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Amidst the many bright lights, colors, and festive themes of the holiday season, we celebrate the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah, the Festival of Lights.  This two-thousand year old holiday is celebrated by lighting candles each of the eight days of Hanukkah.  

Is it coincidental that lights are the focus of the holiday season?  Is it coincidental that Judaism, Christianity and the celebration of Kwanzaa share in their expression of the holiday spirit by illuminating our streets and homes?  Is there any special significance to lights?  
There is a story told about a young zealous student who was so disturbed by the overpowering darkness of the night that he was prepared to dedicate himself to fight off that darkness as the sun set.  He sought advice from his sagely teacher who suggested that he take a broom outside and sweep away the darkness, preventing it from invading the air.  The student swept and swept, yet the darkness would not abate.  He returned to the rabbi, who gave him a second piece of advice.  He told him to take a stick and try to beat the darkness away.  Hopeful, the student repeatedly swung at the darkness, but to no avail.  Finally, the rabbi said to him, “My son, one can easily overcome the threat of darkness by simply lighting a candle.”  Together, the student and the rabbi stepped intro the darkness and kindled a candle – and the darkness vanished.

The world we live in is full of darkness.  Full of confusion and insecurity, filled with crime, violence and abuse, we live in a world threatened by terror and fear.  

Today, more than ever, we need light to combat the darkness.  We cannot defeat the forces of evil and the elements of darkness head on.  Rather, we need to counter the darkness with large doses of light, with truth, fairness and equality.  We need to instill in ourselves purity, goodness, kind acts, charity and joy, such that darkness will simply fade away. 


The festival of Hanukkah is not only about seeing the lights all around us, but about the creation of light and becoming ambassadors of that light.  For eight nights in a row, Jews all over the world gather upon nightfall, together with their families, to light the Hanukkah candles.  This time-old and timely tradition, musters the strength within us to bring light to the world and become role models for others.  As we light the candles, we contemplate the dark world around us and strengthen our conviction to bring light to a world of darkness.  
In fact, according to Jewish law, the candles are lit in ascending order.  On the first night we light one candle, on the second night we light two candles, and so on and so forth, until the eight and final night when we light eight candles.  With each passing day we push ourselves to light more candles, to create more light, and to bring more hope to the world.  

Our goal during this holiday season is to brighten our world as much as possible.  We hope to take the opportunity to kindle the flame of love with our spouses and children, to foster a feeling of closeness and unity with our families and friends, and to act benevolently towards those around us and to those less fortunate.  The flame that we light in our homes must first and foremost shine on ourselves and those closest to us.  However, our ultimate goal is to have this light extend far beyond our home, to affect the entire world.   As the old adage teaches:  A shining deed can brighten a seemingly dark world.
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On a personal note, the holiday of Hanukkah represents the job that we are fortunate to have taken at University of Pennsylvania.  We have come from Israel to the UPenn campus through the Orthodox Union’s Heshe and Harriet Seif program called JLIC – Jewish Learning Initiative on Campus, in coordination with Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Student Life and the Torah Mitzion Outreach Organization, that is found on 13 campuses nationwide, including the UPenn; whose goal is to foster and strengthen the religious, spiritual and educational programs of the Jewish community on campus.  Together with Hillel and the many religious staff members throughout the university, our job is to help every individual to find their own light, and to help it shine.  
