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This year, they don’t bump against each other — Chanukah and Christmas, I mean. Chanukah, which began last night, 

concludes one week before Christmas. In contrast, last year, the middle of the eight-day Chanukah coincided with 

Christmas Eve. 

The further apart they are, the better, because these two holidays could not be more unlike each other. From the 

religious perch, though certainly spiritually uplifting to their respective adherents, the two sacred occasions should be 

regarded as virtual opposites. Why exactly? 

• Chanukah is a minor holiday in the Jewish religious calendar. Unlike the Jewish New Year or Day of Atonement, 

Chanukah is not commanded in the Torah (the five books of Moses), which is the foundation of Judaism. The story 

that Chanukah celebrates is the victory of a ragtag guerilla group called the Maccabees over a massive and oppressive 

Syrian/Greek army and the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem, which the Syrians had ransacked. In contrast, of 

course, the birth of Christ celebrated in Christmas is a centerpiece of the Christian Bible. 

• The Chanukah victory affirmed that only the Torah is the core authority of Judaism. In Christianity, Jesus’ religious 

authority supercedes the Torah. For example, Paul says in Galatians 3:2 that the spirit of God is transmitted not 

through the laws of the Torah, but rather through faith in the Christ. At best, Paul adds, the Torah was a stopgap 

measure until Jesus came onto the scene. 

• Chanukah’s military core contrasts with the pure spirituality of Christmas, which has no military component. 

Even the mundane sidebars to both holidays contrast. Proper gifts on Chanukah are coins, recalling the coins minted 
by the Maccabees. On Christmas, gifts are goods. 

I am glad when the calendar, like this year, does not allow these two holidays to crowd each other. Different and 

distinct, they cannot be blended, or cut-and-pasted. Their separation in time and mind allows us Jews to do three 

things: 

• It frees us in the evenings to drive around our neighborhoods and “ooh and awe” at our Christian neighbors’ 

scintillating light displays, which encourage hope and optimism to the darkest of winter nights. 

• It allows Jews to substitute in hospitals and food industries on this most sacred Christian day, so that our neighbors 

can celebrate and worship properly at their holy time of Christmas. 

• Most important, it removes the competition, so that our Christian friends can have Christmas Eve all to themselves. 

My Christian colleagues tell me of the challenge they face in putting Christ back into Christmas. I want to help them 

meet that test. They do not need me standing around to clutter the limited sacred space by singing my prayers and 

insisting that my holiday be recognized next to theirs in every mall and school hallway. 

And we Jews benefit spiritually when we can kindle our own modest lights without the competition of the more 

capacious beam of Christmas Eve pouring in over our shoulder. The two religious observances are meaningful — 

separate and unequal. It is helpful when the calendar, fortuitously, helps us to keep that way. 

Next year, they will be even further apart, as the first day of Chanukah falls on Thanksgiving! 
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