
Chanuka and Parashat Miketz:  

To See the World into Being 

Rabbi Elisha Wolfin   

 

 Dear Friends, 

At an outdoor Chanuka gathering this week I accidentally blocked the light of the 

lantern as I made my way to converse with a friend of mine.  This was not a 

significant event in and of itself, but it triggered a philosophical conversation on the 

nature of light in the universe. 

I apologized for blocking the light, and pointed out that the word "world" in Hebrew 

- Olam - comes from the same root as the word "disappear", or blocked out - 

Ne'elam - because, according to our Sages, the primordial light of Creation, that 

existed prior to the creation of the sun, subsequently became hidden, or was 

concealed. 

As much as I love deep God-conversations, he loves them even more! He looked at 

me with a grin on his face. What exactly disappeared or was hidden? He asked. 

I suggested - following Plato's fable of the cave - that we, humans, along with all 

other created objects – things, animals, books – hide the light. Just as I had blocked 

the light of the lantern a few minutes ago, we stand in the way of the Divine light of 

Creation. 

He totally disagreed with me (you’ve got to love these Jewish conversations!): the 

reverse is true, he declared! Not only do we not hide the light, it is we, humans, who 

reveal and bring forth the Divine light, and illuminate the entire world. We were 

created in the image - “Betzelem” - of that Divine light, and each time we do good 

we reveal more of that light and illuminate the world.  

Been there, heard that, I thought to myself. So I argued back. The original two-letter 

root of “Betzelem” - ‘in the image of’ - is "tzel", shadow. By being in His image, we 

actually create shadows in the world; hence, we conceal the light! 

On Shabbat we read Parashat Miketz, but on the intermediate days of Chanuka we 

read from Parashat Nasso. After Betzalel completes the construction of the 

Tabernacle, the dedication (Chanuka) feasts begin. Once again this two-letter root 

appears! Betzal’el means ‘in the shadow of God’. ‘In the shadow of God’ constructed 

God’s holy shrine, suggesting that we bring God's presence into the world by 

concealing His light.  



This shadow appears again in the Chanuka story. The Syrian-Greeks defiled the 

Sanctuary by placing an idol in the middle of it. Idol, in Hebrew is "Tzelem”, ‘a graven 

image’.  What is the difference between the shadow, which is God’s presence, and a 

graven image (an idol)?  

The world (“Olam”) being the ‘shadow of God’, is much like seeing God’s "footsteps 

in the sand". We don’t see Him, we see his fingerprints all over the place. Idolatry is 

confusing the footsteps in the sand, or the fingerprints, with God. Maimonides 

claims that this is precisely how idol worship developed: the ancients (and I would 

argue that we too), wishing to venerate God, confused His footsteps with Him. 

Idolatry had good intentions - worshipping the living God. But instead we started 

attributing eternal Divinity to his fleeting footsteps in the sand.  

Again my companion contradicted me, using the Kabbalistic notion of "lights and 

vessels", by which the objects themselves do not hide the light, but rather act as 

vessels which contain it. The Tabernacle, and later the Temple, he said, were not 

footsteps in the sand, rather, they were ultimate vessels through which God's light 

manifested in the world. Our spiritual challenge, he continued, is to turn ourselves 

into such worthy vessels; to dedicate ourselves to containing God's light. And 

indeed, dedicate in Hebrew is Lachnoch, which has the same root as Chanuka. 

Such a discussion cannot be "won". Tevyeh, the wonderful Eastern European Jew, 

would say - you are right, and so is he. Seventy faces to the same Torah, and all are 

right…   

The conversation stayed with me throughout the week. As we added more and more 

light to the Chanukiyah I have come to a different and startling understanding. I 

realized that actually, I confused physical light with spiritual light.  Physical light 

illuminates the world we see, and it was physical light that I blocked that night. My 

friend and I were discussing an entirely different “light”. We used the same words - 

light and shadow - but meant two very different things. 

The essential difference between the physical light  - created on the fourth day of 

Creation - and the Divine light (from the first day of Creation), is that the former 

illuminates and shines upon objects, thus enabling them to appear in the world. In 

this sense, human vision is passive - it can only see that which is illuminated by 

physical light, and cannot see what isn’t. Divine light, on the other hand, is non-

physical and does not illuminate anything. Divine light is the seeing itself!!! That 

which sees, which observes, which looks. You cannot see the Divine light. Rather, 

the Divine light sees. The Divine light is within the viewer and not a light shining on 

or even within the objects of the world.  

Hence, the extent of Divine light depends of the spiritual “quality” of our seeing.   



No wonder on Chanuka we are not allowed to use the Chanuka candles as lights to 

see! For they represent Divine light and not physical light!  

In the art of seeing we have been taught to look and examine the objects and the 

physical reality around us, and without the physical light of the sun, electricity or a 

candle, that is not possible.   

On Chanuka we are challenged free ourselves from everything we’ve been taught. 

re-dedicate (lachnoch - the essence of Chanuka) ourselves to notice our sight itself, 

not that which we see!  

Being in the image of God - “Betselem” - may mean then, “see the way God sees”.  

That is exciting! A different form of sight, a whole new “reality” may become visible 

to us.  

This is the re-dedication (Chanuka) that I would like to celebrate.  

In Parashat Miketz, read on Shabbat of Chanuka, Pharaoh awakens from his dreams, 

and summons Yoseph to explain them. Yoseph uses his unique ability for perception 

to do so, just as he did since childhood. He teaches Pharaoh to see through God’s 

eyes. Later in the Parsha, when his brothers come down to Egypt in search of food, 

Yoseph sees them and recognizes them, although they cannot recognize him. They 

can only see what is physically there: the royal outfit, the makeup. In fact, they have 

never truly seen Yoseph himself - as God see him - and cannot do so now. 

Joseph offers us a whole different way of viewing reality, a Divine, pure and clear 

way that requires dedication, requires Chanuka. 

Remember Yoseph's second dream last week (Genesis 37:9)? "Look, I have had 

another dream: And this time the sun, the moon and eleven stars were bowing 

down to me." The sun, the moon and the stars - that give physical light, and created 

on the fourth day - those physical lights are now bowing down to the Divine, 

essential, primary seeing, which saw reality into being! 

I now have a new understanding of the verse in the siddur: "He who renews daily, 

always, in his goodness, the act of creation." The light of the sun is not renewed – it 

is always there, and "there is nothing new under the sun", as Ecclesiastes said. But 

the Divine light of Creation, that which sees Creation into being, is renewed daily, in 

every moment. 

Happy Chanuka, blessings for the new month of Tevet, and Shabbat Shalom, 

Elisha 


