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[Rabbi Bahya Ibn Paquda, 11th century]

 of light

of darkness”

“A small amount

dispels a lot

A small flame illuminates a large area of 
darkness. So too, a small amount of truth 

can overcome a lot of falsehood.

Double-dealing   
Simon wanted to buy a new computer 
to help him work on his commute into 
the office. He went to a computer store 
in the centre of town and sat down 
with the salesman to discuss his needs 
and the various options available. The 
salesman was a fast-thinking, quick-
talking guy, and within ten minutes he 
had convinced Simon of the package 
he needed and a price was agreed 
upon. Simon suddenly realized with 
embarrassment that he didn't have his 
credit card. In the end he left the store 
without paying anything, but assured 
the salesman that he would return the 

next day to pay and take home the computer. 
On his way home he passed another 
computer store and decided to go in 
and compare prices. To his surprise he 
found out that he could get the same 
package for ten percent less, and told the 
salesman that he would come back the 
next day to pay and collect the computer.
That evening Simon began to wonder 
whether the verbal agreements that 
he had made were binding. What was 
he supposed to do now that he had an 
agreement with two stores?

The Answer Continue on the other side

Simon can buy the computer from the cheaper store, but must appease 
the first store owner for going back on his word.

The Reason
In Jewish monetary law, a verbal agreement does not create a binding 
obligation to complete the transaction and neither side can be legally 
prevented from backing out. However a verbal agreement creates a moral 
obligation to complete the transaction, and whichever side was to back out 
is deemed "untrustworthy." According to some authorities, his testimony 
may no longer be accepted in a Bet Din [court of Jewish law].
While Rema [1520-1572] does mention the opinion that where 
there is a change in prices, the agreement may be broken without any 
moral repercussions, his final ruling is that even in such cases, a verbal 
agreement must be honored.
However, latter-day authorities such as Chatam Sofer [1762-1839] 
do permit the breaking of a verbal agreement where there has been a 
significant change in circumstances, claiming that in such cases Rema too 
would agree, and this opinion may be relied upon. A significant change 
would be a price difference of more than a sixth, as we find in other contexts.
So in our case, since the second store offered the same package for ten 
percent less, which is less than a sixth and therefore not a significant 
difference, Simon would have a moral obligation but not a contractual 
one to buy from the first store.
But there is an additional problem here: Simon made a verbal agreement 
with the second store too, and his moral obligation to keep his word is the 
same to both of them, as there is no reason to prefer his obligation to the 
first store over the second or vice versa.
Therefore Simon must either buy two computers, or buy one from either 
of the two stores and appease the other. This appeasement may be in 
the form of an apology, a bunch of flower, or a sum of money, as required.

The Few, the Jew 
and the Pew
T h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  J e w i s h 
community has been in an uproar 
during the last few weeks, and 
it’s all about data; pretty bleak 
data that indicate a less-than-
rosy future for America’s Jewish 
population. As a matter of fact, 
the recent Pew Research Center 
survey indicates a dwindling 
Jewish community with a 71% 
intermarriage rate; fewer young 
Americans actively involved in 

Jewish life; declining synagogue affiliation, and a decreasing 
connection to Israel.

It has been fascinating to read the reactions to this data from 
Jewish leaders across the spectrum. Some are suggesting a shift 
to increased observance and a stronger attachment to tradition; 
others point to a major identity crisis in the non-Orthodox 
Jewish world; still others believe that the only solution is 
accepting and embracing these trends as a new reality.

As a Jewish educator of many secular teenagers in an 
informal setting, I have chosen to take a different approach. 
I believe that we must go to the source. I decided to poll 

the “next generation” of Jews and gauge their responses to 
the results of the Pew research study. I sat with a group of 
ten articulate teenagers and shared the data with them. It 
was fascinating to see their initial reactions. There seemed 
to be a real sense of concern, a feeling of urgency about 
our future. There was tension in the room as the realization 
sank in that, in all likelihood, seven of their own would 
marry out of the faith. I then asked them to verbalize what 
they were feeling, and as I had surmised, most of them were 
quite alarmed. Most, but not all. One young lady glanced 
around the room and remarked, “Guys, I don't know why 
you are all so worried about these findings. Our people have 
been through much worse times. We have faced pogroms, 
a Holocaust, Communism and centuries of persecution, yet 
miraculously, we have persevered and survived. We will get 
through this intact!”
Her passionate response caught me off balance and, after 
thinking for a minute, I was inclined to agree with her. 
The Jewish people will endure; they will survive. After all, 
the Almighty promised that the Jewish flame will never 
be extinguished. But there is one important point that we 
cannot forget.
Yes, the collective Jewish nation is eternal, it will endure. 
But there are no guarantees for the individuals, there is no 
certainty that a particular family or even community will go 
on.  Perhaps a good analogy for this is the fateful voyage 
of the “indestructible” ship, Titanic. The ocean liner certainly 
had lifeboats, and there were survivors, but no individual or 

family was guaranteed a seat and nobody could be certain 
that they would be rescued. 
Perhaps the best historical parallel to the current uncertain 
Jewish communal situation can be found in the period that 
preceded the events that we commemorate on Chanukah. 
The Jewish community in Israel under Greek rule was not 
in any imminent physical danger. However, there was a 
real danger to Jewish continuity, as many Jews assimilated 
into the Hellenistic culture of the Greeks and embraced a 
life devoid of tradition and Jewish heritage. Interestingly 
enough, the miraculous defeat of the Greek occupation and 
the redirection of the Jewish community towards faith and 
observance was accomplished by just a few families rallying 
under the Maccabee battle cry of, “Whoever is for G-d, join 
us!” This small group of stalwart families is credited in the 
annals of history as the saviors of Jewish continuity. 
It seems as if the Almighty Himself wanted future generations 
to remember this message by performing a miracle where 
just a small amount of pure oil continued to endure and 
illuminate, just as his nation had and would.
So this Chanukah, as we kindle those small flames, let us 
make a commitment to ensure that our families and our 
communities will have a real stake in ensuring that the 
eternal light of our people continues to burn bright. Let us 
resolve to be a part of the few that refutes the Pew!

Rabbi Shlomo Landau is the director of Torah Links of Middlesex 
County. He is also the principal of Nefesh Yehudi Academy. Rabbi 
Landau currently resides in East Brunswick, NJ.
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Shragie Myers

Q&A

Got another question about Judaism? 
Ask the rabbis at diaspora@shalomlaam.co.il

Roy Shasha

History
Chanukah in 

History
Chanukah in

In order to understand the episode of 
Chanukah in its context, we have to go 
back to the reign of Alexander the Great 
(356-323 BCE). Alexander was a pupil of 
Aristotle till the age of 16. At the age of 
20 he ascended the Macedonian throne 
and went on to conquer an empire 
that encompassed Greece, Israel and 
Persia and spread as far as to India. The 
conquest was not only a military affair, 
but also cultural and ideological, as vassal 
states came under the influence of the 
Greek intellectual and artistic tradition.
After Alexander’s death the empire was 
divided into kingdoms led by his generals.  
Of these the Chanukah story involves 
only the Ptolemaic Kingdom in Egypt 
and the Seleucid Kingdom based in 

Antioch in Syria. Judea was part of the Ptolemaic Kingdom until 200 BCE 
when the territory was ceded to the Seleucids. The Jews lived in tolerable 
circumstances until the reign of Antiochus IV (birth unknown–161 BCE). He 
instigated a series of religiously oppressive measures that goaded the Jews 
to revolt in approximately 165-4 BCE. The revolt was led by the Hasmonean 
family under Matityahu, the son of the High Priest Yochanan, and his sons. 
The revolt that started as a successful guerrilla campaign eventually led to 
spectacular military victories at Emmaus which is near Latrun, and Bet Tsur.  
At this stage the Hasmoneans were able to take Jerusalem and rid the Temple 
of all traces of paganism. Final military victory and the establishment of an 
independent Jewish state did not come until 153 BCE after further battles.

Roy Shasha, Ph.D., is an editor of Sephardic rabbinical writings at the Yad 
Samuel Franco institute of Yeshivat Ahavat Shalom in Jerusalem.

Gedalia Guttentag

One Tiny Flame
Adam Sandler has a good question. 
Why am I the only kid in town 
without an eight-foot tall evergreen 
tree? And if all we are going to 
have is a menorah then why is it 
so small? Let’s decorate the whole 
house. Imagine…a four foot dreidel 
topped with a huge powdery jelly 
doughnut! Every window in the 
house lit with a menorah! Eight 
candles? Let’s do 80!  A burning Star 
of David in the yard, and two tablets 
with the Ten Commandments in 
neon tubing blinking like a JAP on 
the red carpet! 

Nope. Just one tiny candle. In our western culture of “more is 
always better” it’s sometimes hard not to feel inadequate when 
we compare our little menorah to the many decorations others 
put up. Is there a reason for this or are the Jews just being cheap 
on the oil? 
I’d like to share a little story with you, a story that has absolutely 
changed my very life. Is it true? Oh yes, absolutely. I know 
because I was there.
It was a crisp Friday evening towards the end of autumn. The 
frenetic activity in our home in preparation for Shabbat had 
already peaked and subsided. The table was set with our finest 
china and the food for our nine guests was fully prepared. Piping 
hot chicken soup fought with potato kugel, roasted veggies and 
garlic chicken for room on the hot plate. The cholent enjoyed a 

place of honor simmering alone in its own crockpot. And I was in 
the synagogue welcoming the Shabbat Queen. All was right in 
the world and quiet reigned on the western front.
Until all of the electricity went out. Our apartment - which was 
in the basement of a home adjacent to a valley - was completely 
dark. There were no other homes or streetlights to provide 
ambient light. The only light that existed in our home at all came 
from the two Shabbat candles burning on top of the bookshelf 
in the dining room. The kitchen however, was completely dark.
What to do? Move the meal to a neighbor? Impossible. A young 
couple along with their newborn baby was scheduled to join us 
for the meal, but wasn’t coming until very late. Wait for them and 
then move the meal? How long could we wait? The food was 
quickly getting cold!
So we started the meal. And what a fun meal it was! Gone 
were the normal social pressures that normally accompany a 
meal with other random people. We all laughed and joked with 
abandon. After all, no one could see anyone else very clearly and 
the warm candlelight brought out the best in everyone. Every 
dish was introduced to the table with a description, so that we 
knew what it contained. My one year old was dumped in the crib 
as soon as we started serving the hot soup. And a good time 
was had by all.
My wife had lit three candles, one for each member of the family. 
Two went out right on schedule, about three hours after they 
were lit. But the third one flickered on.
The young couple arrived and began their meal from scratch, 
making kiddush on the silver cup and washing their hands before 
eating the challot. They ate the lukewarm soup and then the 
main course while we all chatted about everything under the 

sun….everything except for the one thing we were all thinking 
about. That candle that still burned.
The table was cleared, dessert was served and the glances at 
the candle grew more frequent. But just as no one speaks to 
the pitcher throwing a perfect game, or even mentions the fact 
that it’s happening, so too no one mentioned the candle. And on 
it burned…and burned…and lit up the room with its tiny flame.
How long did it burn? Until the last guest said goodbye, the table 
was cleared, and I put the leftovers in the neighbor’s refrigerator. 
As I walked back into the house, that tiny flame flickered, jumped, 
and finally went out. Our very own little Chanukah miracle. 
There were no trumpets sounding, no lightning or thunder, no 
heavenly voices. Just a little flame that refused to go out, and lit 
up our Shabbat home.
Sometimes in life we think we don’t count for much. Who am I 
in the big scheme of things? Does what I do or say really matter? 
I’m just one person, a small sound in the cacophony of this 
enormous planet.
So we light only one small candle, as a lesson to the world and 
to ourselves. We need to see how much light one little flame can 
give. You are a candle, a flame. Your potential to illuminate the 
world is enormous. Believe in yourself. You matter so much. It’s 
the small flames like you that light up our dark world. And when 
you do what’s right and good there are no trumpets, no lightning 
or thunder, no heavenly voices. Just little you - perhaps a small 
flame, but a stubborn one, illuminating the world.  A miracle of 
survival and the miracle of the Jewish people.

Rabbi Shragie Myers is an educator at Partners in Torah and lives 
in Detroit, Michigan

Q. Nowadays everyone from my neighbor to the White House seems 
to be lighting a menorah. What’s it all about?
A. Let’s set the record straight about Chanukah, as it’s all a bit of a jumble 
of presents, doughnuts and menorahs. Chanukah commemorates the 
miraculous victory of a small group of Jews over the mighty Syrian-Greek 
Seleucid Empire more than 2100 years ago [see Chanukah in History 
section]. The Seleucids banned Shabbat observance, circumcision and 
Torah-study in an effort to stamp out the practice of Judaism in Israel.
A small band of Jews led by the priestly Hasmonean family defeated 
the Seleucid armies but on recapturing the Temple they discovered that 
there was only enough oil to light the menorah – a daily obligation in 
the Temple - for one day, and that it would take a week to produce new 
oil. Nonetheless they lit the menorah, but instead of burning for one day, 
it burnt for eight, until the new oil was ready. We commemorate this 
miracle by lighting the menorah for eight consecutive nights.

Q. Can you give me a quick guide to menorah-lighting: how many 
candles do I have to light and where? 
A. Here’s an outline: the menorah should have eight lights in a row. 
You can light candles [as many do] or better still, use olive oil and 
wicks, commemorating the menorah of the Temple. Each night add 
one more candle to the left of the previous day’s, and light from the 
new one first – from left to right.
The menorah should be visible to passers-by and so the custom is to light it 
by a window overlooking the street [careful of the curtains!] If there is a fear 
of animosity then it can be lit in the middle of the room.] In Israel there is a 
widespread custom to light the menorah by the door leading to the street and 

in this case it should be placed on the left side of the door when coming in.

Q. I only get back from work at 9 PM, so can I still light the menorah?
A. The rule is that you can light as long as there are people still around 
to see the menorah, because a major 
dimension of the whole ceremony is so 
that people see and remember the miracle 
of the menorah. At 9 PM people are still in 
the streets so there’s no problem to light. 
If you’re not able to light until late at night, 
the menorah should still be lit, but consult a 
rabbi about making the blessing.
If you are home then the best time to light 
is after nightfall [when the stars come out] 
and the candles or oil should be enough to 
burn for a minimum of half an hour.

Q. Is eating doughnuts on Chanukah 
obligatory?
A. No, you don’t have to eat a doughnut on Chanukah, although 
some people take it very seriously nonetheless. The explanation for 
doughnut-eating is simple: the miracle of Chanukah involved oil and 
thus we commemorate it by eating oily foods. So doughnuts vie with 
latkes [fried potato pancakes] for attention on Chanukah.
Another old Chanukah custom is the dreidel [sevivon in Hebrew] – spinning 
top. It’s told that while the ban on studying and teaching Torah was in place, 
Jewish children circumvented it by studying in remote areas. When Greek 
patrols neared, they would hide their texts and take out spinning tops and 
pretend to be playing. Spinning the dreidel was no child’s play! 
Gedalia Guttentag is the editor of the When Heaven Meets Earth series. He 
teaches at the Diaspora program of Yeshivat Etz Hachaim, Jerusalem.

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter [1810-1883] explains that this is one of the cases 
where the offended person has the "right" to be upset and angry with the 
one who offended him by backing out of the deal. Such justified anger 
can damage the offender, and appeasing him is not just a good idea, but 
something that is required.
It should be pointed out that when we are talking about a verbal 
agreement, for the purposes of this law we mean that all the details of 
the transaction have been finalized, and all that is lacking is the final 
contractual act. If Simon had left the store saying that he wanted to 
"sleep on it", for example, he would not be considered as having any 
moral obligation to the seller whatsoever.
To complete the subject of the validity of a verbal agreement, it must 
be added that there are situations where the custom is that a verbal 
agreement does create a binding contractual obligation which may 
not be reversed. For example among dealers at the Antwerp diamond 
exchange in Belgium, and that of Ramat Gan, Israel, saying "mazal 
u’bracha" closes a deal. Where there is such an accepted custom, this is 
binding in Jewish monetary law too, and the Bet Din will rule accordingly.
Join the Bet Midrash debate
If “mazal u’bracha” is a legal agreement in the diamond exchange, 
consider the following:
1. If Simon is a diamond dealer and says “mazal u’bracha” to the  
     computer salesman, does this create a legal or moral agreement?
2. If Simon agrees to sell his car for $10,000 to another diamond  
    dealer, says “mazal u’bracha” and is then offered $13,000 for the  
     car. Is he allowed to change his mind?

Rabbi Shlomo Cohen is a Dayan [rabbinical court judge] at the Bet Din of 
Ahavat Shalom and Eretz Hemda, and lectures on Jewish business ethics at 
Naaleh College. He is the author of Pure Money [Targum Press].

Double-dealing continued


