis (p. 58) wants to suggest that the Gra did not mean that
there was a Mesechet titled Chanukah. Instead, the Gra mean to reference Megilat Tannis.
Indeed, in earlier printings of the Shas it was included with the Meschetot Ketanyot. [7]

Whether or not the Gra meant Megilat Tannis many do say that Megilat Tannis is really
Mesechet Chanukah as the most important chapter and lengthy entry is about Chanukah and
therefore the question why Rebbi did not include a Meschet about Chanukah was simply
because there was one already - Megilat Tannis.

This answer was backed up with a statement found in the Behag which says:
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The problem with this answer is that while Megilat Tannis is our earliest written text (besides
for Pirkei De-Reb Eliezer, see Radal's introduction to his edition of the Pirkei De-Reb Eliezer)
dating from much before our Mishnayot, Migilat Tannis contains significant additions from a
later time. To clarify, in the standard Megilat Tannis there are two parts one written in
Aramaic which are various fast days and one part written in Hebrew which includes a
lengthier description of the topic. The Mahritz Chiyus and Radal say that the Aramaic part
was written very early when it was not permissible to really write Torah Shel Bal Peh but at a
later point when it was permitted to write than the Hebrew parts were added. Mahritz Chiyus
says it was after the era of Rabenu Hakodesh. Earlier than him R. Yakov Emden writes in his
introduction to his notes on MT that it was completed at the end of the era of the Tanaaim.
Now, the bulk of the discussion regarding Chanukah that appears in MT is in the Hebrew part.
Thus, historically, it doesn't make sense that Rebbi did not include Chanukah in the Mishna
because of sections of MT that had yet to be written.

Indeed, the Gedolim who first suggested that MT is the reason why Rabbenu Hakodesh did
not include it in Mishnayois were not aware of this point that it was written at two different
time periods. However R. D. Horowitz in an article in Haples turns the historical difficultly
on its head when he argues that the person who wrote those Hebrew parts was Rabbenu
Hakodesh. [8] In fact, in one of the editions of Megilat Tannis it says on the Shar Blat Megilat
Tannis which is Mesechet Chanukah (the original edition with the Pirush ha-Eshel). The
problem with R. Horowitz point is that it seems most likely that it was later than Rabbenu
Hakodesh.[9]



Another answer in the same vein as above was suggested by R. Schick (Torah Shleimah
3:156a). R. Schik argues that there was a Sefer Hashmonaim which recorded the nissim etc
written by Shamei and Hillel and therefore there was no separate Mishna. This seems to be
based on the quote (quoted partially earlier) mentioned from the Behag which says:
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Others say this might be a reference to Sefer Makabeyium or Megilat Antiyucus. However
although it is likely what we have is from early times but it is not clear at all how early it is
from. [See Radal in his introduction to Pirkei De Reb Eliezer, Binu Shnos Dor Vedor, pp.
121-150; N. Fried in Minhaghei Yisroel, vol. 5, pp. 102-20; Areshet vol.4 p. 166; Y. Tabori,
Moadei Yisroel Betekufos Hamishna Vehatalmud, p. 390; Moadim le-Simcha p. 253-265, and
Hasmonai U-Banav p. 21].

Just for its bibliographical purpose in truth there is a book bearing the title Mesechet
Chanukah but it was written in a parody form similar to Mesechet Purim of R. Klonymus the
manuscript was printed in Areshet (3:182-191) [See also 1. Davidson in Parody in Jewish
Literature pg 39]. One of the things we see from this parody is the widespread custom of
playing cards on Chanukah.

There is a interesting unknown correspondence on this topic between the Aderes and R.
Yakov Kahana (Shut Toldos Yakov, Siman 29) about the topic of a Mesechet Chanukah. The
Aderes wrote to R. Kahana:
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R. Yakov Kahana wrote a lengthy response. He explained that it does not bother him that the
Mishana does not mention this story of Chanukah from MT as the Bavli does not mention any
of the incidences in MT. He is more bothered by the omission of the Yerushalmi of this story
as the Yerushlmi does mention other incidences of MT. As to writing a sefer Torah not being
mentioned in the Mishana R. Kahana gives a lengthy list of all the Mitzvos that are not
discussed in the Mishna (and the list is long).

L. Ginsburg (Ginzei Schechter 2:476) writes :
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Another answer based on historical information is from the Edos Beyosef (2:15) who quotes
the following Yerushalmi which says:
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Based on this he [10] writes:
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Another answer based on historical information is from R. Yeshouyah Preil in Eglei Tal who
writes (pp. 17-18)
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R. Reven Margolis [11] has a very interesting answer to this question:
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R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos answers:
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Another answer given by R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos [12]:
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An interesting addition to this could be based on R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach [13] who said:
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R. Dov Berish Askenazi writes:
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Another answer suggested by R. Chanoch Ehrentreu [14] is that:
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This answer is assuming that there were parts of the Mishna that existed earlier than Rebbe
and he was just an editor, this leads us to the next explanation.

One of the most famous answers given to this question was by the Chassam Sofer who is
quoted to have said:
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Others bring this answer without saying a source [15]. This statement generated much
controversy where many went so far as to deny that the Chasam Sofer said such a thing.[16]
The bulk of the issues with this answer were dealt with by R. Moshe Zvi Neriah in an
excellent article on the topic [17]. The most obvious being that Chanukah is mentioned in the
Mishnah a few times the question is just why there isn’t a complete mesectah devoted to it.

The explanation in the Chasam Sofer seems to be based in part on the Ramban (not everyone
agrees to this Ramban [18]) who writes:
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R. Weinberger [19] says that what the Chasam Sofer meant was:
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Interestingly enough the Chasam Sofer in his Chidushim on Gittin (78a) writes:

.73 9R 77993 03 29707 DR 2007 130 KDY LL.P9ON DR P1W 071 KR 7IWn2 21pn 1WA AW 30N OR)
LTI RDY 792 57 29970 ROR IWn2 19117 237 RDIA 10110 N

Whether the Chasam Sofer did say it or not we have testimony from a reliable source that
another godol said it as is recorded by Chasdei Avos [20] who is citing the Chidushei Harim:
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This explanation of the Chasam Sofer (nothing to do with him saying it) was the accepted
explanation in most of academic literature for many years as to why the Mishna omits the
story of Chanukah. A while back G. Alon wrote a now classic article proving that this was not
true at all. A little later on S. Safrai backed this up. They both showed that there is positive
mention of the Chasmonim in Halacha.[21]

To conclude this recently a very through and important article was written on the topic by
M. Benovitz printed in Torah Lishmah (pg 39-78) showing how the Yom Tov of Chanukah
developed over time. But due to lack of time I can not discuss what he says. [Thanks to M.M.
Honig for this source].

This whole issue was a small part of a famous debate started a while back. In 1891, Chaim
Slonimski wrote a short article in Hazefirah (issue #278) questioning why there is no mention
in Sefer Hasmonaim and Josephus of the miracle of the oil lasting eight days. Furthermore, he
questioned why the Rambam omits the miracle of the oil when detailing the miracles of
Chanukah. [The truth is this general question was raised much ecarlier by the Meor Eynayim
(ch. 51, p. 429)] As can be expected this article generated many responses in the various
papers and journals of the time and even a few seforim. A little later while defending his
original article Slonimski wrote:
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R. Ginsberg in his Emunat Chachimim (pg 4a-4b) already points out that it is mentioned in
Baba Kama. But I think his point was more about sefer Chashmonim and Yosefin. R. Lipshitz
in Derech Emunah defended this based on MT as quoted above. R. Y. Sapir (Nes Pach Shel



Shemen, pg 30) also wrote such a defense. But Slonimski said that the MT is a late
addition.[22]

Notes:

*I would like to thank to Professor Spiegel, M.M. Honig and Dan Rabinowitz for their help
with this post.

[1] Chanukah is mentioned a few times in Mishnayos but the issue here is why isn’t there a
whole Mesechet devoted to it. See Machnayim 34:81-86 [See Tifres Yeruchem pg 60, 414].
As an aside, in the Zohar there is also no mention of Chanukah see Tifres Zvi (3:397,465) and
R. Yakov Chaim Sofer in Beis Aron ve-Yisroel (18:2, pg 110) and his Menuchos Shelomo (11:
43).

[2] Chasidus sources: see Bnei Yissaschar , Ohev Yisroel and Moadim le-Simcha p. 38. For
machashava sources see Sifsei Chaim (2:131); Pachad Yitzchak (pp. 29-32); Alei Tamar
(Megilah p. 87); R. Munk, Shut Pas Sadecha, (introduction, p. 7). As to Kabblah the Yad
Neman writes (p. 2b) that when he met R. Dovid Pardo author of the classic work on Toseffta
Chasdei Dovid he told him a reason based on kabblah.

[3] The earliest sources who says this answer is R. Hayyim Abraham Miridna, Yad Neman,
Solonika, 1804, p. 2b. Subsequently, many others give this answer (all on their own) such as
the Mahritz Chiyus (Toras Haneviyim p. 105), R. Yakov Reiffmann (Knesses Hagedolah
(3:90)), Pirish ha-Eshel on Megilat Tannis (p. 58b) Beis Naftoli son (#28), Yad Yitchach
(#295) R. Hershovitz in Minhagei Yeshurun (pg 48) Dorot Harishonim (4:46a) [see also R.
Eliyhu Schleiseinger in Moriah (25:123) and in his Ner Ish Ubeso pg 338-339].

[4] See Heiger in his introduction to Mesechtot Ketanot p. 6 and M. Lerner in The Literature
of the Sages volume one pg 400-403 (thanks to P. Roth for this source).

[5] Radal notes to Midrash Rabbah Emor (22:1). See R. Nachman Greenspan, Pilpulah Shel
Torah p. 60 and his Melechet Machshevet p. 6. See also the Radal's comments in Kadmus
Hazohar at the end of section two; R. Dovid Hoffman, Mishnah ha-Rishonah, pp.12-
13;Yesod Hamishna ve-Arechsa p. 29 (and nt.15) & 17.

[6] The earliest source who says this is R. Yosef Hayyim ben Siman, Edos Beyosef, Livorno,
1800 (2:15). The Chida quotes this explanation in his dershos Devarim Achadim (derush 32)
R. Lipshitz in Derech Emunah p. 24 also provides this explanation.

[7] Pirush ha-Eshel p. 58 see also his introduction to MT. The piece on pg 58 is not found in
the new Oz Vehadar edition as the Pirish Haeshel was printed only partially see this post. It
would appear that the Gra held there was a real meschatah called Chanukah like the Radal
seems to understand him as his great nephew brings in his introduction to his work on Avos
Beis Avos writes:



http://seforim.blogspot.com/2007/01/two-new-books-two-further-examples-of.html
http://seforim.blogspot.com/2007/01/two-new-books-two-further-examples-of.html

XN20M) MIY KRN0 1D MTAT 2¥ MI20N 7137 0 1A 2" P98 7" IRNT 1™MT0 ¥ PR 2 0K
1M1 ATARIY P AT PN

[8] Mahritz Chiyus, vol. 1, pp. 153-54; Radal, Kadmus Hazohar, p. 269. Haples vol. one pg.
182.

[9] The time period of the MT and the two versions (and the nature of the work in general)
have been discussed by many just to cite some of the important sources: see Y. Tabori,
Moadei Yisroel Betekufos Hamishna Vehatalmud, pp. 307-22; Yesod Hamishna ve-Arechsa ,
p. 12 & n.26, p. 20 ;R. N. D. Rabanowitz, Beno Shnos Dor Vedor, pp. 28-46; V. Noam in The
Literature of the Sages volume two, pp. 339-62; see also the introduction to her excellent
edition of Megilat Tanit. See the nice introduction to the Oz Vehadar edtion of MT. See also
M. Bar Ilan, Sinai 98 (1986) pp. 114-37. See also the important points in Yechusei Tanaim ve-
Amorim (Maimon edition) pp. 398-399.

[10] R.Y. Buczvah in Shut Beis Halachmei (#4) does not like this answer as than other yom
tovim also should not be included. Regarding this Yerushalim, see: Yesod Hamishna ve-
Arechsa p.22 nt.5; Ali Tamar, Sukkah p. 152; Y. Tabori, Moadei Yisroel be-Tekufat ha-
Mishna ve-HaTalmud, p. 373; Tzit Eliezer, 19:26.

[11] Yesod Hamishna ve-Arechsa pp. 21-22. See also R. Freidman in Machanayim 16:12 and
R. M. Cohen in Machanayim 37:43.

[12 ] This answer is brought by R. Yakov Reiffmann in Knesses Hagedolah (3:90) where he
brings that R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos wrote this answer to him. This is historically
interesting as it shows that there was a connection between the two even though he was a
known maskil (for more on R. Yakov Reiffmann ties with Litvish Gedoilm see here ). As an
aside this piece of R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos is omitted from the otherwise excellent,
recently printed, collection of all of R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos Torah in Torat Hagoan Reb
Alexander Moshe. A similar idea to this is found in Tifres Zvi (3:465).

[13] Halechot Shlomo (p. 306 n.42). See also Shalmei Moed p. 254.

[14] lyunim B'divrei Chazal Ubileshonam pg 117. This explanation and this whole issue in
general gets involved with the famous discussion of what was Rebbe's role in the writing of
the Mishna. Just to list a few basic sources on the topic see:R. Dovid Hoffman, Mishnah ha-
Rishonah; Y.N. Epstein, Movo le-Nussach ha-Mishnah, 2: 692-706; C. Elback Movo le-
Mishna pg 99-116; R. Margolis Yesod Hamishna ve-Arechsa pp.59-64. See also the excellent
doctorate of C. Gafni, The Emergence of Critical Scholarship on Rabbinic Literature in the
Nineteenth-Century:Social and Ideological Contexts, pp. 41-111.

[15] Shut Beis Naftoli (# 28); Machanyim issue # 17:11.

[16] See Mishmar Halevi (Chagigah #46-47) and Or Torah (1991 p. 156) Zikhronos u-
Mesoros Al ha-Chasam Sofer pp. 13-14; Otzros ha-Sofer (10:96); Hasmonai u-Banov pp.
111-12. This is dependent on another general topic about the credibility of the sefer Chut ha-
Meshulash see the excellent introduction of R. B. Hamburger to his Zikhronos u-Mesoros Al
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ha-Chasam Sofer where he shows that Chut haMeshulash is an authentic and reliable sefer. In
the recent sefer Me-pehem (p. 171) they reproduce a passge from the Chatam Sofer's daughter
against the Chut ha-Meshulash:
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[17] Shana Be-shanah 1988 (pp. 159-68). It was than included in his Tznif Melucha pg 177-
182. R. Yona Metzger brings most of this piece in his Mayim Halacha (siman 111) [Thanks
to my friend Yisroel Tzvi Ickovitz for this source]. R. Freund in Moadim Lisimcha relied
heavily on this article of R. Neriah as he drops a hint in middle of his piece on this topic (p. 34
n.74). It seems that R. Neriah was not aware that it was in the Chut ha-Meshulash as he cites
only to the Ta'emi ha-Minhagaim (p. 365).

[18] For some sources see Yad Neman (p. 2b); Tzitz Eliezer (19:26), R. Yakov Kamenetsky,
Emes le-Yakov pp. 239-40, 271-73 and Chasmonai U-Banav pp.106-113.

[19] Shut MaHaryitz (#78) interestingly R. B. Hamburger quotes this in his Zichronis u-
Mesoros Al ha-Chasam Sofer pg 14 but attributes this incorrectly to R. Dushintsky.

[20] Chasdei Avos (#17). In general on this passage from the Chasdei Avos see Benu Shneos
Dor Vedor pg 52-71.

[21] G. Alon, Mechkarim Betoldos Yisroel, 1:15-25; S. Safrai, Machanyim issue # 37 p. 51-
58; M. Cohen, Machanyim issue #37 p. 43; Ben Zion Luria, in his introduction to his edition
of MT p.20-32. See also Y. Tabori, Moedei Yisroel Betekufos Hamishna Vehatalmud,
pp-372-373.

[22] This controversy generated much discussion. See the article in Sinai, 100:202-09.
Amongst those who responded about this was R. Alexander Moshe Lapidos printed in Torat
Hagoan Reb Alexander Moshe p. 456-58. A very sharp response against Slonimski was
written by R. Yakov Reiffmann, printed from manuscript by M. Hershkowitz in Or
Hamizrach (18:93-101). Hershkowitz wrote a bibliography on the topic which, unfortunately
the editors Or Hamizrach did not include and, to the best of my knowledge, was never
printed. A response (from manuscript) on the topic from the Aderes was printed where he
wrote to his friend R. Reiffmann after seeing Reifmann's response here
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