
 

 

 

Dear Friends, 

This evening we light eight candles: six for Chanuka and two for Shabbat. 

Lots of light. Darkness, beware! 

This week we had a special event at Kehillat Veahavta in honor of the 

holiday. It was an evening dedicated to the art of listening. We sat in a 

circle, and each participant shared a story. But mostly, we all listened. In 

the center of the circle was a candle, symbolizing the tribal fire our 

ancestors sat around. Before screens, our ancestors spoke, listened, and 

mostly enjoyed some silence. The candle also served to remind us, as we 

shared our stories, of the famous saying attributed to Harav Kook:  

Every person should know and understand that within him a candle 

burns, a candle which is unlike any other. There is no person without a 

candle. And every person should know and understand that he must 

work to reveal the light of his candle to others, and together light a 

mighty torch which will shine on the whole world. 

We humans love candles - Shabbat candles, Havdalah candles, Chanuka 

candles, birthday candles, romantic candles, and even memorial candles. 

This love of candles is a flickering testimony to the darkness that 

surrounds us, like an unseen blindfold over our eyes. We are not aware 

of its existence, just as a fish does not know it is wet. But our longing for 

light and our moments of enlightenment highlight the more permanent 

state of our lives: darkness. 

When we experience moments of illumination we are thrilled. However, 

it is temporary, positive, and fleeting. We express this as “I was just 



enlightened”, “your face is glowing”, “his face lit up”, “she has a spark in 

her eye”, etc. 

Why do we yearn for light? After all, we don’t live in the dark. We can 

see things around us, and all the more so when the sun shines, 

everything is drenched in light. 

Our yearning is not for sunlight, of course. Nor is it for electric light or 

even the delicate candle flame. Darkness is not, as is commonly thought, 

the absence of sunlight or an electric blackout. Darkness is an existential 

state of being. 

Because our physical eyes are dependent on sunlight, electricity, or fire, 

we are entirely unaware of the essential darkness that surrounds and 

permeates us. We don’t usually feel the blindfold over our eyes. And the 

fish, as we said, does not know it is wet. If we stopped to tell it, it would 

flee. 

Perhaps it’s better that way. We can’t handle too much light, much as 

the fish cannot survive without water. Strong light blinds and distresses 

us, and too much of it can even cause madness. Light and madness stem 

from the same source. 

But more importantly, our existence is actually dependent upon 

darkness! Without it we would not exist.  

Jewish tradition associates all of creation with the absence of light. 

Without it, everything would be a huge blinding “soup”. The word for 

“world” in Hebrew is “olam”, which has the same root as the word for 

“disappear.” The world exists through the disappearance of light. In 

Kabbalah this is called “tzimtzum”, or reduction, and it refers to the 

Infinite Light that had to reduce itself to make room for a finite universe 

to appear.  

Take, for example, a movie as a metaphor for reality. We dim the lights 

so that we can see the light projected on the screen.  



The paradox is that in order to see, the light has to be dimmed to a 

bearable minimum. Existence is possible by near-darkness, allowing us 

to see, be, and function. 

And then, in rare moments of grace - this may even be the definition of 

grace - we get a glimpse of the “beyond”, that which is beyond the 

blindfold, beyond the thick screen of darkness. These moments are 

exciting and fill us with great joy. Maimonides called them moments of 

revelation. 

Miketz - the name of this week’s parasha - is all about these rare 

moments. “Miketz” means “end”, but it also means “awakening”. 

Pharaoh dreams his two dreams and no one can interpret them until the 

wine-bearer remembers the Hebrew prisoner who interpreted his 

distressing dream two years earlier. Suddenly our story, which was 

mostly dark and depressing until this moment, undergoes a 

transformation, becoming exciting and illuminating. 

Yoseph has the rare ability to peek behind the scenes of the world. He 

was gifted! He knew both how to dream - also a kind of peeking - and 

how to interpret the dreams of others. But the dream and the 

interpretation are always just a glimpse. The information is partial and 

patchy. Yoseph’s childhood dreams, for example, tell him of a grand 

future awaiting him, but not how it will come to be or at what terrible 

cost. Regarding this he remains in the dark. 

Like Yoseph, we, too, are graced with an occasional glimpse behind the 

scenes to the mystery of life. 

Chava Alberstein wrote a beautiful song called “Remez” (clue), that I 

quote here, loosely translated: 

My still watch 

Is a hint 

The broken mirror 

Is a hint 



A small feather 

On the windowsill 

A butterfly caught in the curtain 

Rain on a hot day 

The movement of the tides 

Everything is allusion 

Secrets without reason 

What is alluded to 

And in what context 

Why do I still not understand 

Why, indeed? Why is it all just hints? Why isn’t the message clear? 

Behind the scenes, the screen, the blindfolds, lies the Infinite Light, so 

say the great mystics. An infinite number of possibilities. If, as the result 

of one exciting moment of illumination we should think that we now 

KNOW, then we have forfeited the mystery, which is where the infinite 

lies.  

Yoseph did not know, for example, that through the fulfillment of his 

dreams he would cause Bnei Yisrael to descend to Egypt for over two 

centuries, and be enslaved. Thank goodness he didn’t know that he, too, 

was blind! Otherwise there would have been no Exodus, we would not 

have received the Torah, no Judaism, and I would have nothing to write 

about… 

Knowing means the end of all other possibilities that exist at that 

moment. 

Not knowing is challenging. It contains great darkness, which we take as 

our personal mission to banish.  

In this drasha I wish to suggest that we have not come to banish the 

darkness; only to light up a tiny portion of it, discover another option, 

another path, one that we have not seen yet. There are many other 

options and paths - an infinite amount, to be precise - but we don’t 



require all of them. We only need one more, or perhaps two. More than 

that will be confusing and blinding.  

I don’t want to be a party pooper, but this Shabbat I suggest, as we light 

our Chanuka and Shabbat candles, that we consider befriending the 

darkness; the darkness that surrounds the candles, the darkness that 

make their light possible. 

Darkness preceded light. It was there before light was created (“...and 

there was darkness upon the void, and God said ‘Let there be light’, and 

there was light”). Indeed, from the darkness some light shone, not the 

reverse. 

We can stare at the candlelight this evening and realize how small the 

light and how great is the darkness around it, full of endless possibilities. 

Let's befriend it.  

Shabbat Shalom, Chodesh Tov, and Happy Chanuka, 

Elisha 


