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Teacher’s Guide
Jews worldwide light Chanukah candles for eight straight nights, starting on the 
25th of the Hebrew month of Kislev. Common practice is to light one candle on 
the first night of Chanukah, and to add an extra candle on each of the subsequent 
nights. In order to appreciate the depth of this mitzvah, we must explore its 
Talmudic roots.

In this Thinking Gemara class, we will take a comprehensive look at the mitzvah of 
lighting Chanukah candles, and examine a key passage in the Talmud that reveals 
the three levels of its performance. Through studying commentaries on the passage, 
we will uncover two major conceptual discussions that began in the twelfth century 
and continue to the present day.

Aside from analyzing the three levels on which the mitzvah of lighting candles 
can be performed, we will also focus on the variance in custom between Jews 
of different origins. As we will see, this difference also derives from questions of 
Talmudic interpretation, which Ashkenazi and Sephardic authorities dispute. 

•	 Who is obligated in the mitzvah of Chanukah candles?

•	 What is the practical difference between how Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews light 
Chanukah candles?

•	 What are the sources in Talmudic literature for this difference, and what are its 
conceptual roots?

•	 Why do we add an extra candle every day of Chanukah – as opposed to lighting 
just one every day, eight every day, or starting with eight and finishing with one?

Introduction: The Schwartz and the Sassoon Families
Section I. The Core Level of the Mitzvah: One Candle
	 Part A. “Ner Ish Uveito” – A Man and his Household
	 Part B. Why the Household?

Section II. Levels Two and Three: Enhancing the Mitzvah – “Mehadrin” 
and “Mehadrin min Ha-mehadrin”

	 Part A. How Many Candles do We Light? 
	 Part B. Who Lights the Candles? 
	 Part C. The Underpinnings of the Three-way Dispute

Section III. One to Eight Candles or Eight to One: Beit Hillel vs. Beit 
Shamai

	 Part A. The Chatam Sofer’s Approach: Fall or Elevation? 
	 Part B. The Pnei Yehoshua’s Approach: Increasing Love or Decreasing Jug? 
	 Part C. Rabbi Zevin’s Approach: Actual or Potential?

Thinking Gemara Series: Chanukah Candles

Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin 
How Many Candles Do We Light on Chanukah?
Shabbat 21b

KEY  
QUESTIONS

CLASS 
OUTLINE

Note: This shiur is not intended as a source of practical halachic (legal) rulings.  
            For matters of halachah, please consult a qualified posek (rabbi).
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This is how Shabbat 21b looks in the classic editions of the Talmud. 
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The Schwartz and the Sassoon Families

The “Lights in Israel” Chanukah mission – with students from fifteen campuses 
throughout North and South America – was led by Rabbi Dayan and Rabbi Goldfarb. 
On the fifth night of Chanukah the two rabbis led a Chanukah Menorah Tour through 
four different neighborhoods of Jerusalem. 

They saw a few electric chanukiot (menorahs) on the tops of buildings, dozens of 
chanukiot lined up on the sidewalk outside yeshivot, and hundreds of glass boxes 
where Chanukah candles lit up the winter night.

At a certain point, Shani called out: “What’s going on here?” 

No one else saw anything special – just two small, one-family houses with yards next 
to each other, each one filled with playing children. 

“Why does the house on the left have seven menorahs in the window, and the one on 
the right just one?” she asked.

“They both seem to have large families, but one of them only lit one set of candles,” 
added José.

Adi read the Hebrew family names on the signs: “The one on the left is the Schwartz 
family and the one on the right is Sassoon.”

Rabbi Dayan and Rabbi Goldfarb looked at each other and laughed. “Well that 
explains it,” they said in unison. “The Schwartzes are probably Ashkenazim, and the 
Sassoons Sephardim.” 

“Why should that make a difference?” asked Josh.

Rabbi Goldfarb turned to the entire group, “This will take us quite a while to explain. I 
think we owe you a class when we get back to the hostel. You’ll hear the whole story 
tonight from Rabbi Dayan over pizza.” 

Let’s listen in on Rabbi Dayan’s Chanukah candles shiur, which will shed light on 
why Ashkenazim and Sephardim light Chanukah candles differently. Here is how he 
began…

INTRODUCTION
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The Core Level of the Mitzvah: One Candle

Part A. “Ner Ish Uveito” – A Man and his Household (Level I) 

Our first and primary source is the passage in the Babylonian Talmud on Shabbat 21b 
that outlines the three levels of this mitzvah:

1. Shabbat 21b – What are the three levels of lighting Chanukah candles?

The Rabbis taught: 

1. The mitzvah of Chanukah [candles entails 
lighting] a candle, for a man and his household. 

2. Those who enhance the mitzvah (ha-mehadrin) 
light a candle for each and every person.  

3. Those who enhance the mitzvah the most: The 
House of Shamai says that on the first day one 
lights eight candles, and from then on decreases 
the number of candles [lighting one less each 
day]; the house of Hillel says that on the first day 
one lights one, and from then on adds [one more 
candle each day.]

תָּנוּ רַבָּנָן: 

1. מִצְוַת חֲנּוּכָהּ נֵר אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ 

2. וְהַמְּהַדְּרִין נֵר לְכָל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד 

3. וְהַמְּהַדְּרִין מִּן הַמְהַדְּרִין – 
בֵּית שַׁמַּאי אוֹמְרִים יוֹם רִאשׁוֹן 

מַדְלִיק שְׁמֹנָה מִכַּאן וָאֵילָךְ 
פּוֹחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ, וּבֵית הִלֵּל אוֹמְרִים 

יוֹם רִאשׁוֹן מַדְלִיק אַחַת מִכַּאן 
וָאֵילָךְ מוֹסִיף וְהוֹלֵךְ.

Rashi explains the core level of the mitzvah:

2.  Rashi’s Commentary on Shabbat 21b, “Ner Ish Uveito” – What is the basic unit 
obligated in Chanukah candles?

A candle for a man and his “bayit”(house) – One 
candle should be lit every night, and one candle is 
sufficient for a man and his entire household.

נֵר אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ - נֵר אֶחָד בְּכָל 
לַיְלָה, וְאִישׁ וְכָל בְּנֵי בֵיתוֹ סַגִּי 

לְהוּ בְּנֵר אֶחָד:

There are two possible understandings of the principle whereby a person lights one 
candle on behalf of the entire household. 

One understanding is that although each individual member of the household is 
obligated in fulfilling the mitzvah, only one person actually lights on behalf of the 
others. He effectively serves as their “envoy” for lighting the Chanukah lights. 

Another understanding, however, is that the obligation is incumbent on households, 
rather than on individuals. The household must light Chanukah candles. 

The issue is raised by the Sefat Emet, Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter (1847-1905).

SECTION I
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3. Sefat Emet’s Commentary on Shabbat 21a – What is the basic unit obligated in 
Chanukah candles?

This topic must be investigated: Is the mitzvah 

A. to light one candle per house, just like the 
mitzvah of mezuzah or Shabbat candles, whereby 
it is sufficient for anyone to light the candle for the 
sake of Shabbat in order to fulfill the mitzvah? It 
would thus follow that one candle is sufficient even 
for two families living in the same house. Or, 

B. do we say that each individual is obligated 
in the mitzvah, but the head of each household 
fulfills it on behalf of all its members?

וְיֵשׁ לְעַיֵּין אִי הַמִּצְוָה 

א. נֵר אֶחָד בַּבַּיִת, כְּמוֹ מְזוּזָה 
וּכְמוֹ נֵר שַׁבָּת, דְּכָל שֶׁהִדְלִיק 
לְשֵׁם שַׁבָּת אַף שֶׁהִדְלִיק מִי 

שֶׁיִּהְיֶה דַּי. וּלְפִי זֶה אֶפְשָׁר דְּגַם 
שְׁנֵי  בַּעֲלֵי בָּתִּים הַדָּרִים בְּבַיִת 
אֶחָד דַּי לָהֶם בְּנֵר אֶחָד. . . אוֹ 

נֵימָא 

ב. דְהַמִּצְוָה עַל כָּל אָדָם אֶלָּא 
דְּבַעַל הַבַּיִת מוֹצִיא כָּל בְּנֵי בֵיתוֹ.

The Sefat Emet assumes that if the obligation applies to the household, it follows 
that two families living in one house can fulfill the obligation with the same single 
candle. They are all, apparently, considered one household, the “house” binding 
them all together.

Yet, the Talmudic ruling on the status of a guest indicates that a house and a 
household are distinct entities. Citing Rav Sheshet, the Gemara states that a guest 
is obligated in lighting Chanukah candles, and does not automatically fulfill the 
mitzvah with the homeowner’s lighting. 

The Rosh (Rabbeinu Asher ben Yechiel, b. 1250 Germany – d. 1327 Spain) explains 
the principle:

4. Rosh, Shabbat 2:8 – The status of a guest

Rav Sheshet said that a guest is obligated in 
Chanukah candles and does not fulfill his 
obligation through the candles of the homeowner, 
because he is not included in “ish uveito” (“a man 
and his household”). 

אָמַר רַב שֵׁשֶׁת אַכְסְנַאי חַיָּיב 
בְּנֵר חֲנכָּוּה וְאֵינוֹ יוֹצֵא בְּנֵרוֹ שֶׁל 
בַּעַל הַבַּיִת דְּלֹא הֲוֵי בִּכְלַל אִישׁ 

וְאִשְׁוֹתּ ]וּבֵיתוֹ[.

Guests, the Rosh explains, are not an integral part of the household. For this reason, 
they are not automatically included in the homeowner’s lighting. (However, by 
contributing towards the oil for the candles, they become included in the household; 
see Rabbi Asher Weiss, Minchat Asher, Bereishit, p. 354.) It is thus possible that two 
families living in the same house will be obligated in two Chanukah candles, since 
they can be considered two separate households.

An interesting ramification of the household-centered approach to Chanukah 
candles is the status of children. 



6Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin - Teacher’s Guide

The Shulchan Aruch (689:2) rules that on Purim a child (under bar mitzvah) cannot 
read the Megillah on behalf of the community. On Chanukah, however, the Shulchan 
Aruch mentions an opinion that he can light candles on behalf of the whole 
household (675:3). The Chacham Tzvi (Rabbi Tzvi Ashkenazi, 1656-1718, rabbi in 
Amsterdam) explains why:

5. Responsa Chacham Tzvi (Tosafot Chadashim) #13 – Can a child light the 
Chanukah candles? 

Answer: It seems to me that on Chanukah, 
because the obligation of lighting does not rest 
upon the individual, one of the homeowners lights 
at the entrance of the courtyard and the others 
are automatically exempted from their obligation, 
even though they did not hear the blessing nor see 
the lighting. Rabbi Zeira went beyond this, stating 
that: “Since I have been married, [when I have 
been away from home during the candle lighting] 
I need not light myself, because they [my wife] 
are lighting for me at home.”  It is thus sufficient 
for a child who has reached the age of mitzvah 
education to be the one who lights at the entrance 
of the courtyard. But Purim’s mitzvah, reading 
the Megillah, obligates each individual to read or 
hear the Megillah.  Therefore a child, even if he 
reached the age of mitzvah education, cannot fulfill 
the congregation’s obligation on their behalf.  This 
distinction seems correct to me.

תְּוּשׁבָה: סְבִירָא לִי דְּבְחֲנכָּוּה 
 כֵּיוָן דְּלָאו אַקַרְקַפְתָּא דְּגַבְרָא 

מוּטָל חִוּיּב הַהַדְלָקָה אֶלָּא אֶחָד 
מִכָּל בַּעֲלֵי הַבַּיִת מַדְלִיק בְּפֶתַח 

הֶחָצֵר וְוּשׁב אֵין וּשׁם חִוּיּב עַל 
כָּל בַּעֲלֵי הַבַּיִת אַף  וּשׁם אֶחָד מִִ
עַל פִּי שֶׁלֹּא שָׁמְעוּ הַבְּרָכָה וְלֹא 

רָאוּ הַהַדְלָקָה. וְעַדִיפָא מִינֵּיה 
אָמַר ר’ זֵירָא כֵּיוָן דִּנְסִיבְנָא 

אֲמִינָא תּוּ לֹא צְרִיכְנָא דְּהָא 
 קָמַדְלְקֵי עָלַי בְּגוֹ בֵיתָאי. 

אַמְטוּ לְהָכִי סַגִּי בְּקָטָן שֶׁהִגִיעַ 
לְחִינוּךְ הַמַּדְלִיק בְּפֶתַח הֶחָצֵר. 

אַבָל בִּקְרִיאַת הַמְּגִלָּה הַמֻּטָּל עַל 
 כָּל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד לִקְרוֹת אוֹ 

לִשְׁמוֹעַ הַמְּגִלָּה, אֵין קָטָן אַף 
שֶׁהִגִּיעַ לְחִינוּךְ מוֹצִיא אֶת 

הָרַבִּים. וְחִוּלּק זֶה מִתְקַבֵּל עַל 
הַדַּעַת. נִרְאֶה לִי.

The point of the Chacham Tzvi is that there is no individual obligation to light 
candles; rather, the obligation is incumbent on the household – it is a “group 
mitzvah.” If any member of the household lights candles, the mitzvah is thus 
fulfilled, and all other members are exempt from lighting. Because there is no 
individual obligation (but only a group obligation), there is no need for the concept 
of shelichut – halachic agency. Where halachic agency is required, a person who 
is considered a minor cannot serve as an agent; here, however, it is possible that 
a minor who is part of the obligation (i.e. he has reached the age of education for 
mitzvot) can fulfill the mitzvah as the representative of the group. 

Part B. Why the Household?

Why does this mitzvah, unlike other mitzvot, apply to the household, and not to 
individuals? The Pnei Yehoshua (Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua Falk, Poland and Germany 
1680-1756) suggests that the house was chosen as the means of publicizing the 
miracle.
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6. Pnei Yehoshua on Shabbat 21b – Why does the mitzvah of Chanukah candles 
focus on the house?

The reason is that this mitzvah is different because 
the essential way to fulfill it is to light it adjacent to 
public thoroughfares in order to publicize the miracle 
[of Chanukah]. Therefore, they applied the obligation 
of this mitzvah as though it applies to the house itself.  
However, this topic still demands more thought and 
investigation.

אֶלָּא, דְּשַׁאנִי הָכָא שֶׁאֵין 
הָכָא עִקַּר הַמִּצְוָה אֶלָּא 
בְּסָמוּךְ לִרְשׁוּת הָרַבִּים 
שֶׁהוּא מִשּׁוּם פִּרְסוּמֵי 

נִיסָא. מִשׁוּם כַּךְ הִטִּילוּ 
חוֹבַת מִצְוָה זוֹ כְּאִילּוּ  הִיא 

חוֹבַת הַבַּיִת. וַעֲדַיִן צָרִיךְ 
עִיּוּן:

This can be compared, perhaps, to the idea of hanging out a flag on every house on 
a national holiday, as a sign of patriotism. It is appropriate that the “national custom” 
(assuming there is one) applies to houses, not to individuals. 

Another explanation for why the lighting applies to the household relates to the 
Greek assault against the Jewish nation, which included decrees against Jewish 
observance and the very means of Jewish continuity – family life.

7. Midrash Maaseh Chanukah (Eisenstein’s Otzar Hamidrashim pp. 189-190) – The 
Greeks made decrees against Jewish family life.

. . . They (the Greeks) took action and decreed, 
“Any Israelite that makes a bolt or closing to his 
door will be stabbed by the sword.”  Why go 
this far?  In order that Israel should have neither 
dignity nor privacy.  For any house that has no 
door has no dignity or privacy, and anyone who 
wants to enter can, whether by day or by night.  
When the Jews learned of the decree, they 
responded by removing all the doors of their 
houses and they were not able to eat or drink or 
have intimate relations, because of the thieves 
and bandits and the immodest Greeks. 

 . . . עָמְדוּ וְגָזְרוּ: כָּל בֶּן יִשְׂרָאֵל 
 שֶׁעוֹשֶֹה לוֹ בְּרִיחַ אוֹ מַסְגֵּר לְפִתְחוֹ

יִדָקֵר בַּחֶרֶב, וְכָל כַּךְ לָמָה כְּדֵי שֶׁלֹּא 
יִהְיֶה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל כָּבוֹד וְלֹא רְשׁוּת 

)צְנִיעוּת(, שֶׁכָּל בַּיִת שֶׁאֵין לוֹ דֶּלֶת 
אֵין לוֹ כָּבוֹד וְלֹא צְנִיעוּת וְכָל הָרוֹצֶה 
לִכָּנֵס נִכְנָס בֵּין בַּיּוֹם וּבֵין בַּלַּיְלָה. כֵּיוָן 

 שֶׁרָאוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל כַּךְ עָמְדוּ וּבִטְּלוּ כָּל
דַּלְתוֹת בָּתֵּיהֶם וְלֹא הָיוּ יְכוֹלִין לֹא 

לֶאֱכוֹל וְלֹא לִשְׁוֹתּת וְלֹא לְשַׁמֵּשׁ 
 מִטּוֹתֵיהֶם, בִּשְׁבִיל גַּנָּבִין וְלִסְטִין 

וּפָרִיצֵי יְוָנִים,

The Midrash refers to two additional decrees that were directed specifically against 
Jewish family life.

8. Ibid. – The Greeks outlawed mikveh (ritual purification bath).

The Greeks decreed that anyone whose wife goes 
to the mikveh will be executed by the sword.

 עָמְדוּ וְגָזְרוּ: “כָּל מִי שֶׁאִשְׁוֹתּ 
הוֹלֶכֶת לִטְבִילָה יִדָקֵר בַּחֶרֶב.”

The ban on mikveh meant, of course, that the Jews could not engage in marital 
relations. Another renowned decree of the Greeks was that every Jewish bride must 
first be defiled by a Greek officer.



8Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin - Teacher’s Guide

9. Ibid. – The Greeks made decrees against Jewish family life.

When the Greeks saw that the Jews were not 
affected by their decrees, they came up with a 
new bitter and disgraceful decree, namely, that a 
new bride should not enter the chuppah (marriage 
canopy) on the first night of her wedding before 
first being secluded with the local Greek governor.  
After news of this decree spread, single girls 
were disheartened and refrained from getting 
betrothed, and the daughters of Israel would 
mature, and become old while still virgins.

כֵּיוָן שֶׁרָאוּ יְוָנִים שֶׁאֵין יִשְׂרָאֵל 
 מַרְגִישִׁין בִּגְזֵרוֹתֵיהֶם, עָמְדוּ 

וְגָזְרוּ עֲלֵיהֶם גְּזֵרָה מָרָה וַעֲכוּרָה, 
 שֶׁלֹּא תִכָּנֵס כַּלָּה בְּלַיְלָה הָרִאוֹשׁן 

 מֵחֻפָּתָהּ אֶלָּא אֵצֶל הַהֶגְמוֹן 
 שֶׁבַּמָּקוֹם הַהוּא. כֵּיוָן שֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ 
יִשְׂרָאֵל כַּךְ רָפוּ יְדֵיהֶם וְתָשַׁשׁ 

כֹּחָם וְנִמְנְעוּ מִלְּאָרֵס, וְהָיוּ בְּנוֹת 
יִשְׂרָאֵל וֹבּגְרוֹת וּמַזְקִינוֹת כְּשֶׁהֵן 

בְּתוּלוֹת.

The victory over the Greeks meant not only a restoration and rededication of the 
Temple and political independence; it meant a restoration of the essential role 
of Jewish family life. Therefore, focusing on the “household” when we light the 
menorah underscores the critical function of the Jewish family in Jewish continuity.

•	 The Gemara tells us that the basic level obligation of Chanukah candles is to 
light “ner ish uveito,” a candle for a man and his household.

•	 It is possible that each individual is obligated in the mitzvah, but one person 
does the mitzvah by lighting on everyone’s behalf. He is their agent to perform 
this mitzvah. However, another understanding, which emerges from a number of 
sources, is that the family unit is obligated, and one family member lights for the 
unit. 

•	 Possible ramifications of the debate are: 

1.	 If two families live within one house, must both light?	
2.	 Can a child be the one that lights the candles?

•	 Why does the mitzvah focus on the “household” rather than the individual? 
We offered two suggestions: 1) Since the goal of the mitzvah is to publicize the 
Chanukah miracle to the people of the public domain, the house is a logical 
focus;  2) Since some of the Greek decrees sought to undermine Jewish family 
life, the household was therefore made a focus in commemorating Chanukah.

Levels Two and Three: Enhancing the Mitzvah – “Mehadrin” and 
“Mehadrin min Ha-mehadrin”

Part A. How Many Candles do We Light? 

The second and third levels of the mitzvah of lighting Chanukah candles are referred 
to as “mehadrin” and “mehadrin min ha-mehadrin” (see Source 1 above). The second 
level involves lighting a candle for each person, whereas the third (according to Beit 
Hillel) involves adding a candle for each night. 

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
I

SECTION II 
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Thus, on Level I of the mitzvah, one lights a single candle for all nights of Chanukah. 
On Level II, one lights the number of candles corresponding to the people in the 
house. The household, we might say, is represented by the number of candles. But 
what happens on Level III?

The big question is: Are Level II and Level III mutually exclusive, or not? Does a 
person doing this mitzvah have to choose either to light as many candles as there 
are people in the household, or to light as many candles as the outgoing days of 
Chanukah? Or is there, perhaps, a way of simultaneously enhancing the mitzvah in 
both ways?

Tosafot’s Approach: Levels II and III – Two Alternate Tracks

Tosafot asks a basic question about our Gemara:

10. Tosafot, Shabbat 21b, “Veha-mehadrin min Ha-mehadrin” – mutually exclusive 
tracks.

It seems to the Ri (Rabbeinu Yitzchak) that 
Beit Shamai and Beit Hillel are only modifying 
the level of one candle for a man and his family 
(and not that of “a candle for each and every 
person”).  In this manner (the number of days 
are not multiplied by the number of people in 
the house) there is greater enhancement of the 
mitzvah. This is because there will be a clear sign 
that he is increasing or decreasing candles based 
on the incoming days or those that have passed. 
But, if he sets up a candle for each person in 
the household, there will not be a recognizable 
sign [of the outgoing days of Chanukah], since 
people will think that the number of candles 
corresponds to the number of people in the 
household.

וְהַמְּהַדְּרִין מִן הַמְהַדְּרִין - נִרְאֶה 
לְרִ”י דְּבֵית שַׁמַאי וּבֵית הִלֵּל לֹא 

קַיְימֵי אֶלָּא אַנֵר אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ, שֶׁכֵּן 
יֵשׁ יוֹתֵר הִדּוּר, דְּאִיכָּא הֶיכֵּרָא 

כְּשֶׁמוֹסִיף וְהוֹלֵךְ אוֹ מְחַסֵּר שֶׁהוּא 
כְּנֶגֶד יָמִים הַנִּכְנָסִים אוֹ הַיּוֹצְאִים. 

אַבָל אִם עוֹשֶֹה נֵר לְכָל אֶחָד 
אֲפִילוּ יוֹסִיף מִכַּאן וָאֵילָךְ לֵיכָּא 

הֶיכֵּרָא, שֶׁיִסְבְּרוּ שֶׁכָּךְ יֵשׁ בְּנֵי 
אָדָם בַּבָּיִת.

According to Tosafot, if someone lighting on the third level would multiply the 
number of people in the household by the number of outgoing days of Chanukah, he 
will defeat his purpose. People seeing his candles will not have instant recognition 
of how many days of Chanukah have passed. An observer might just think that the 
number of candles in the window corresponds to the amount of people in the house.  

For example, if a family of five people lights ten candles on the second night of 
Chanukah, people might think there are ten people in the household. In contrast, it 
will be clear that anyone who lights two candles on the second night of Chanukah is 
calling attention to the two outgoing days.



10Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin - Teacher’s Guide

The Rambam’s Approach: Cumulative Enhancement

The Rambam (Maimonides) takes a different approach to combining Levels II and III.

11. Rambam, Laws of Megillah and Chanukah 4:1-3 – The Rambam contrasts his 
own approach with that of the prevalent Spanish custom.

1. How many candles does one light on 
Chanukah?  The [basic] commandment is 
that every household should light one candle, 
whether there are many people in the house 
or only one person. One who enhances 
the mitzvah lights a number of candles 
corresponding to the number of people in the 
household, one candle for each, both men and 
women.  One who enhances it even more and 
does the choicest mitzvah, lights one candle 
for each [person] on the first night and adds 
another one each night.

2. To illustrate: If there were ten people in 
the household – on the first night he lights 
10 candles; on the second 20; on the third 30; 
until he finally lights 80 on the eighth night.

3. The common practice in the cities in Spain 
is that all of the people of the house light one 
candle on the first night, and they light one 
more each night, until on the eighth night 
they light eight candles, whether they have 
a large household or whether there was only 
one person.  

א  כַּמָּה נֵרוֹת הוּא מַדְלִיק בַּחֲנֻכָּה--
מִצְוָתָהּ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה כָּל בַּיִת וּבַיִת מַדְלִיק 

נֵר אֶחָד, בֵּין שֶׁהָיוּ אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת מְרֻבִּין, 
בֵּין שֶׁלֹּא הָיָה בּוֹ אֵלָא אָדָם אֶחָד.  

וְהַמְּהַדֵּר אֶת הַמִּצְוָה, מַדְלִיק נֵרוֹת 
כְּמִנְיַן אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת, נֵר לְכָל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד, 

בֵּין אֲנָשִׁים בֵּין נָשִׁים.  וְהַמְּהַדֵּר יוֹתֵר 
עַל זֶה וְעוֹשֶׂה מִצְוָה מִן הַמֻּבְחָר, 

מַדְלִיק נֵר לְכָל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד בַּלַּיְלָה 
הָרִאשׁוֹן, וּמוֹסִיף וְהוֹלֵךְ בְּכָל לַיְלָה 

וְלַיְלָה, אֶחָד.

ב  כֵּיצַד:  הֲרֵי שֶׁהָיוּ אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת 
עֲשָׂרָה--בַּלַּיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן, מַדְלִיק 
עֲשָׂרָה נֵרוֹת; וּבְלֵיל שֵׁנִי, עֶשְׂרִים; 

וּבְלֵיל שְׁלִישִׁי, שְׁלוֹשִׁים; עַד שֶׁנִּמְצָא 
מַדְלִיק בְּלֵיל שְׁמִינִי, שְׁמוֹנִים.

ג  מִנְהָג פָּשׁוּט בְּכָל עָרֵינוּ בִּסְפָרַד, 
שֶׁיִּהְיוּ כָּל אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת מַדְלִיקִין נֵר 

אֶחָד בַּלַּיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן, וּמוֹסִיפִין 
וְהוֹלְכִין נֵר בְּכָל לַיְלָה וְלַיְלָה, עַד 

שֶׁנִּמְצָא מַדְלִיק בְּלֵיל שְׁמִינִי שְׁמוֹנָה 
נֵרוֹת – בֵּין שֶׁהָיוּ אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת מְרֻבִּים, 

בֵּין שֶׁהָיָה אָדָם אֶחָד.

The prevalent Spanish custom is exactly that of the Tosafot (who lived in France and 
Germany!). The Rambam differs, and, apparently, was not bothered by the problem 
raised by Tosafot.

According to the Rambam, at Level III one enhances the mitzvah with a double-
enhancement, by lighting a number of candles corresponding both to the number 
of people in the household (ten in the Rambam’s example) and to the night of 
Chanukah. The ten person family thus lights eighty candles – ten multiplied by eight 
– on the eighth night of Chanukah. Level III builds upon Level II.  

Part B. Who Lights the Candles?

In order to get the complete picture of how to fulfill Chanukah candle lighting on the 
highest possible level (the third level), that of the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin, we 
have to ask another question: Who lights the candles?
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According to the simple reading of the Rambam’s presentation, one person lights 
all the candles: “He finally lights 80 on the eighth night.”  In halachot 1 and 2, the 
Rambam always uses the third person singular – “he lights.”

As we read the next source, the final ruling of the Shulchan Aruch and the Rema, 
compare their approaches with those of the Rambam and Tosafot.

12. Shulchan Aruch and Rema, Orach Chaim 671:2 – The final rulings.

(Shulchan Aruch) How many candles does he 
light? On the first night he lights one.  From 
then on he adds one each night, until on the 
last night there are eight. Even if there are 
many people in the house they should not 
light more.

Note (Rema): Some say that each one of the 
people in the household lights, and this is the 
common practice. Each one should place his 
candles in a separate place, so that the number 
of candles they light can be recognized.

שלחן ערוך: כַּמָּה נֵרוֹת מַדְלִיק? 
בַּלַּיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן מַדְלִיק אֶחָד,  מִכַּאן 
וָאֵילָךְ מוֹסִיף וְהוֹלֵךְ אֶחָד בְּכָל לַיְלָה 

עַד שֶׁבְּלֵיל הָאַחֲרוֹן יִהְיוּ שְׁמוֹנָה, 
וַאֲפִילוּ אִם רַבִּים בְּנֵי הַבַּיִת לֹא יַדְלִיקוּ 

יוֹתֵר. 

הגה: וְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים דְּכָל אֶחָד מִבְּנֵי 
הַבַּיִת יַדְלִיק )הָרַמְבַּ”ם(, וְכֵן הַמִּנְהָג 

פָּשׁוּט; וְיִזָהֲרוּ לִתֵּן כָּל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד 
נֵרוֹתָיו בְּמָקוֹם מְיוּחָד, כְּדֵי שֶׁיְּהֵא 

הֵיכֶּר כַּמָה נֵרוֹת מַדְלִיקִין )מהר”א 
מִפְּרָאג(.

The Shulchan Aruch’s approach is identical to that of the Tosafot and the prevalent 
custom in Spain. (The Shulchan Aruch is also ruling in accordance with Beit Hillel, as 
we discuss below in Section III.)

The Rema’s approach, though, is not entirely like the Rambam (even though in our 
editions, the Rambam’s name appears in parentheses after the Rema’s ruling). The 
number of candles lit, according to both the Rema and the Rambam, is identical, but 
the identity of the person lighting them is not. Whereas according to the Rambam, 
in a ten person household, on the eighth night of Chanukah one person lights eighty 
candles, according to the Rema the ten people would each light eight candles. 

We can now return to the different customs of the Schwartzes and the Sassoons.

Shani: “May I attempt to explain why the Schwartz family had seven sets of Chanukah 
candles in the window and the Sassoons only had one?”

Rabbi Dayan: “Go right ahead.”

Shani: “As far as I know, Schwartz is an Ashkenazi name, and Sassoon is one of 
those famous Sephardic family names. And didn’t you once tell us in a class that the 
Ashkenazim follow Rabbi Moshe Isserlis and the Sephardim follow Rabbi Yosef Karo? 

Rabbi Dayan: Yes, indeed. This is an interesting instance where the Shulchan Aruch 
(born in Sepharad = Spain) rules like the Tosafot (France and Germany = Ashkenaz), 
and the Rema (from Ashkenazic Poland) rules – at least partially – like the Rambam 
(from Sephardic Spain, then Egypt)!
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The Schwartz family must have had seven people in the household. It is now the fifth 
night of Chanukah, so they lit seven sets of Chanukah candles, each one with five 
candles. (Every Chanukah menorah has a place for an additional candle we refer to as 
the shamash. It is used for lighting the rest and then is set in its place.) 

The Sassoons, following Sephardic custom, just lit one set of five candles. 

This is the source of contemporary Ashkenazi and Sephardic practice.

The following sources, both entitled Kitzur Shulchan Aruch (one written by Rabbi 
Shlomo Ganzfried in the 19th century, and the other by Rabbi Refael Toledano in the 
20th), represent common custom among Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jewry.

13. Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried, 139:6, Laws of Chanukah – 
What is standard Ashkenazi practice for lighting Chanukah candles? 

Common practice in our countries is [to light] like 
those that beautify the mitzvah in the best possible 
way.  That is, each and every one of the household 
lights one candle on the first night of Chanukah, 
two candles on the second night, and adds [one] each 
night until on the eighth night [each one] lights eight 
candles. 

מִנְהָג פָּשׁוּט בִּמְדִינוֹתֵינוּ 
כִּמְהַדְרִין מִן הַמְהַדְּרִין 

שֶׁמַּדְלִיקִין כָּל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד 
מִבְּנֵי הַבַּיִת בַּלַּיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן 

נֵר אֶחָד, וּבַשֵּׁנִי, שְׁנֵי נֵרוֹת, 
וְכֵן מוֹסִיפִין עַד שֶׁבְּלֵיל 

שְׁמִינִי מַדְלִיק שְׁמוֹנָה.

14. Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Rabbi Rafael Toledano 612:4, The Order of Lighting 
Chanuka Candles – What is standard Sephardic practice for lighting Chanukah candles?

On the first night one lights a single candle, and 
from then on he adds another candle each night, 
until on the eighth night there are eight.  On the 
rest of the nights he begins [the lighting] from 
that newly added candle and then lights the 
others that he lit on previous days.  Even if there 
are many in the household they should not 
light more.  The Ashkenazim are accustomed 
that each of the members of the household lights 
his own Chanukah candles, each putting his 
Chanukah Menorah in its own location.

בַּלַיְלָה הָרִאשׁוֹן – מַדְלִיק נֵר אֶחָד, 
וּמִכָּאן וָאֵילָךְ הוֹלֵךְ וּמוֹסִיף אֶחָד 

בְּכָל לַיְלָה, עַד שֶׁבְּלֵיל אַחֲרוֹן יִהְיוּ 
שְׁמוֹנָה. וּבִשְׁאָר הַלֵּילוֹת מַתְחִיל 

מֵאוֹתוֹ נֵר שֶׁרוֹצֶה לְהוֹסִיף, וְאַחַר 
כַּךְ הָאַחֵרִים שֶׁהִדְלִיק בַּלֵּילוֹת 
הָרִאשׁוֹנִים. וַאֲפִילוּ אִם רַבִּים 
בְּנֵי הַבַּיִת – לֹא יַדְלִיקוּ יוֹתֵר. 

וְהָאַשְׁכְּנַזִים נוֹהֲגִים שֶׁכָּל אֶחָד 
מִבְּנֵי הַבַּיִת יַדְלִיק נֵר חֲנֻכָּה שֶׁלוֹ, 

וְכָל אֶחָד מֵהֶם עוֹשֶׂה נֵרוֹ בְמָקוֹם 
מְיֻחָד. 

Having clarified the different opinions and practical custom, we are ready to delve 
into the depth of the matter. 

Part C. The Underpinnings of the Three-way Dispute

There is a rich literature concerning this three-way dispute between Tosafot and 
the Spanish custom (one person lights the number of candles corresponding to 
the number of days of Chanukah), the Rambam (one person lights the number 
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of candles corresponding to the number of days multiplied by the number of 
people in the household), and the Rema (each person lights the number of candles 
corresponding to the number of days of Chanukah). 

We will focus on the approach suggested by Rabbi Asher Weiss, a leading 
contemporary halachic authority. His explanation takes us back to Section I and 
the basic definition of the Chanukah lights obligation: Is it an obligation on the 
individual or on the household?

The first question to address is why the Rema departs from the Rambam’s position, 
and requires each person of the household to light his own candles.

15. Minchat Asher, Bereishit, p. 352 – Why did the Rema veer from the Rambam’s 
approach?

It seems that the reason that the Rema veered from 
the Rambam’s approach is based on a fundamental 
issue concerning the meaning of “a candle for a person 
and his household” (Level I). Is this an obligation on 
the household (as opposed to other mitzvot where 
every individual is obligated), meaning that every 
household and family lights a candle. In this case, 
once a candle is lit in the house all members of the 
household are exempt from further lighting, even if 
they did not intend to fulfill their mitzvah through 
the one lighting and the person lighting did not 
intend to fulfill it on their behalf when he lit. Once 
a candle was lit in this house, all of the people of 
the house no longer have any obligation. [This is the 
Rambam’s opinion.]

Or, do we say that the mitzvah of Chanukah 
candles is similar to every other individual mitzvah 
obligation, where [each individual is obligated in the 
mitzvah, but] one person can fulfill the obligation 
on behalf of everyone. The person lighting must 
thus intend to fulfill the obligation on behalf of the 
others, and they have to intend to fulfill it through 
his lighting. In this respect, Chanukah candles will be 
similar to all other mitzvot where one person fulfills 
a personal obligation through another who acts as an 
agent (shaliach). [This is the Rema’s opinion.]

וְנִרְאֶה בְּבֵאוּר שִׁיטַת 
הָרַמָ”א, שֶׁנָּטָה מִדִּבְרֵי 

הָרַמְבַּ”ם, עַל פִּי מַה שֶׁיֵּשׁ 
 לַחֲקוֹר בְּגֶדֶר “נֵר אִישׁ 

וּבֵיתוֹ.” הַאִם הֲוֵי חוֹבַת 
הַבַּיִת )וְלֹא כִּשְׁאַר הַמִּצְווֹת 

שֶׁהֵם חוֹב עַל הָאָדָם כִּפְרָט( 
דְּהַיְינוּ: שֶׁכָּל בַּיִת וּמִשְׁפָּחָה 

יַדְלִיק נֵר. וּמִכֵּיוָן שֶׁהֻדְלַק 
בַּבַּיִת נֵר אֶחָד נִפְטְרוּ כוּלָם, 

אַף שֶׁלֹא הִתְכַּוְּנוּ לָצֵאת 
עַל יְדֵי הַמַּדְלִיק וְהוּא לֹא 
הִתְכַּוֵּן לְהוֹצִיאָם. דְּמִכָּל 

מָקוֹם הוּדְלַק נֵר בְּבַיִת זֶה 
וְנִפְטְרוּ כָּל אַנְשֵׁי הַבַּיִת. 

אוֹ, דְּהֲוֵי כְּכָל חוֹב הַפְּרָט, 
אֶלָּא שֶׁאֶחָד מוֹצִיא אֶת 
וּכּלָם יְדֵי חוֹבָתָם. וְצָרִיךְ 

שֶׁיְּכַוְּנוּ לְהוֹצִיא וְלָצֵאת כְּכָל 
מִצְוָה שֶׁוֹיּצְאִים בָּהּ עַל יְדֵי 
אֲחֵרִים מִדִּין וֹשׁמֵעַ כְּעוֹנֶה 

אוֹ מִדִּין שְׁלִיחוּת. 

The Rambam does not see Chanukah candles as a personal obligation, but as a 
household or family obligation. It follows that even on the mehadrin and mehadrin 
min ha-mehadrin levels, one person lights all the candles. Nobody else can light and 
recite a blessing in the same house, because the mitzvah of the household has been 
fulfilled. 
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The Rema, however, maintains that every individual has an obligation to light. When 
the Gemara says that the basic level of obligation is “a candle for a person and his 
household,” it means that when a single person lights he serves as an agent for all 
others – but the fundamental obligation applies to all. 

Now, consider a guest who is away from his family during Chanukah. His family is 
lighting candles at home. Can he light and recite a blessing at his host’s home? 

According to the Rema, we can answer in the affirmative: The mitzvah is individual, 
and provided he does not mean to fulfill the mitzvah by means of agency (with his 
own family), he can fulfill it on his own. According to the Rambam, however, it seems 
that once a person’s family has lit, he cannot perform the mitzvah again. As part of a 
household, his mitzvah has already been performed.

16. Minchat Asher, Bereishit, p. 353 – The Rambam and the Rema are on two sides 
of a fundamental dispute about the mitzvah of Chanukah candles.

The Rema in the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 
677:3) and in the Darche Moshe (his commentary 
on the Tur) rules like the Maharil (that a guest 
can make a blessing over candle lighting at his 
host’s house even though his family is lighting on 
his behalf). He is consistent with his approach 
in Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 671, where he 
writes that each one of the family members lights by 
himself. But the Rambam holds that the mitzvah of 
lighting itself applies to the household. According 
to his approach, it is thus fitting that one person 
lights all the candles. We find that the Rema and the 
Rambam are each consistent in their approaches to 
the basic idea of lighting: “one candle for a man and 
his household.”

 וְהִנֵה הָרַמָ”א בְּשֻׁלְחַן עָרוּךְ
)תרע”ז:ג( וּבְדַרְכֵי משֶׁה שָׁם 

פָּסַק כְּמַהַרִי”ל וּלְשִׁיטָתוֹ 
אָזִיל בְּסִימָן תרע”א שֶׁכָּתַב 

שֶׁכָּל אֶחָד מִבְּנֵי הַבַּיִת יַדְלִיק 
לְעַצְמוֹ אַבָל הָרַמְבַּ”ם סוֹבֵר 

דְּעֶצֶם מִצְוַת הַהַדְלָקָה עַל 
הַבַּיִת הִיא וּלְשִׁיטָתוֹ נֵיחָא 

 דְּאֶחָד מַדְלִיק אֶת כָּל הַנֵּרוֹת
וְהָרַמְבַּ”ם וְהַרַמָ”א אָזְלֵי 

 לְשִׁיטָתַייהוּ בִּיסוֹד דִּין נֵר 
אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ וְדוֹ”ק בָּזֶה.

Now let us turn to the Rambam-Tosafot dispute? What conceptual issue underlies 
the matter of how many candles to light? Rabbi Weiss suggests that the question 
is whether the mitzvah is enhanced by increasing the number of candles lit, or by 
representing the days of Chanukah.

17. Minchat Asher, Bereishit, p. 353 – The Rambam and Tosafot argue about how to 
enhance the mitzvah.

It seems that according to the Rambam, the 
essence of the enhancement of the mitzvah at the 
level of mehadrin min ha-mehadrin is not through 
visually communicating the number of days the 
miracle has passed. Rather, our Sages instituted a

 וְנִרְאֶה בְּשִׁיטַת הָרַמְבַּ”ם דִּיְסוֹד
גֶּדֶר הַהִוּדּר בִּמְהַדְּרִין מִן 

הַמְּהַדְּרִין אֵינוֹ בְּצִוּיּן מִסְפַּר 
הַיָּמִים אֶלָּא בְּרִוּבּי הַנֵּרוֹת בִּלְבָד, 

אֶלָּא דְּחַזַ”ל תִּקְנוּ לְהַרְוֹבּת 
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daily increase in the number of candles as a mere 
hint or association of the outgoing days; yet the 
essence of the enhancement is not noting the days, 
but the incremental increase in candles itself…
However, Tosafot… appear to maintain that 
the enhancement is to visually communicate the 
number of days. The Levush (672:2) says that 
there is an enhancement in publicizing how long 
the miracle lasted, and that this must therefore be 
recognizable by the public.

בְּנֵרוֹת כְּנֶגֶד יְמֵי הֶחָג כִּרְמִיזָא 
 בְּעַלְמָא אַךְ מַהוּת הַהִוּדּר אֵינוֹ

 בְּצִוּיּן יְמֵי הֶחָג אֶלָּא בְּעֶצֶם רִוּבּי
הַנֵּרוֹת ... אַבָל הַוֹתּסָפוֹת ... 
סְבִירָא לְהוּ דְּהַהִידוּר  נִרְאֶה דְִּ

הַוֵי בְּמַה שֶׁהוּא מְצַיֵּן אֶת 
מִנְיַן הַיָּמִים וְכַךְ כָּתַב הַלְּבשׁוּ 

 )תרע”א:ב( דְּיֵשׁ הִוּדּר בְּפִרְסוּם
מֶשֶׁךְ יְמֵי הַנֵּס וּבָעִינָן שֶׁיְּהֵא לָזֶה 

הֵיכֶּר.

Thus, we have a three-tier Chanukah system.

The Rambam’s approach is the simplest. Who lights the candles? For all levels of the 
mitzvah one person lights for the entire house. The enhancement of the mitzvah is 
also simple: add more candles. The mehadrin custom adds more, and the mehadrin 
min ha-mehadrin even more.  Thus, a family of ten lighting on Level I lights only one 
candle throughout Chanukah, even on the eighth night. At Level two the family will 
light ten candles on each day, and on Level III the number for each night is multiplied 
by the family members, so that on the eighth night eighty candles are lit (the 
number of days is therefore not discernable from the number of candles, because 
the number of people in the household also figures in the number of candles lit). 

The Rema differs from the Rambam on one crucial point, maintaining that 
participation by each member of the household is part of the enhancement of the 
mitzvah. At the mehadrin level, each individual lights one candle a day; and at the 
mehadrin min ha-mehadrin level, each lights according to the number of days of 
Chanukah. The mitzvah is enhanced not only by the number of candles lit, but even 
by everyone participating in the lighting. 

Tosafot differs from both opinions. According to Tosafot, there needs to be clarity to 
the observer, and the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin level is ineffective unless people on 
the street can see the candles and grasp the story of the miracle. On the mehadrin 
min ha-mehadrin level, there is only one set of candles for the entire household. 

On the mehadrin level, however, whereby the number of outgoing days is 
not discerned, Tosafot will say that one person lights the number of candles 
corresponding to the members of the household, or that each member of the 
household lights one candle. 

We end this section with an explanation of why, of all mitzvot, specifically Chanukah 
comes with special levels of enhancement.
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18. Beit Halevi on Chumash Bereishit (Genesis), Chanukah, “Ha-mehadrin min Ha-
mehadrin” – Why were two levels of enhancement introduced into this mitzvah?

The reason we find more and more hiddur 
(enhancement) in this mitzvah is the following. 
It seems that the goal of the initial miracle 
was exclusively in order to perform a hiddur 
mitzvah, and not to fulfill the essential level 
of the mitzvah (of lighting the Menorah in 
the Beit Hamikdash). They found a flask of 
oil that had enough to light for one night, 
but they could have made smaller wicks, one 
eighth the size of the normal ones. This would 
have enabled them to fulfill the basic level of 
the mitzvah for eight days. We rule that the 
wicks have no minimum width. Therefore, the 
entire miracle enabled them to fulfill a hiddur 
mitzvah, to light candles as beautiful as the 
previous ones. Therefore the Sages instituted 
levels of beautification into this mitzvah more 
than in others.

 הִנֵּה הָא דְּמָצִינוּ בְּמִצְוָה זוֹ הִוּדּר 
וְיוֹתֵר הִוּדּר, הַנִּרְאֶה מִשּׁוּם דְּעִיקָר 
 הַנֵּס תַּכְלִיתוֹ הָיָה רַק מִשּׁוּם הִוּדּר

מִצְוָה לְחוּדָא וְלֹא מִוּשּׁם עִיקָּר 
הַמִּצְוָה.

דְּהַרֵי הָיָה בְּפַךְ שֶׁמֶן לְהַדְלִיק וֹבּ 
 לַיְלָה אֶחָת, וַהֲרֵי הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים לַעֲשׂוֹת

פְּתִילוֹת דַּקוֹת בְּיוֹתֵר שֶׁתִּהְיֶה 
הַפְּתִילָה חֵלֶק שְׁמִינִית מִן מַה 

שֶׁהָיָה רָגִיל לִהְיוֹת בְּכָל יוֹם מִקּוֹדֶם. 
וְהָיָה מַסְפִּיק לִשְׁמוֹנָה יָמִים, וְהָיָה 

 מְקַיֵּים עִיקָּר הַמִּצְוָה. דְּהַרֵי אֵין 
שִׁיעוּר לְעֹבִי הַפְּתִילוֹת. וְכָל הַנֵּס 

הָיָה רַק מִוּשּׁם הִוּדּר מִצְוָה שֶׁיִּהְיוּ 
הַנֵּרוֹת יָפִים כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ מִוֹקּדֶם.  וְעַל 

 כֵּן תִּקְנוּ חֲכָמִים בְּמִצְוָה זוֹ הִוּדּרִים 
יוֹתֵר מִבְּכָל מִצְוָה. 

•	 There is a three-way dispute about how to light Chanukah candles on the level of 
mehadrin min ha-mehadrin. 

•	 The Rambam maintains that only one person lights, and the number of candles 
is calculated by multiplying the amount of people in the house by which night of 
Chanukah it is.

•	 The Ri in Tosafot also holds that one person lights, but the number of candles is 
determined exclusively by the number of outgoing days of Chanukah. He objects 
to the above approach because it will not be possible for onlookers to discern 
the days of Chanukah, and would therefore not properly publicize the miracle.

•	 The Rema rules that each individual in the household lights the number of 
candles corresponding to that night of Chanukah.

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
II
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One to Eight Candles, or Eight to One: Beit Hillel vs. Beit Shamai

First, let us review the positions of Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai:

19. Shabbat 21b – What are the three levels of lighting Chanukah candles?

The Rabbis taught: 

1. The mitzvah of Chanukah [candles entails 
lighting] a candle, for a man and his household. 

2. Those who beautify the mitzvah (ha-mehadrin) 
light a candle for each and every person.  

3. Those who beautify the mitzvah the most:  
The House of Shamai says that on the first 
day one lights eight candles, and from then on 
decreases the number of candles [lighting one less 
each day]; the house of Hillel says that on the first 
day one lights one, and from then on adds [one 
more candle each day].

תָּנוּ רַבָּנָן: 

1. מִצְוַת חֲנּוּכָהּ נֵר אִישׁ וּבֵיתוֹ 

2. וְהַמְּהַדְּרִין נֵר לְכָל אֶחָד 
וְאֶחָד 

 3. וְהַמְּהַדְּרִין מִּן הַמְהַדְּרִין – 
בֵּית שַׁמַּאי אוֹמְרִים יוֹם 

רִאשׁוֹן מַדְלִיק שְׁמֹנָה מִכַּאן 
וָאֵילָךְ פּוֹחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ, וּבֵית הִלֵּל 

אוֹמְרִים יוֹם רִאשׁוֹן מַדְלִיק 
אַחַת מִכַּאן וָאֵילָךְ מוֹסִיף 

וְהוֹלֵךְ.

What are the reasons behind Beit Hillel’s and Beit Shamai’s approaches?

The Gemara continues:

20. Shabbat 21b – What are the reasons behind Beit Shamai’s and Beit Hillel’s 
approaches?

Ulla said: Two Amoraim in the West (the land of Israel), 
Rabbi Yossi son of Avin and Rabbi Yossi son of Zevida, 
disputed this. One said that the reasoning behind Beit 
Shamai’s approach is that the number of candles should 
correspond to the number of days yet to come, and 
the reasoning behind Beit Hillel’s approach is that the 
number of candles should correspond to the number of 
outgoing days. The other said that the reason behind 
Beit Shamai’s approach is that the daily change in the 
number of candles should parallel that of the “Oxen 
(sacrifices) of the Holiday (Sukkot)” [that decrease daily 
in number, offering thirteen on the first day of Sukkot 
and down to seven on the seventh], and the reason 
behind Beit Hillel’s approach is that the daily change in 
the number of candles follows the rule “We increase in 
holiness and do not decrease.” Rabba son of Bar Chana 
said, quoting Rabbi Yochanan, that there were two 
elders in Sidon; one followed Beit Shamai and the other 
followed Beit Hillel. One said that the reason behind his

אָמַר עוּלָא: פְּלִיגֵי בָּהּ 
תְּרֵי אֲמוֹרָאֵי בְּמַעֲרָבָא 

– רַבִּי יוֹסִי בַּר אָבִין וְרַבִּי 
יוֹסִי בַּר זְבִידָא. חַד אָמַר 

טַעֲמָא דְּבֵית שַׁמַּאי 
כְּנֶגֶד יָמִים הַנִּכְנָסִין 

וְטַעֲמָא דְּבֵית הִלֵּל כְּנֶגֶד 
יָמִים הַיּוֹצְאִין, וְחַד אָמַר 

טַעֲמָא דְּבֵית שַׁמַּאי 
כְּנֶגֶד פָּרֵי הֶחָג וְטַעֲמָא 

דְּבֵית הִלֵּל דְּמַעֲלִין 
בַּקוֹדֶשׁ וְאֵין מוֹרִידִין. 
אָמַר רַבָּה בַּר בַּר חַנָּה 

אָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן: שְׁנֵי 
זְקֵנִים הָיוּ בְצַיְדָּן – אֶחָד 

עָשָֹה כְּבֵית שַׁמַּאי וְאֶחָד 
עָשָׁה כְּדִבְרֵי בֵית הִלֵּל. 

זֶה נוֹתֵן טַעַם לִדְבָרָיו 
כְּנֶגֶד פָּרֵי הֶחָג וְזֶה נוֹתֵן

SECTION III 
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approach was to model after the Oxen of Sukkot, and 
the other said his reason was that we increase in matters 
of holiness, but do not decrease.

טַעַם לִדְבָרָיו דְּמַעֲלִין 
בַּקוֹדֶשׁ וְאֵין מוֹרִידִין.

Incoming Days vs. Days Yet to Come

We will first present two simple and straightforward approaches to understanding 
the principle underlying Beit Shamai’s and Beit Hillel’s approaches. We will then 
encounter a third approach suggesting that this particular dispute between Beit 
Shamai and Beit Hillel reflects a much broader difference of world views.

Part A. The Chatam Sofer’s Approach: Fall or Elevation?

Here is an explanation by Rabbi Moshe Sofer, of blessed memory (Austro-Hungary 
1835-1883):

21. The Chatam Sofer’s commentary on Shabbat 21b – Elevation of Israel or fall of 
the Syrian-Greeks.

It seems to me that the House of Shamai focused 
on the fall of the hateful enemies.  Therefore the 
candles decrease like the seventy ox offerings of the 
Holiday (Sukkot) that correspond to the nations of 
the world (thirteen were offered on the first day of 
Sukkot, twelve on the second, eleven on the third, 
and so on until the seventh day). According to the 
House of Hillel, they set the number of candles 
to correspond to the elevation of Israel, therefore 
we apply the principle of “increase in matters of 
holiness.”

וְנִרְאֶה לִי, לְבֵית שַׁמַּאי עָשׂוּ 
עִיקָר מִמַפָּלַת הַשּׂוֹנְאִים, עַל 
כֵּן וֹפּחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ כְּשִׁבְעִים פָּרֵי 

 הֶחָג שֶׁהֵמָּה נֶגֶד שִׁבְעִים 
אוּמוֹת. וּלְבֵית הִלֵּל קָבְעוּ 

נֶגֶד עֲלִיָּתָן שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל, עַל כֵּן 
מַעֲלִין בַּוֹקּדֶשׁ:

Part B. The Pnei Yehoshua’s Approach: Increasing Love or Decreasing 
Jug?

Here is a second approach that appears in the Pnei Yehoshua, by Rabbi Yaakov 
Yehoshua Falk (1680-1756, Poland and Germany).

22. The Pnei Yehoshua’s commentary on Shabbat 21b – What are the three levels 
of lighting Chanukah candles?

The reason of the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin 
is that on each day the miracle and God’s love 
for us became more widely known, and it was 
therefore fitting to connect the enhancement 
of the mitzvah with the publicizing of the 
miracle and the Divine love it expresses. This is 
the reason why we should align the number of 
candles we light with the number of outgoing 

אֶלָּא, דְּטַעֲמָא דִּמְהַדְּרִין מִן 
הַמְּהַדְּרִין, דְּכֵיוָן שֶׁבְּכָל יוֹם וָיוֹם 

נִתְרַבֶּה פִּרְסוּם הַנִּיסָא וְחִיבַּת הַמָּקוֹם 
יוֹתֵר בְּיוֹתֵר, לְכַךְ רָאוּי לַעֲשׂוֹת הִוּדּר 
מִצְוָה לְפִי עֶרֶךְ פִּרְסוּם הַנֵּס וְהַחִבָּה. 

וְהַיְנוּ טַעְמָא דְּמַאן דְּאָמַר כְּנֶגֶד 
 הַיָּמִים הַוֹיּצְאִין, שֶׁהֲרֵי בַּלַּיְלָה 

הָרִאוֹשׁנָה לֹא נִתְפַּרְסֵם הַנֵּס כִּי אִם 
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days – for on the first night the only miracle 
that was known was the miracle of that 
night, as the Beit Yosef writes (Orach Chaim 
671), whereas with each additional night 
the miraculous candles stayed lit even more. 
Therefore it is proper to increase the amount 
of candles according to the number of those 
days.

The reason behind [Beit Shamai’s] approach 
that the number of candles should decrease 
corresponding to the number of days yet to 
come is that. . .the main miracle was evident in 
the jug of oil. On the first night only an eighth 
was removed from it, and from this they filled 
all the candles of the Menorah . . .Since the 
main miracle was in the jug, and the jug would 
decrease every day it was therefore appropriate 
for the number of candles to decrease every 
day.

עַל אוֹתָהּ לַיְלָה בִּלְבָד כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב 
בְּבֵית יוֹסֵף ]אוֹרַח חַיִים סִימָן 
יְלָה  תרע”א[. מַה שֶׁאֵין בְּכָל לַַ

 בְּהִתְוַּסֵף הַיָּמִים הָיָה הַנֵּס יוֹתֵר 
שֶׁהָיָה וֹדּלֵק וְהוֹלֵךְ כָּל אוֹתָן הַיָּמִים 

 מִשּׁוּם הָכִי רָאוּי לְהַרְוֹבּת בְּנֵרוֹת 
כְּפִי מִסְפַּר אוֹתָן הַיָּמִים. 

וְטַעְמָא דְּמַאן דְּאָמַר פּוֹחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ 
 כְּנֶגֶד יָמִים הַנִּכְנָסִין, הַיְינוּ מִשּׁוּם. . .

שֶׁעִקָּר הַנֵּס לֹא נַעֲשָׂה אֶלָּא בַּפַּךְ 
 שֶׁבַּלַּיְלָה רִאוֹשׁנָה לֹא הוּרָק מִמֶּנוּ 

אֶלָּא חֵלֶק שְׁמִינִית. וּמִזֶה נִתְמַלְּאוּ 
כָּל נֵרוֹת הַמְּנוֹרָה . . . דְּמִוּשּׁם שֶׁהָיָה 

עִיקָּר הַנֵּס בַּפַּךְ וְהַפַּךְ בְּכָל יוֹם הָיָה 
מִתְמַּעֵט וְהוֹלֵךְ מִשּׁוּם הָכִי רָאוּי 

עֲשׂוֹת הִוּדּר מִּצְוָה גַם כֵּן בְּעִנְיַן זֶה  לַַ
דְּפוֹחֵת וְהוֹלֵךְ.

Part C. Rabbi Zevin’s Approach: Actual or Potential?

Rabbi Shlomo Yosef Zevin (Belarus 1888-1978, Israel) asserts that many of the 
disputes between Beit Shamai and Beit Hillel, the House (Academy) of Shamai and 
the House of Hillel, are tied to one general theme: Beit Shamai tends to focus on a 
thing’s potential and Beit Hillel on what it actually is.  Their dispute about Chanukah 
candles, he suggests, is a classic example of this difference in world view.  Beit 
Shamai focuses on the miraculous potential of the jug of oil. In retrospect we know 
that even on the first day of Chanukah, that which the Jews thought was merely a 
one-day jug of oil had the potential to burn eight days. But Beit Hillel holds that on 
every night we focus on how much actual miraculous burning took place. In Rabbi 
Zevin’s own words:

23. “The Approaches of Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai,” in Leor  Hahalacha, p. 304, 
footnote 2 – Beit Shamai and Beit Hillel represent two approaches to existence; the 
Chanukah dispute reflects this.

… The oil’s potential [on the first day] was eight-
fold, but its actual [miraculous burning] was 
just the opposite – on the first day they saw the 
miracle only one night, and the next night they 
saw it another night, and so they saw more of the 
miracle each day. 

This was the argument between the House of

... בְּכֹחוֹ שֶׁל הַשֶּׁמֶן לִדְלוֹק פִּי 
שְׁמוֹנָה. בְּפוֹעַל הָיָה לְהֵיפֶךְ: 

בַּיּוֹם הָרִאוֹשׁן רָאוּ הַנֵּס בְּלַיְלָה 
 אֶחָד בִּלְבָד, וּלְמָחֳרָתוֹ רָאוּ 

עוֹד בְּלַיְלָה אֶחָד, וְכֵן בְּכָל לַיְלָה 
הוֹסִיפוּ לִרְאוֹת הַנֵּס. 

וּבְכַךְ נֶחְלְקוּ בֵּית שַׁמַּאי וּבֵית
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Shamai and the House of Hillel: The House of 
Shamai followed their general approach, to focus 
on a thing’s potential, which decreased every 
night; and the House of Hillel was consistent with 
their approach, focusing on actualization.

הִלֵּל: בֵּית שַׁמַּאי לְשִׁיטָתָם 
מַחְשִׁיבִים אֶת הַדֶּרֶךְ כְּפִי מַה 

שֶׁהוּא בְּכֹחַ, וּבֵית הִלֵּל לְשִׁיטָתָם 
 מַעֲרִיכִים אוֹתוֹ מִנְקוּדַת 

הוֹצָאָתוֹ לַפּוֹעַל.

The famous historian Rabbi Berel Wein expresses the same idea in his own words.

24. Rabbi Berel Wein, www.yeshiva.co/midrash/shiur.asp?id=17660 –
Ramifications of reality and potential in practical living.

Chanukah in its halachic discussions and various applications represents the 
necessary two components of Jewish life. These are reality and potential... Beit 
Shamai is always dealing with potential while Beit Hillel deals with reality 
and actuality. Thus on the first night of Chanukah there is a potential for eight 
days of holiday to come yet and therefore Beit Shamai suggests that all eight 
lights be kindled. However Beit Hillel in dealing with the actuality of the 
situation states that only one day of the holiday has arrived and therefore only 
one light is to be kindled. And these two different views will naturally govern 
the amount of lights to be kindled on all of the successive nights of Chanukah 
as well.

The halachic process always busies itself with deciding in a practical manner 
which of two conflicting opinions is to become the practice of normative 
Judaism. The halacha has taught us that we follow the opinion of Beit Hillel in 
our fulfillment of the ritual of lighting the Chanukah flames. Yet the opinion 
of Beit Shamai is not to be ignored and completely discarded. The Talmud 
teaches us that the opinions of Beit Shamai and of Beit Hillel are both “the 
words of the living God.” We humans can only in practice follow one of the 
opinions and the halacha has instituted the opinion of Beit Hillel as the 
accepted practice of Jewish tradition and society. But we are bidden not to 
forget the underlying value that the opinion of Beit Shamai represents. 

A society that lives only in the present and deals exclusively with the reality 
that it faces eventually loses spirit, drive and enthusiasm. Actuality rarely 
creates innovation and creativity. Those qualities stem from intuition, seeing 
potential, and if you wish, dreams and as yet unrealized ideals. In education 
many times the failure of the school or the teacher and thus of the pupil as well 
stems from seeing the student only in his or her present actuality and ignoring 
the great potential that lies within the young. 

When I was the head of a yeshiva in Monsey, New York, the great sage Rabbi 
Yaakov Kaminetzky warned me about the treatment of the mischievous 
student. He told me that he should not be summarily expelled from the school 
since mischievous students many times are the ones that usually possess great 
potential which in later life when activated will be of benefit to all. 
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Chanukah represents the combination of these two essential values in Jewish 
national and personal life. The military victory of the Hasmoneans over the 
pagan Syrian Greek idolaters was necessary and practical and realistic. It 
restored Jewish sovereignty over the Land of Israel and because of it Jewish 
rule continued for more than one hundred years until the arrival of Pompeii 
and the Romans in the country. Chanukah must therefore commemorate 
that physical, practical military victory. But Chanukah also represents the 
rededication of the Temple to its holy service and purpose. Holiness and 
spiritual achievements are always measured not only in terms of their current 
achievements but in their unlimited potential for later generations as well. 

The lights of Chanukah kindled almost twenty-two centuries ago are still 
the spark that kindles our Chanukah lamps in our homes and society today. 
The miracle of the small cruse of oil that somehow burned for eight days was 
the harbinger of the story of the inexplicable potential of the Jewish people 
to survive and still flourish in the dark night of an awful exile. Therefore 
Chanukah bids us to be practical and realistic in our behavior and policies. But 
it also guides us to see beyond the moment and to see the great potential that 
lies within Jews and Jewish society and to attempt thereupon to actualize that 
potential. The reality of the problems that face us should never be allowed to 
eclipse the talented, holy potential that lives within us.

•	 The following are three approaches to understanding the dispute between the 
House of Shamai and the House of Hillel:

•	 The Chatam Sofer: According to Beit Shamai we decrease the number of candles 
daily because the enemy (the Syrio-Greek army) was diminished; but according 
to Beit Hillel we increase candles just as the Jews were elevated.

•	 The Pnei Yehoshua: According to Beit Shamai we decrease candles because 
the miracle was evident in the jug of oil, the amount of oil decreasing each 
day as the miracle continued. According to Beit Hillel we increase candles, 
corresponding to increased publicity of the miracle and the Divine love it 
expresses; each day they saw more and more miraculous burning candles.

•	 Rav Shlomo Yosef Zevin: Beit Shamai focuses on potential; the oil on the first 
day had eight days of potential burning, and less and less each day. Beit Hillel 
focuses on actualization; on the first day there was only one day of actual 
miraculous candles, and it increased daily.

•	 The Maharsha points out that Beit Shamai does not deny the principle that 
we must “elevate in matters of holiness.” He suggests that there are simply 
compelling reasons not to apply it here.*

•	 The Sefat Emet suggests a practical difference between the “incoming days” 
approach and the “elevate in holiness” approach.*

* See notes that follow shiur

KEY 
THEMES 
OF 
SECTION 
III



22Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin - Teacher’s Guide

Who is obligated in the mitzvah of Chanukah candles?

The default position for a mitzvah is that each individual is obligated. One would 
assume this should also be true for Chanukah candles. This seems to be the position 
of the Rema. However, the Gemara expressed the basic level of the mitzvah of 
Chanukah candles as “ner ish uveito.” It is likely that the Rambam sees this as 
indicating that the mitzvah applies specifically to households.

What might have inspired our Sages to decree a mitzvah that focuses on the 
household? Two suggestions were raised: 1. The goal of the mitzvah is publicizing 
the miracle, and it was therefore instituted to light on the houses that border 
the public thoroughfare, applying the mitzvah to the household rather than the 
individual (the Pnei Yehoshua). 2. The mitzvah mirrors the Greek decrees attempting 
to destroy the sanctity of Jewish family life. 

According to the Rambam and Tosafot, only one person lights for the entire family, 
indicating that the mitzvah is placed upon the household. According to the Rema, 
each individual member of the household lights.

What is the practical difference between how Sephardic and Ashkenazi 
Jews light Chanukah candles? 

Common Sephardic practice, based on the ruling of Rabbi Yosef Karo in the 
Shulchan Aruch, is to light one set of Chanukah candles per household. In Ashkenazi 
homes, based on the ruling of the Rema, each member of the household lights one 
set of candles. 

What are the sources in Talmudic literature for this difference and what 
are its conceptual roots?

The Gemara lists three levels of the mitzvah of Chanukah candles. The first is that 
each household lights one candle. The second (mehadrin) is to light one candle for 
each person, and the third (mehadrin min ha-mehadrin) is to light one on the first 
night of Chanukah, two on the second, and so on. The Gemara’s text is open to two 
interpretations.  According to the Rambam and Rema, the third level is built on the 
second, and the number of candles reflects both the number of people and the 
night of Chanukah; according to Tosafot, the Gemara presents two alternative ways 
of enhancing the mitzvah. Thus, according to Tosafot each household should light 
one candle on the first night, and eight on the last; according to the Rambam, the 
number of days is multiplied by the number of members of the household.

The different opinions can be understood based on the question of how the mitzvah 
ought to be enhanced: by the lighting representing the days of Chanukah, or by 
simply increasing candles (the number of the increase is calculated by multiplying 
the amount of people in the household by the number of the night of Chanukah).

CLASS 
SUMMARY



23Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin - Teacher’s Guide

Why, according to all customs, do we add an extra candle every day of 
Chanukah – as opposed to lighting just one every day, eight every day, 
or starting with eight and ending up with one?

Beit Hillel follows this approach (adding a candle each day), and the Gemara 
provides two reasons for this practice. One is that we apply here the general 
principle of “Increase in matters of holiness, do not decrease.” A second reason is 
that in order to publicize the Chanukah miracle we should light corresponding to 
the incoming days of Chanukah. But why count the days the candle has already 
miraculously lit and not (like Beit Shamai does) those still to come? We saw three 
approaches to this question: one (Chatam Sofer) is that we should reflect Israel’s 
daily elevation; another (Pnei Yehoshua) that we reflect the increase in Divine love; 
a third (Rav Zevin) is that this reflects a broader difference in approach between 
Beit Hillel and Beit Shamai: Whereas Beit Shamai emphasizes potential, Beit Hillel 
focuses on what actually is. Every night of Chanukah we commemorate how much 
the miraculous candles actually lit.

Sephardic vs. Ashkenazi practice for lighting Chanukah candles

Sephardic practice follows the approach of the Shulchan Aruch, who rules like 
Tosafot, whereas Ashkenazim follow the Rema. The Rema’s position, like the 
Rambam’s, sees the mehadrin min ha-mehadrin as a double enhancement. However, 
whereas the Rambam holds that one person lights all the candles for the entire 
household, the Rema holds that every individual lights their own set of candles.

Notes: 

1. The Maharsha points out that Beit Shamai agrees that the idea of “elevating 
in matters of holiness” is a legitimate halachic concept; we do not find that they 
dispute it elsewhere (see for instance Mishnah, Menachot 11:7). Here, though, 
because of the need to commemorate the miracle through decreasing candles 
(because of one of the three reasons above), they justified veering from this 
principle based on the alternative model of the oxen sacrifices of Sukkot where the 
sacrifices decrease.

2. The Sfat Emet suggests a practical difference between the two variant 
approaches for explaining the argument (incoming and outgoing days; sacrificial 
oxen or increasing holiness). For instance, take somebody who only has twenty 
candles. According to the approach that the number of candles corresponds to the 
number of outgoing days of Chanukah, he should light one the first night, two the 
second, three the third, four the fourth, and five the fifth night. On the last three 
nights (he only has five remaining candles) he should light one candle and fulfill the 
basic mitzvah. On the other hand, if Beit Hillel’s reason is “Elevate in holiness and do 
not descend,” going from five candles on the fifth night to one on the subsequent 
night is problematic. It is better to light one candle on each of the first seven nights 
and save his extra candles to light eight on the last night.
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Hebrew
A comprehensive collection of sources on these topics is available in three well-
developed articles, Sections 8, 9, and 10 of the אוצר עיונים section of the מתיבתא 
edition of the Talmud. Through their footnotes you can reach much of the relevant 
source material.

Harav Chaim Goldvicht has a beautiful article, התפשטות גווני האור בנרות חנוכה in his אסופת 
.which brings beauty and depth to the topic ,מערכות

Online Articles

“Mehadrin Min Ha-mehadrin,” by Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman, refers to many of the 
Acharonim who speak about this topic, and is available online at  http://www.
yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/711093/Rabbi_Daniel_Z_Feldman/Mehadrin_Min_
Ha-mehadrin#
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