CHANUKAH 'WALK THROUGH’
December 2020/ Kislev & Tevet 5781
Welcome to the United Synagogue’s Chanukah ‘Walk Through’!
One of the familiar blessings we make to God before lighting Chanukah candles, blesses God
for doing miracles for us ‘in those days at this time’. The reference to ‘this time’ notes
how the miracles of Chanukah resonate. Before we ‘walk through’ Chanukah for this
year, we hope you enjoy a remarkable Chanukah resonance shared by our deeply
missed former Chief Rabbi Lord Sacks, of blessed memory, from 1991, his first Chanukah
in office.

Chanukah in our time
Back in 1991, I lit Chanukah candles with Mikhail Gorbachev, who had, until earlier that year,
been president of the Soviet Union. For seventy years the practice of Judaism had been
effectively banned in communist Russia. It was one of the two great assaults on our people
and faith in the twentieth century. The Germans sought to kill Jews; the Russians tried to kill
Judaism. Under Stalin the assault became brutal. Then in 1967, after Israel’s victory in the
Six Day War, many Soviet Jews sought to leave Russia and go to Israel. Not only was
permission refused, but often the Jews concerned lost their jobs and were imprisoned.
Around the world Jews campaigned for the prisoners, Refuseniks they were called, to be
released and allowed to leave. Eventually Mikhail Gorbachev realised that the whole Soviet
system was unworkable. Communism had brought, not freedom and equality, but
repression, a police state, and a new hierarchy of power. In the end it collapsed, and Jews
regained the freedom to practice Judaism and to go to Israel.
That day in 1991 after we had lit candles together, Mr Gorbachev asked me, through his
interpreter, what we had just done. I told him that 22 centuries ago in Israel after the public
practice of Judaism had been banned, Jews fought for and won their freedom, and these
lights were the symbol of that victory. And I continued:
Seventy years ago Jews suffered the same loss of
freedom in Russia, and you have now helped them to
regain it. So you have become part of the Chanukah
story. And as the interpreter translated those words
into Russian, Mikhail Gorbachev blushed. The
Chanukah story still lives, still inspires, telling not
just us but the world that though tyranny exists,
freedom, with God’s help, will always win the
final battle. Chanukah sameach!1

1
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What is Chanukah and how do we observe it?
Chanukah is 8-day festival commemorating God’s miracles for the Jewish people, especially
the victories of the Jews in the Land of Israel against their Syrian-Greek oppressors, as well as
the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem. These took place around the year 165 BCE.
In the Jewish calendar, Chanukah runs from 25 Kislev to 3 Tevet which corresponds this year to
starting from nightfall on Thursday 10 December 2020 to sunset on Friday 18th December 2020.
We light candles for each night of Chanukah, following the service on p. 732 in the green siddur. A
video guide to lighting, with prayers available (including in transliteration) is
at www.theus.org.uk/article/how-light-chanukah-candles .
The number of candles kindled corresponds to each particular night of Chanukah (plus an extra
candle used for lighting, called a ‘shamash’). We say special prayers such as ‘Hallel’ and ‘Al Hanisim’
during Chanukah to mark these miracles.
It is common practice to use a ‘Menorah’ (also known as a Chanukiah) to hold the candles.
This replicates the practice in the Temple, ensures that the candles are in a straight line and at the
same height. A Menorah is not required though since, alternatively, the candles can be lit on any
other appropriate, safe, flat surface as long as they are lined up straight.
Ideally, the candles are lit as soon as possible after nightfall but if this is not feasible, such as on
Friday afternoon before Shabbat, they may be lit from earlier as is indicated below. The candles
need to burn for at least 30 minutes after nightfall which means that the candles lit on Friday in
particular must be longer-lasting than those used on other nights. See the chart below for earliest
candle-lighting times this year in London.
Night of
Chanukah
1st
2nd

Date 2020/5781
Thursday 10th
December
Friday 11th December

The Ideal time for lighting
(nightfall)
4.49pm

Earliest candle lighting time if
lighting at nightfall is not feasible
3.01pm

Light Chanukah candles first before Shabbat candles. The earliest
time for lighting Chanukah candles followed by Shabbat candles is
3.01pm. Shabbat begins at 3.36pm, by which time all candles must
be lit. Use longer-lasting candles, such as tea lights, rather than
regular Chanukah candles if the later will not burn for long enough.

3rd

Saturday 12th
December

Shabbat ends at 4.45pm. At home, daven Maariv or say 'Baruch
Hamavdil bein lechol', make Havdallah and then light Chanukah
candles.

4th

Sunday 13th
December
Monday 14th
December
Tuesday 15th
December
Wednesday 16th
December
Thursday 17th
December

4.49pm

3.02pm

4.49pm

3.02pm

4.50pm

3.02pm

4.50pm

3.02pm

4.50pm

3.03pm

5th
6th
7th
8th

One of most popular Chanukah traditions is to eat doughnuts or other fried foods, such as latkes.
For more information about Chanukah and what is going on this year, please contact your local
shul, visit www.theus.org.uk or look at the United Synagogue’s social media feed.
The earliest times and dates for lighting are below:
Chanukah Sameach – Happy Chanukah!
All times are for London

