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Thinking Gemara Series: Chanukah Candles

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

Shabbat 21b

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.

KEY
• Who is obligated in the mitzvah of Chanukah candles?
QUESTIONS

• 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?

CLASS
OUTLINE

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?

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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INTRODUCTION 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…
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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:

:ָּתנּו ַרּבָ נָ ן

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

 ִמצְ וַ ת ֲחּנּוכָ ּה נֵ ר ִאיׁש ּובֵ יתֹו.1

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

 וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ְּד ִרין נֵ ר לְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד.2

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.]

–  וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ְּד ִרין ִּמן ַה ְמ ַה ְּד ִרין.3
אֹומ ִרים יֹום ִראׁשֹון
ְ ּבֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי
ַמ ְדלִ יק ְׁשמֹנָ ה ִמּכַ אן וָ ֵאילָ ְך
אֹומ ִרים
ְ  ּובֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל,ּפֹוחת וְ הֹולֵ ְך
ֵ
יֹום ִראׁשֹון ַמ ְדלִ יק ַא ַחת ִמּכַ אן
.מֹוסיף וְ הֹולֵ ְך
ִ וָ ֵאילָ ְך

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.

 נֵ ר ֶא ָחד בְּ כָ ל- נֵ ר ִאישׁ וּבֵ יתוֹ
 וְ ִאישׁ וְ כָ ל בְּ נֵ י בֵ יתוֹ ַסגִּ י,לַ יְ לָ ה
:לְ הוּ בְּ נֵ ר ֶא ָחד

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).
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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?

וְ יֵ ׁש לְ ַעּיֵ ין ִאי ַה ִּמצְ וָ ה
 ּכְ מֹו ְמזּוזָ ה, נֵ ר ֶא ָחד ּבַ ּבַ יִ ת.א
 ְּדכָ ל ֶׁש ִה ְדלִ יק,ּוכְ מֹו נֵ ר ַׁשּבָ ת
לְ ֵׁשם ַׁשּבָ ת ַאף ֶׁש ִה ְדלִ יק ִמי
 ּולְ ִפי זֶ ה ֶא ְפ ָׁשר ְּדגַ ם.ֶׁשּיִ ְהיֶ ה ַּדי
ְׁשנֵ י ּבַ ֲעלֵ י ּבָ ִּתים ַה ָּד ִרים ּבְ בַ יִ ת
 אֹו. . .ֶא ָחד ַּדי לָ ֶהם ּבְ נֵ ר ֶא ָחד
נֵ ָימא
 ְד ַה ִּמצְ וָ ה ַעל ּכָ ל ָא ָדם ֶאּלָ א.ב
.ְּדבַ ַעל ַהּבַ יִ ת מֹוצִ יא ּכָ ל ּבְ נֵ י בֵ יתֹו

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”).

ָא ַמר ַרב ֵשׁ ֶשׁת ַאכְ ְסנַ אי ַחיָּ יב
בְּ נֵ ר ֲחנוּכָּ ה וְ ֵאינוֹ יוֹצֵ א בְּ נֵ רוֹ ֶשׁל
בַּ ַעל ַהבַּ יִ ת ְדֹּלא ֲהוֵ י בִּ כְ לַ ל ִאישׁ
.]וְ ִא ְשׁתּוֹ [וּבֵ יתוֹ

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.
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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.

 ְסבִ ָירא לִ י ְּדבְ ֲחנוּכָּ ה:ְתּשׁוּבָ ה
כֵּ יוָ ן ְדּלָ או ַא ַק ְר ַק ְפ ָתּא ְּדגַ בְ ָרא
מוּטל ִחיּוּב ַה ַה ְדלָ ָקה ֶאלָּ א ֶא ָחד
ָ
ִמכָּ ל ּבַ ֲעלֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת ַמ ְדלִ יק בְּ ֶפ ַתח
ֶה ָחצֵ ר וְ שׁוּב ֵאין שׁוּם ִחיּוּב ַעל
שׁוּם ֶא ָחד ִמכָּ ל ּבַ ֲעלֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת ַאף
ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשלֹּא ָשׁ ְמעוּ ַהבְּ ָרכָ ה וְ ֹלא
 וְ ַע ִד ָיפא ִמיּנֵ יה.ָראוּ ַה ַה ְדלָ ָקה
ָא ַמר ר’ זֵ ָירא כֵּ יוָ ן ִּדנְ ִסיבְ נָ א
ֲא ִמינָ א ּתּו ֹלא צְ ִריכְ נָ א ְדּ ָהא
.ָק ַמ ְדלְ ֵקי ָעלַ י בְּ גוֹ בֵ ָיתאי
ַא ְמטוּ לְ ָהכִ י ַסגִּ י בְּ ָק ָטן ֶשׁ ִהגִ ַיע
.לְ ִחינוְּך ַה ַמּ ְדלִ יק בְּ ֶפ ַתח ֶה ָחצֵ ר
ַאבָ ל בִּ ְק ִר ַיאת ַה ְמּגִ לָּ ה ַה ֻמּ ָטּל ַעל
כָּ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד לִ ְקרוֹת אוֹ
 ֵאין ָק ָטן ַאף,מוֹע ַה ְמּגִ לָּ ה
ַ לִ ְשׁ
ֶשׁ ִהגִּ ַיע לְ ִחינוְּך מוֹצִ יא ֶאת
 וְ ִחלּוּק זֶ ה ִמ ְת ַקבֵּ ל ַעל.ָה ַרבִּ ים
. נִ ְר ֶאה לִ י.ַה ַדּ ַעת

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.

 ְּד ַׁשאנִ י ָהכָ א ֶׁש ֵאין,ֶאּלָ א
ָהכָ א ִע ַּקר ַה ִּמצְ וָ ה ֶאּלָ א
ּבְ ָסמּוְך לִ ְרׁשּות ָה ַרּבִ ים
סּומי
ֵ ֶׁשהּוא ִמּׁשּום ִּפ ְר
 ִמׁשּום ּכַ ְך ִה ִּטילּו.נִ ָיסא
חֹובַ ת ִמצְ וָ ה זֹו ּכְ ִאיּלּו ִהיא
 וַ ֲע ַדיִ ן צָ ִריְך.חֹובַ ת ַהּבַ יִ ת
:ִעּיּון

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.

 כָּ ל בֶּ ן יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל: ָע ְמדוּ וְ גָ זְ רוּ. . .
עוֹשֹה לוֹ בְּ ִר ַיח אוֹ ַמ ְסגֵּ ר לְ ִפ ְתחוֹ
ֶ ֶשׁ
 וְ כָ ל כַּ ְך לָ ָמה כְּ ֵדי ֶשֹּׁלא,יִ ָד ֵקר בַּ ֶח ֶרב
יִ ְהיֶ ה לְ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל כָּ בוֹד וְ ֹלא ְרשּׁות
 ֶשׁכָּ ל בַּ יִ ת ֶשׁ ֵאין לוֹ ֶדּלֶ ת,)(צְ נִ יעוּת
ֵאין לוֹ כָּ בוֹד וְ ֹלא צְ נִ יעוּת וְ כָ ל ָהרוֹצֶ ה
 כֵּ יוָ ן.לִ כָּ נֵ ס נִ כְ נָ ס בֵּ ין בַּ ּיוֹם וּבֵ ין בַּ לַּ יְ לָ ה
ֶשׁ ָראוּ יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל כַּ ְך ָע ְמדוּ וּבִ ְטּלוּ כָּ ל
ַדּלְ תוֹת בָּ ֵתּ ֶיהם וְ ֹלא ָהיוּ יְ כוֹלִ ין ֹלא
לֶ ֱאכוֹל וְ ֹלא לִ ְשׁתּוֹת וְ ֹלא לְ ַשׁ ֵמּשׁ
 בִּ ְשׁבִ יל גַּ נָּ בִ ין וְ לִ ְס ִטין,טּוֹת ֶיהם
ֵ ִמ
,ָוּפ ִריצֵ י יְ וָ נִ ים

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.

 “כָּ ל ִמי ֶשׁ ִא ְשׁתּוֹ:ָע ְמדוּ וְ גָ זְ רוּ
”.הוֹלֶ כֶ ת לִ ְטבִ ילָ ה יִ ָד ֵקר בַּ ֶח ֶרב

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.
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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.

כֵּ יוָ ן ֶשׁ ָראוּ יְ וָ נִ ים ֶשׁ ֵאין יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל
 ָע ְמדוּ,רוֹת ֶיהם
ֵ ֵישׁין בִּ גְ ז
ִ ִַמ ְרג
,כוּרה
ָ וְ גָ זְ רוּ ֲעלֵ ֶיהם גְּ זֵ ָרה ָמ ָרה וַ ֲע
ֶשֹּׁלא ִתכָּ נֵ ס כַּ לָּ ה בְּ לַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראשׁוֹן
ֵמ ֻח ָפּ ָתהּ ֶאלָּ א ֵאצֶ ל ַה ֶהגְ מוֹן
 כֵּ יוָ ן ֶשׁ ָשּׁ ְמעוּ.ֶשׁבַּ ָמּקוֹם ַההוּא
יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל כַּ ְך ָרפוּ יְ ֵד ֶיהם וְ ָת ַשׁשׁ
 וְ ָהיוּ בְּ נוֹת,כּ ָֹחם וְ נִ ְמנְ עוּ ִמלְּ ָא ֵרס
יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל בּוֹגְ רוֹת ַוּמזְ ִקינוֹת כְּ ֶשׁ ֵהן
.בְּ תוּלוֹת

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.

KEY
THEMES
OF
SECTION
I

• 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.
2.

If two families live within one house, must both light?
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.

SECTION II 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.
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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.

 נִ ְר ֶאה- וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ְּד ִרין ִמן ַה ְמ ַה ְּד ִרין
לְ ִר”י ְּדבֵ ית ַׁש ַמאי ּובֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל ֹלא
 ֶׁשּכֵ ן,ַקיְ ֵימי ֶאּלָ א ַאנֵ ר ִאיׁש ּובֵ יתֹו
 ְּד ִאיּכָ א ֶהיּכֵ ָרא,יֹותר ִהּדּור
ֵ יֵ ׁש
מֹוסיף וְ הֹולֵ ְך אֹו ְמ ַח ֵּסר ֶׁשהּוא
ִ ּכְ ֶׁש
.ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד יָ ִמים ַהּנִ כְ נָ ִסים אֹו ַהּיֹוצְ ִאים
עֹושֹה נֵ ר לְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד
ֶ ַאבָ ל ִאם
יֹוסיף ִמּכַ אן וָ ֵאילָ ְך לֵ יּכָ א
ִ ֲא ִפילּו
 ֶׁשיִ ְסּבְ רּו ֶׁשּכָ ְך יֵ ׁש ּבְ נֵ י,ֶהיּכֵ ָרא
.ָא ָדם ּבַ ּבָ יִ ת

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.
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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.

--א ּכַ ָּמה נֵ רֹות הּוא ַמ ְדלִ יק ּבַ ֲחנֻ ּכָ ה
ִמצְ וָ ָתּה ֶׁשּיִ ְהיֶ ה ּכָ ל ּבַ יִ ת ּובַ יִ ת ַמ ְדלִ יק
, ּבֵ ין ֶׁש ָהיּו ַאנְ ֵׁשי ַהּבַ יִ ת ְמ ֻרּבִ ין,נֵ ר ֶא ָחד
.ּבֵ ין ֶׁשֹּלא ָהיָ ה ּבֹו ֵאלָ א ָא ָדם ֶא ָחד
 ַמ ְדלִ יק נֵ רֹות,וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ֵּדר ֶאת ַה ִּמצְ וָ ה
, נֵ ר לְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד,ּכְ ִמנְ יַ ן ַאנְ ֵׁשי ַהּבַ יִ ת
יֹותר
ֵ  וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ֵּדר.ּבֵ ין ֲאנָ ִׁשים ּבֵ ין נָ ִׁשים
,עֹוׂשה ִמצְ וָ ה ִמן ַה ֻּמבְ ָחר
ֶ ְַעל זֶ ה ו
ַמ ְדלִ יק נֵ ר לְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד ּבַ ּלַ יְ לָ ה
ּומֹוסיף וְ הֹולֵ ְך ּבְ כָ ל לַ יְ לָ ה
ִ ,ָה ִראׁשֹון
. ֶא ָחד,וְ לַ יְ לָ ה

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.

 ֲה ֵרי ֶׁש ָהיּו ַאנְ ֵׁשי ַהּבַ יִ ת:ב ּכֵ יצַ ד
 ַמ ְדלִ יק,ּבַ ּלַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראׁשֹון--ֲע ָׂש ָרה
; ֶע ְׂש ִרים,ֲע ָׂש ָרה נֵ רֹות; ּובְ לֵ יל ֵׁשנִ י
לֹוׁשים; ַעד ֶׁשּנִ ְמצָ א
ִ  ְׁש,יׁשי
ִ ִּובְ לֵ יל ְׁשל
. ְׁשמֹונִ ים,ַמ ְדלִ יק ּבְ לֵ יל ְׁש ִמינִ י

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.

,ג ִמנְ ָהג ָּפׁשּוט ּבְ כָ ל ָע ֵרינּו ּבִ ְס ָפ ַרד
ֶׁשּיִ ְהיּו ּכָ ל ַאנְ ֵׁשי ַהּבַ יִ ת ַמ ְדלִ ִיקין נֵ ר
ּומֹוס ִיפין
ִ ,ֶא ָחד ּבַ ּלַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראׁשֹון
 ַעד,וְ הֹולְ כִ ין נֵ ר ּבְ כָ ל לַ יְ לָ ה וְ לַ יְ לָ ה
ֶׁשּנִ ְמצָ א ַמ ְדלִ יק ּבְ לֵ יל ְׁש ִמינִ י ְׁשמֹונָ ה
,נֵ רֹות – ּבֵ ין ֶׁש ָהיּו ַאנְ ֵׁשי ַהּבַ יִ ת ְמ ֻרּבִ ים
.ּבֵ ין ֶׁש ָהיָ ה ָא ָדם ֶא ָחד

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 doubleenhancement, 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.

? ּכַ ָּמה נֵ רֹות ַמ ְדלִ יק:שלחן ערוך
 ִמּכַ אן,ּבַ ּלַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראׁשֹון ַמ ְדלִ יק ֶא ָחד
מֹוסיף וְ הֹולֵ ְך ֶא ָחד ּבְ כָ ל לַ יְ לָ ה
ִ וָ ֵאילָ ְך
,ַעד ֶׁשּבְ לֵ יל ָה ַא ֲחרֹון יִ ְהיּו ְׁשמֹונָ ה
וַ ֲא ִפילּו ִאם ַרּבִ ים ּבְ נֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת ֹלא יַ ְדלִ יקּו
.יֹותר
ֵ

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.

אֹומ ִרים ְּדכָ ל ֶא ָחד ִמּבְ נֵ י
ְ  וְ יֵ ׁש:הגה
 וְ כֵ ן ַה ִּמנְ ָהג,)ַהּבַ יִ ת יַ ְדלִ יק ָ(ה ַר ְמּבַ ”ם
ָּפׁשּוט; וְ יִ זָ ֲהרּו לִ ֵּתן ּכָ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד
 ּכְ ֵדי ֶׁשּיְ ֵהא,יּוחד
ָ רֹותיו ּבְ ָמקֹום ְמ
ָ ֵנ
ֵהיּכֶ ר ּכַ ָמה נֵ רֹות ַמ ְדלִ ִיקין (מהר”א
.)ִמ ְּפ ָראג

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.

ינֹותינּו
ֵ ִמנְ ָהג ָּפׁשּוט ּבִ ְמ ִד
ּכִ ְמ ַה ְד ִרין ִמן ַה ְמ ַה ְּד ִרין
ֶׁש ַּמ ְדלִ ִיקין ּכָ ל ֶא ָחד וְ ֶא ָחד
ִמּבְ נֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת ּבַ ּלַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראׁשֹון
, ְׁשנֵ י נֵ רֹות, ּובַ ֵּׁשנִ י,נֵ ר ֶא ָחד
מֹוס ִיפין ַעד ֶׁשּבְ לֵ יל
ִ וְ כֵ ן
.ְׁש ִמינִ י ַמ ְדלִ יק ְׁשמֹונָ ה

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.

,ּבַ לַ יְ לָ ה ָה ִראׁשֹון – ַמ ְדלִ יק נֵ ר ֶא ָחד
ּומֹוסיף ֶא ָחד
ִ ִּומּכָ אן וָ ֵאילָ ְך הֹולֵ ְך
 ַעד ֶׁשּבְ לֵ יל ַא ֲחרֹון יִ ְהיּו,ּבְ כָ ל לַ יְ לָ ה
 ּובִ ְׁש ָאר ַהּלֵ ילֹות ַמ ְת ִחיל.ְׁשמֹונָ ה
 וְ ַא ַחר,הֹוסיף
ִ ְֵמאֹותֹו נֵ ר ֶׁשרֹוצֶ ה ל
ּכַ ְך ָה ַא ֵח ִרים ֶׁש ִה ְדלִ יק ּבַ ּלֵ ילֹות
 וַ ֲא ִפילּו ִאם ַרּבִ ים.ָה ִראׁשֹונִ ים
.יֹותר
ֵ ּבְ נֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת – ֹלא יַ ְדלִ יקּו
נֹוהגִ ים ֶׁשּכָ ל ֶא ָחד
ֲ וְ ָה ַא ְׁשּכְ נַ זִ ים
,ִמּבְ נֵ י ַהּבַ יִ ת יַ ְדלִ יק נֵ ר ֲחנֻ כָּ ה ֶׁשלֹו
עֹוׂשה נֵ רֹו בְ ָמקֹום
ֶ וְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד ֵמ ֶהם
.ְמיֻ ָחד

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.]

וְ נִ ְר ֶאה בְּ בֵ אוּר ִשׁ ַיטת
 ֶשׁנָּ ָטה ִמ ִדּבְ ֵרי,ָה ַר ָמ”א
 ַעל ִפּי ַמה ֶשׁיֵּ שׁ,ָה ַר ְמבַּ ”ם
לַ ֲחקוֹר בְּ גֶ ֶדר “נֵ ר ִאישׁ
” ַה ִאם ֲהוֵ י חוֹבַ ת.וּבֵ יתוֹ
ַהבַּ יִ ת (וְ ֹלא כִּ ְשׁ ַאר ַה ִמּצְ ווֹת
)ֶשׁ ֵהם חוֹב ַעל ָה ָא ָדם כִּ ְפ ָרט
 ֶשׁכָּ ל בַּ יִ ת ִוּמ ְשׁ ָפּ ָחה:ְדּ ַהיְ ינוּ
 ִוּמכֵּ יוָ ן ֶשׁ ֻה ְדלַ ק.יַ ְדלִ יק נֵ ר
,בַּ בַּ יִ ת נֵ ר ֶא ָחד נִ ְפ ְטרוּ כוּלָ ם
ַאף ֶשֹׁלא ִה ְתכַּ וְּ נוּ לָ צֵ את
ַעל יְ ֵדי ַה ַמּ ְדלִ יק וְ הוּא ֹלא
 ְדּ ִמכָּ ל.ִה ְתכַּ וֵּ ן לְ הוֹצִ ָיאם
הוּדלַ ק נֵ ר בְּ בַ יִ ת זֶ ה
ְ ָמקוֹם
.וְ נִ ְפ ְטרוּ כָּ ל ַאנְ ֵשׁי ַהבַּ יִ ת

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.]

, ְּד ֲהוֵ י ּכְ כָ ל חוֹב ַה ְפּ ָרט,אוֹ
ֶאלָּ א ֶשׁ ֶא ָחד מוֹצִ יא ֶאת
 וְ צָ ִריְך.כּוּלָ ם יְ ֵדי חוֹבָ ָתם
ֶשׁיְּ כַ וְּ נוּ לְ הוֹצִ יא וְ לָ צֵ את ּכְ כָ ל
ִמצְ וָ ה ֶשׁיּוֹצְ ִאים בָּ הּ ַעל יְ ֵדי
שׁוֹמ ַע כְּ עוֹנֶ ה
ֵ ֲא ֵח ִרים ִמ ִדּין
.אוֹ ִמ ִדּין ְשׁלִ יחוּת

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.”

וְ ִהנֵ ה ָה ַר ָמ”א בְּ ֻשׁלְ ַחן ָערוְּך
משׁה ָשׁם
ֶ ג) וּבְ ַד ְרכֵ י:(תרע”ז
ָפּ ַסק כְּ ַמ ַה ִרי”ל וּלְ ִשׁ ָיטתוֹ
ָאזִ יל בְּ ִס ָימן תרע”א ֶשׁכָּ ַתב
ֶשׁכָּ ל ֶא ָחד ִמבְּ נֵ י ַהבַּ יִ ת יַ ְדלִ יק
לְ ַעצְ מוֹ ַאבָ ל ָה ַר ְמבַּ ”ם סוֹבֵ ר
ְדּ ֶעצֶ ם ִמצְ וַ ת ַה ַה ְדלָ ָקה ַעל
ַהבַּ יִ ת ִהיא וּלְ ִשׁ ָיטתוֹ נֵ ָיחא
ְדּ ֶא ָחד ַמ ְדלִ יק ֶאת כָּ ל ַהנֵּ רוֹת
וְ ָה ַר ְמבַּ ”ם וְ ַה ַר ָמ”א ָאזְ לֵ י
לְ ִשׁ ָיט ַתייהוּ בִּ יסוֹד ִדּין נֵ ר
.ִאישׁ וּבֵ יתוֹ וְ דוֹ”ק בָּ זֶ ה

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

וְ נִ ְר ֶאה בְּ ִשׁ ַיטת ָה ַר ְמבַּ ”ם ִּדיְ סוֹד
ּגֶ ֶדר ַה ִהדּוּר בִּ ְמ ַה ְדּ ִרין ִמן
ַה ְּמ ַה ְדּ ִרין ֵאינוֹ בְּ צִ יּוּן ִמ ְס ַפּר
,ַהיָּ ִמים ֶאלָּ א בְּ ִרבּוּי ַהנֵּ רוֹת בִּ לְ בָ ד
ֶאלָּ א ְדּ ַחזַ ”ל ִתּ ְקנוּ לְ ַה ְרבּוֹת
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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.
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בְּ נֵ רוֹת כְּ נֶ גֶ ד יְ ֵמי ֶה ָחג כִּ ְר ִמיזָ א
בְּ ַעלְ ָמא ַאְך ַמהוּת ַה ִהדּוּר ֵאינוֹ
בְּ צִ יּוּן יְ ֵמי ֶה ָחג ֶאלָּ א בְּ ֶעצֶ ם ִרבּוּי
... תּוֹספוֹת
ָ  ַאבָ ל ַה... ַהנֵּ רוֹת
נִ ְר ֶאה ְִּד ְסבִ ָירא לְ הוּ ְדּ ַה ִהידוּר
ַהוֵ י בְּ ַמה ֶשׁהוּא ְמצַ יֵּ ן ֶאת
ִמנְ יַ ן ַהיָּ ִמים וְ כַ ְך כָּ ַתב ַהלְּ בוּשׁ
ב) ְדּיֵ שׁ ִהדּוּר בְּ ִפ ְרסוּם:(תרע”א
ֶמ ֶשְׁך יְ ֵמי ַהנֵּ ס וּבָ ִעינָ ן ֶשׁיְּ ֵהא לָ זֶ ה
.ֵהיכֶּ ר

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 Hamehadrin” – 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.

KEY
THEMES
OF
SECTION
II

ִהּנֵ ה ָהא ְדּ ָמצִ ינוּ בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה זוֹ ִהדּוּר
 ַהנִּ ְר ֶאה ִמּׁשוּם ְדּ ִע ָיקר,יוֹתר ִהדּוּר
ֵ ְו
ַהנֵּ ס ַתּכְ לִ יתוֹ ָהיָ ה ַרק ִמּׁשוּם ִהדּוּר
חוּדא וְ ֹלא ִמּׁשוּם ִע ָיּקר
ָ ְִמצְ וָ ה ל
.ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה
ְּד ַה ֵרי ָהיָ ה בְּ ַפְך ֶשׁ ֶמן לְ ַה ְדלִ יק בּוֹ
 וַ ֲה ֵרי ָהיוּ יְ כוֹלִ ים לַ ֲעשׂוֹת,לַ יְ לָ ה ֶא ָחת
יוֹתר ֶשׁ ִתּ ְהיֶ ה
ֵ ְְפּ ִתילוֹת ַדּקוֹת בּ
ַה ְפּ ִתילָ ה ֵחלֶ ק ְשׁ ִמינִ ית ִמן ַמה
.ּקוֹדם
ֶ ֶשׁ ָהיָ ה ָרגִ יל לִ ְהיוֹת בְּ כָ ל יוֹם ִמ
 וְ ָהיָ ה,וְ ָהיָ ה ַמ ְס ִפּיק לִ ְשׁמוֹנָ ה יָ ִמים
 ְדּ ַה ֵרי ֵאין.ְמ ַקיֵּ ים ִע ָיּקר ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה
 וְ כָ ל ַהנֵּ ס.ִשׁיעוּר לְ עֹבִ י ַה ְפּ ִתילוֹת
ָהיָ ה ַרק ִמשּׁוּם ִהדּוּר ִמצְ וָ ה ֶשׁיִּ ְהיוּ
 וְ ַעל.קּוֹדם
ֶ ַהנֵּ רוֹת יָ ִפים כְּ מוֹ ֶשׁ ָהיוּ ִמ
דּוּרים
ִ כֵּ ן ִתּ ְקנוּ ֲחכָ ִמים בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה זוֹ ִה
.יוֹתר ִמבְּ כָ ל ִמצְ וָ ה
ֵ

• 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.
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SECTION III 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].

:ָּתנּו ַרּבָ נָ ן
 ִמצְ וַ ת ֲחּנּוכָ ּה נֵ ר ִאיׁש ּובֵ יתֹו.1
 וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ְּד ִרין נֵ ר לְ כָ ל ֶא ָחד.2
וְ ֶא ָחד
–  וְ ַה ְּמ ַה ְּד ִרין ִּמן ַה ְמ ַה ְּד ִרין.3
אֹומ ִרים יֹום
ְ ּבֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי
ִראׁשֹון ַמ ְדלִ יק ְׁשמֹנָ ה ִמּכַ אן
 ּובֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל,ּפֹוחת וְ הֹולֵ ְך
ֵ וָ ֵאילָ ְך
אֹומ ִרים יֹום ִראׁשֹון ַמ ְדלִ יק
ְ
מֹוסיף
ִ ַא ַחת ִמּכַ אן וָ ֵאילָ ְך
.וְ הֹולֵ ְך

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

 ְּפלִ יגֵ י ּבָ ּה:ָא ַמר עּולָ א
מֹור ֵאי ּבְ ַמ ֲע ָרבָ א
ָ ְּת ֵרי ֲא
יֹוסי ּבַ ר ָאבִ ין וְ ַרּבִ י
ִ – ַרּבִ י
 ַחד ָא ַמר.יֹוסי ּבַ ר זְ בִ ָידא
ִ
ַט ֲע ָמא ְּדבֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי
ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד יָ ִמים ַהּנִ כְ נָ ִסין
וְ ַט ֲע ָמא ְּדבֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד
 וְ ַחד ָא ַמר,יָ ִמים ַהּיֹוצְ ִאין
ַט ֲע ָמא ְּדבֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי
ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד ָּפ ֵרי ֶה ָחג וְ ַט ֲע ָמא
ְּדבֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל ְּד ַמ ֲעלִ ין
.מֹור ִידין
ִ קֹודׁש וְ ֵאין
ֶ ַּב
ָא ַמר ַרּבָ ה ּבַ ר ּבַ ר ַחּנָ ה
 ְׁשנֵ י:יֹוחנָ ן
ָ ָא ַמר ַרּבִ י
זְ ֵקנִ ים ָהיּו בְ צַ יְ ָּדן – ֶא ָחד
ָע ָשֹה ּכְ בֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי וְ ֶא ָחד
.ָע ָׁשה ּכְ ִדבְ ֵרי בֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל
נֹותן ַט ַעם לִ ְדבָ ָריו
ֵ זֶ ה
נֹותן
ֵ ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד ָּפ ֵרי ֶה ָחג וְ זֶ ה
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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.

ַט ַעם לִ ְדבָ ָריו ְּד ַמ ֲעלִ ין
.מֹור ִידין
ִ קֹודׁש וְ ֵאין
ֶ ַּב

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.”

 לְ בֵ ית ַׁש ַּמאי ָעשׂוּ,וְ נִ ְר ֶאה לִ י
 ַעל,ִע ָיקר ִמ ַמ ָפּלַ ת ַהשּׂוֹנְ ִאים
פּוֹחת וְ הוֹלֵ ְך כְּ ִשׁבְ ִעים ָפּ ֵרי
ֵ כֵּ ן
ֶה ָחג ֶשׁ ֵה ָמּה נֶ גֶ ד ִשׁבְ ִעים
 ּולְ בֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל ָקבְ עוּ.אוּמוֹת
 ַעל ּכֵ ן,נֶ גֶ ד ֲעלִ יָּ ָתן ֶשׁל יִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל
:קּוֹדשׁ
ֶ ַַמ ֲעלִ ין בּ

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

 ְּד ַט ֲע ָמא ִּד ְמ ַה ְּד ִרין ִמן,ֶאלָּ א
 ְדּכֵ יוָ ן ֶשׁבְּ כָ ל יוֹם וָ יוֹם,ַה ְּמ ַה ְדּ ִרין
נִ ְת ַרבֶּ ה ִפּ ְרסוּם ַהנִ ָּיסא וְ ִחיּבַ ת ַה ָמּקוֹם
 לְ כַ ְך ָראוּי לַ ֲעשׂוֹת ִהדּוּר,יוֹתר
ֵ ְיוֹתר בּ
ֵ
.ִמצְ וָ ה לְ ִפי ֶע ֶרְך ִפּ ְרסוּם ַהנֵּ ס וְ ַה ִחבָּ ה
וְ ַהיְ נוּ ַט ְע ָמא ְּד ַמאן ְּד ָא ַמר כְּ נֶ גֶ ד
 ֶשׁ ֲה ֵרי בַּ לַּ יְ לָ ה,ַהּיָ ִמים ַהיּוֹצְ ִאין
ָה ִראשׁוֹנָ ה ֹלא נִ ְת ַפּ ְר ֵסם ַהנֵּ ס כִּ י ִאם
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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.
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אוֹתּה לַ יְ לָ ה בִּ לְ בָ ד כְּ מוֹ ֶשׁכָּ ַתב
ָ ַעל
[אֹורח ַחיִ ים ִס ָימן
ַ יוֹסף
ֵ בְּ בֵ ית
 ַמה ֶׁש ֵאין בְּ כָ ל ַליְ לָ ה.]תרע”א
יוֹתר
ֵ ּבְ ִה ְתּוַ ֵסף ַהיָּ ִמים ָהיָ ה ַהנֵּ ס
אוֹתן ַהּיָ ִמים
ָ ֶשׁ ָהיָ ה דּוֹלֵ ק וְ הוֹלֵ ְך כָּ ל
ִמּׁשּום ָהכִ י ָראוּי לְ ַה ְרבּוֹת בְּ נֵ רוֹת
.אוֹתן ַהּיָ ִמים
ָ כְּ ִפי ִמ ְס ַפּר
ּפוֹחת וְ הוֹלֵ ְך
ֵ וְ ַט ְע ָמא ְּד ַמאן ְּד ָא ַמר
. . . ַהיְ ינוּ ִמּׁשוּם,כְּ נֶ גֶ ד יָ ִמים ַהנִּ כְ נָ ִסין
ֶשׁ ִע ָקּר ַהנֵּ ס ֹלא נַ ֲע ָשׂה ֶאלָּ א בַּ ַפְּך
הּורק ִמ ֶמּנוּ
ָ ֶשׁבַּ לַּ יְ לָ ה ִראשׁוֹנָ ה ֹלא
 ִוּמזֶ ה נִ ְת ַמלְּ אוּ.ֶאלָּ א ֵחלֶ ק ְשׁ ִמינִ ית
 ְדּ ִמשּׁוּם ֶשׁ ָהיָ ה. . . נוֹרה
ָ כָּ ל נֵ רוֹת ַה ְמּ
ִע ָיּקר ַהנֵּ ס בַּ ַפְּך וְ ַה ַפְּך בְּ כָ ל יוֹם ָהיָ ה
ִמ ְת ַּמ ֵעט וְ הוֹלֵ ְך ִמּׁשּום ָהכִ י ָראוּי
ַל ֲעשׂוֹת ִהדּוּר ִמּצְ וָ ה גַ ם כֵּ ן בְּ ִענְ יַ ן זֶ ה
.פוֹחת וְ הוֹלֵ ְך
ֵ ְּד

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 eightfold, 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

 בְּ כֹחוֹ ֶשׁל ַה ֶשּׁ ֶמן לִ ְדלוֹק ִפּי...
:פוֹעל ָהיָ ה לְ ֵה ֶיפְך
ַ ְ בּ.ְשׁמוֹנָ ה
בַּ ּיוֹם ָה ִראשׁוֹן ָראוּ ַהנֵּ ס בְּ לַ יְ לָ ה
 וּלְ ָמ ֳח ָרתוֹ ָראוּ,ֶא ָחד בִּ לְ בָ ד
 וְ כֵ ן בְּ כָ ל לַ יְ לָ ה,עוֹד בְּ לַ יְ לָ ה ֶא ָחד
.הוֹסיפוּ לִ ְראוֹת ַהנֵּ ס
ִ
וּבְ כַ ְך נֶ ְחלְ קוּ בֵּ ית ַשׁ ַמּאי וּבֵ ית
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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.
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 בֵּ ית ַשׁ ַמּאי לְ ִׁש ָיט ָתם:ִהּלֵ ל
ַמ ְח ִשׁיבִ ים ֶאת ַה ֶדּ ֶרְך כְּ ִפי ַמה
 וּבֵ ית ִהּלֵ ל לְ ִׁש ָיט ָתם,ֶשׁהוּא בְּ כ ַֹח
קוּדת
ַ ְַמ ֲע ִריכִ ים אוֹתוֹ ִמנ
.ּפוֹעל
ַ ַהוֹצָ ָאתוֹ ל

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.

KEY
THEMES
OF
SECTION
III

• 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
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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).
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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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RECOMHebrew
MENDED
A comprehensive collection of sources on these topics is available in three wellADDITIONAL
developed articles, Sections 8, 9, and 10 of the  אוצר עיוניםsection of the מתיבתא
READING
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 חנוכהin his אסופת
מערכות, which brings beauty and depth to the topic.

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#

