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I attended a class on the subject of Chanukah given by Rabbi Meir Soloveichik, and wanted to share a small insight with you.  

We all know that the holiday of Chanukah is about the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem after the Syrio-Greeks had defiled it, using it for their pagan worship and rituals. We are told that in order for the Jews to rededicate the Temple's holy altar, it had to be disassembled stone by stone, and had to be rebuilt entirely from scratch, using different stones; an arduous task.  

Here is the question: Why is the Temple's altar built with unmarked, natural stones rather than with bricks? Certainly it would have been easier to build with uniform bricks than to build with oddly-shaped natural stones.

We note from our Bible readings that despotic peoples used bricks to build their towers and monuments: bricks were used to build the ill-fated Tower of Babel, for instance. Think, too, of the Egyptian taskmasters forcing the Hebrews to fashion bricks without straw for their massive building projects. 
In contrast, the Jewish people are enjoined from using anything but natural, unmarked stones to build their holy altar and to express their Covenant with God.

Why this distinction between stones and bricks?

The answer points out a prime difference between the Jewish people and ancient tyrannical empires. Natural stones are the antithesis of bricks; every natural stone is individual and unique; each stone's contribution to the structure is singular and irreplaceable.  The Jewish people prize "peoplehood," comprised of precious individuals, each person unique and irreplaceable.  In contrast, tyrannical societies thrive by viewing people as fungible and expendable.  They build with bricks, each one identical to the next, each brick expendable; if one brick breaks, another is ready at hand to take its place.

In fact, the identifying song of Chanukah is the Maoz Tzur, meaning "The Rock of Ages."  The strength and endurance of rock and stone is the image that the poet associated with our salvation through the millennia.  So this year at Chanukah let us consider and rejoice in our individuality, our uniqueness, our ability to come together as a multi-faceted and varied people to rededicate our Covenant to God.  That is certainly worth singing about!

Happy Chanukah.

B'shalom,
Sandra
