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The History of Hanukkah 

A few years ago, a close family friend invited us over to their 

home in celebration of the Jewish holiday, Hanukkah. I understood 

it was an important holiday for the Jewish people, but I never 

learned of its significance or what the traditions entailed. It was an 

experience we will never forget; we have practiced the lighting of 

the hanukkiyah, more commonly known as menorah, in our home 

ever since.  

Hanukkah (also transliterated Chanukah), 2018 begins the 

evening of Sunday, December 2 and ends in the evening of 

Monday, December 10. This Jewish holiday is celebrated for eight 

days and nights and starts on the 25th of the Jewish month of 

Kislev.  Since the Jewish calendar follows the lunar cycle, Hanukkah 

falls on a different day each year, sometime between the end of 

November and the end of December. 

Hanukkah commemorates the rededication of the Holy 

Temple in Jerusalem during the second century. The Jews had 

risen up against their Syrian/Greek oppressors in 165 B.C.E, in the 

Maccabean Revolt. The word “Hanukkah” means “dedication” in 

Hebrew, reminding us of this rededication of the Temple. 

Hanukkah’s Background 

The Jewish Holy Temple was seized by the Syrian/Greek army 

and dedicated to the god Zeus for worship in 168 B.C.E. The Jews  

 



 

grew afraid of retaliation against their people, although they were 

disheartened at what was happening. To their dismay, in 167 B.C.E., 

the Syrian-Greek emperor Antiochus made the observance of 

Judaism an offense punishable by death and ordered all Jews to 

worship Greek gods. 

Greek soldiers gathered the Jewish villages against their will 

at Modiin, a city near Jerusalem. Although their religion and beliefs 

forbid them, the Jewish people were forced to bow down to an idol 

and eat the flesh of a pig. This started the Jewish resistance 

against their oppressors. 

An officer of the Greek army ordered a High Priest named 

Mattathias to submit to their demands, but he refused. Another 

villager volunteered to cooperate in place of Mattathias and the 

High Priest became enraged. He was so full of anger that he killed 

the villager with his sword. Mattathias then turned to the Greek 

officer and killed him as well. Following their father’s actions, 

Mattathias’ five sons and other villagers attacked the remaining 

soldiers, killing every last one of them.  

Jews wishing to fight against the Greeks, joined Mattathias 

and his family and hid in the mountains. They were soon to be 

known as the Maccabees, or Hasmoneans. Hence the name, the 

Maccabean Revolt. The Maccabees gained control and headed 

back to the holy Temple in Jerusalem. The temple was no longer 

considered holy, as it had been spiritually defiled by the  

 



 

worshipping of foreign gods and the sacrificing of swine and 

impure animals. Determined to purify the temple, the Jewish 

troops planned to burn ritual oil in the Temple’s menorah for eight 

days. They soon discovered that the Temple only had one day’s 

worth of oil left. By faith, they lit the menorah anyway. Surprisingly, 

the small amount of oil that was only enough for a day--lasted the 

full eight days! 

Due to this miraculous event, Hanukkah is celebrated every 

year when the Jewish people light a menorah for eight days. On 

the first night of Hanukkah, one candle is lit; two candles are lit on 

the second day, and so on until all eight candles are lit. 

Hanukkah’s Importance 

Hanukkah has become a hugely popular modern practice, 

because of how close it is to Christmas. However, according to 

Jewish law, Hanukkah is one of the less important Jewish holidays. 

Hanukkah falls on the twenty-fifth day of the Jewish month of 

Kislev. Kislev is the third month of the civil year and the ninth 

month of the ecclesiastical year on the Hebrew calendar. 

Hanukkah always falls on a different day each year, since the 

Jewish calendar is lunar based.  

It usually falls between late November and late December. 

Traditionally, Hanukkah has become more of a jubilant event like 

Christmas, because Jews live in predominantly Christian societies. 

It is now customary that Jewish children receive one gift for each  



 

of the eight days of Hanukkah. Making this time special for Jewish 

kids helps them to adjust in a community with Christmas festivities 

all around.  

Hanukkah Traditions 

Although some communities have traditions specific to them, 

there are a few traditions that are commonly practiced by all the 

Jewish people during Hanukkah. The traditions that they all 

normally practice are lighting the menora, spinning the dreidel, 

and eating lots of fried food. The lighting of the menora is 

customary to commemorate the miracle of the Hanukkah oil. The 

menora candles are lit every night for eight nights in a row. 

Spinning the dreidel is a popular game played during Hanukkah. In 

the game, people spin the dreidel; this is a four-sided top with 

Hebrew letters written on each side. Usually, the best part for kids is 

the gelt or chocolate coins covered with tin foil. You can 

understand why. Finally, because Hanukkah celebrates the miracle 

of the oil, it is traditional to eat fried foods such as latkes and 

sufganiyot during this holiday season. Latkes are pancakes made 

out of potatoes and onions, fried in oil, and then served with 

applesauce. Sufganiyot are jelly-filled donuts, fried in oil, and often 

covered with powdered sugar before eating. The singular form of 

sufganiyot is sufganiyah, but no one can ever eat just one.   

 

 



 

Hanukkah is also transliterated as:  _______________________ 

 

What is another name for the menorah? _________________ 

 

How long is this Jewish holiday celebrated for? 

___________ Days & ___________ Nights 

 

Why does the date of Hanukkah change each year? 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

What does the word “Hanukkah” mean in Hebrew? 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

What does the Hebrew meaning signify? 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

 



 

When was the Jewish Temple seized? 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

Who seized it? __________________________________ 

 

It was dedicated to worship of which false god? 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

What was the name of the Syrian-Greek emperor who 

made the observance of Judaism a crime punishable by 

death? __________________________________________________ 

 

What did he order the Jews to do?  

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

In what village did Jewish resistance begin? ______________ 

 

 



 

What two practices forbidden to the Jews were 

commanded of them to do? 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

The Jewish High Priest who refused to do what they 

commanded was named: _______________________________ 

 

What happened when somebody else stepped forward to 

do these forbidden commands? _________________________ 

__________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________ 

 

Explain what happened next: 

__________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________  

 



 

Why did the Jews need to purify the Temple after it was 

reclaimed? ______________________________________________ 

 

What did they need to do to purify the Temple? 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

Explain the miracle of Hanukkah in your own words: 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 



 

What are some Hanukkah Traditions? Explain them below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Draw a picture of a family participating in one of the Hanukkah traditions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


