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“Well, you know that Hanukkah was invented in Cincinnati.”
I heard the words escaping my mouth. I was in a conference
room at the Cincinnati Chamber of Commerce. I was one of the
few people in the room who wasn’t Jewish. What in the world
was I saying?

As a native of this city, I am known to be a bit of a civic
booster. I am more than happy to share our community’s
achievements with any disinterested group of strangers I corner
in a conference room or a cocktail party: the first professional
baseball team, the first municipal fire department, the Roebling
prototype for the Brooklyn Bridge, the first municipal university,
etc. I usually exhaust the patience of my listeners long before I
run out of claims. You’re probably familiar with most of the list.
This claim, however, was a new addition.

There was more than a little confusion in the eyes of the
assembled that November day a few years ago. The
Chamber was planning a business-development trip to
Israel. We gathered to work out some logistical details. In
the meeting, in addition to my fellow Chamber of Commerce
trustees, were leaders from the Jewish Federation, the Jewish
Foundation and a sprinkling of Israelis who were currently
co-located in Cincinnati. It was a long meeting and, with my
choice of words, I was clearly intending to shake things up a
bit and have some fun. It worked. I suspect a few may have
quickly determined I was crazy.

From the other side of
the long conference table
suddenly came a calm voice
of support. Brian Jaffee, the
newly appointed head of the
Jewish Foundation,
said, “Yes, I heard
something about that on
National Public Radio this
week.” Suddenly, I was no
longer alone.

Biblical proof would have
been useful but, if it were
heard on NPR, it had to be true. (At least for those with a
more liberal bent.) Historian Dianne Ashton had written
a book called Hanukkah in America: A History, and she
was interviewed on NPR. She mentioned that two rabbis
in Cincinnati in the 19th century reinvented Hanukkah as
a uniquely American holiday. Brian obviously heard the
interview that I was referencing. I was off the hook!
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Many know that, traditionally, Hanukkah was considered
a minor festival. It’s mentioned only briefly and rather
cryptically in the Talmud, Judaism’s canon of religious law
and commentary. After a band of Jewish rebels called the
Maccabees expelled Greek occupiers from their temple, the
rebels kept the temple illuminated for 8 days with a single day’s
worth of oil, hence the 8 candles and 8 nights of celebration.
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Historians of faith traditions note that religious rituals are
“fluid and multidimensional, capable of adapting to the
changing circumstances of community life and capable of
deploying meanings on several planes: for the individual, the
local community and the universal membership. Rituals both
conserve tradition and enlarge it through the ordered activity
of worship.”

Well, America in the middle of the 19th century was certainly
undergoing rapid change, and faith traditions and religious
rituals were changing apace.

It’s worth mentioning that around the time two clever rabbis
in Cincinnati invented—well, OK, reimagined—Hanukkah,
Christmas was also reimagined into the holiday as we know
it. A century before, Colonial American Christians deemed
Christmas unimportant, just as Colonial American Jews held
similar views about Hanukkah.

As for Christmas, all that began to change in the Victorian
Age. America quickly embraced the British customs that were
introduced there by the Queen’s husband Albert from his native
Germany. A quiet religious holiday was transformed into a
festive season of singing, shopping, Father Christmas, family
gatherings, wreaths, Christmas trees and more.

Around the same time, the makeup of America’s Jewish
immigrants was changing, shifting from Spanish, Portuguese,
English and Dutch nationals to a much larger new population
of Germans.

As we learned last year from fellow literarian Ted Silberstein,
in the heavily German settlement of Cincinnati, many American
Jews also enjoyed German seasonal customs such as trees
decorated with ornaments. Interestingly, of the nearly 150,000
Jews from central Europe in the middle of the 19th century,
nearly 10,000 settled in Cincinnati. Most of our city’s Jews
emigrated from places like Bavaria and Bohemia and painted
our Jewish community with Germanic color.

Soon editors in the rapidly growing Jewish press viewed the
German holiday customs as too Christian for Jews. Shortly after
the Civil War, Cincinnati Rabbis Max Lilienthal and Isaac Mayer
Wise decided they needed to address this head on. Jewish
children needed something to resist what Ashton called “the
beguiling Kris Kringle and his tanenbaum.”

Cincinnati’s Rabbi Wise is widely considered the most important
Jewish reformer in America in the 19th century. He first thought
of banning Hanukkah altogether amongst his congregants.
Wise was conflicted about Hanukkah because he did not
believe in miracles. However, he soon realized the benefits
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of the Hanukkah
festival for children.
He eventually
encouraged a
uniquely American
Hanukkah festival in
the synagogue that
would be attractive
to kids with sweets,
choir performances
and lighting of the
menorah.

Fellow Cincinnatian Rabbi Lilienthal was the first American
rabbi to preach from a Christian pulpit. That experience gave
him ideas for Hanukkah. The December holiday seemed an
ideal way to impress Jewish children and show them that
Judaism held special appeal.

The new festival also gave reformers an additional way to
frame the Maccabees as heroes for a modern age. Wise
praised the Maccabees for their “indestructible tenacity,
strength, power of mind, and
force of character.” Had Israel
yielded, Wise wrote, there
would have been no Jesus
of Nazareth or Mohamed of
Mecca. The entire history of
modern civilization would
have changed. Lilienthal
wrote that the Maccabees
began the revolt with the
battle cry, “Give me liberty, or
give me death!”
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Ashton notes that
to promote the new
festival, Lilienthal
and Wise described
the first celebrations
to readers of the
two national Jewish
magazines they each
edited, beginning with
Wise’s account in his American Israelite in 1870. Lilienthal’s
magazine for children, the Hebrew Sabbath School Visitor
(later renamed The Sabbath Visitor), followed in 1874.
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Lilienthal began the festival in his synagogue by offering a
prayer and lighting the holiday candles, explaining the candlelighting rite and its importance while performing it for the
assembled group. Then lay leaders took over. As members
of the school committee followed with speeches, the choir
sang musical selections, and gifts were given to the teachers
by the children. Just before the children were sent home,
they were treated to oranges and sweets. Their departure
signaled the start of
entertainment for adults,
planned by the women of
the congregation, which
lasted into the night.
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Wise arranged a similar
celebration for children
at his synagogue. There,
he spoke to a large
audience that included
250 students. The cantor
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lit the candles and led the singing, and children recited
blessings over food and enjoyed sugary treats. By doing this,
the congregation’s festivities focused more completely on
its youngsters.

These communal Hanukkah celebrations, designed to
entertain, symbolically instruct and delight children,
introduced new Hanukkah customs to American Jews.
Through the magazines, these ideas spread quickly to
congregations across America.

My boasting claim aside, Lilienthal and Wise did not invent
the new celebration out of whole cloth of course. Ashton
notes that like much of 19th-century Jewish innovation in
America, it drew on three sources: customs remembered from
Europe, normative Jewish observances and practices adapted
from Christians in America. When the women of Lilienthal’s
congregation arranged the dance for adults that lasted far into
the night, they elaborated on socializing as it occurred among
Ashkenazi Jews in Europe. In European Jewish communities
as distant as Alsace and Lithuania, families and neighbors had
long enjoyed social visits on Hanukkah.

But by creating new ways of celebrating Hanukkah in order
to delight Jewish children during the Christmas season, the
rabbis added conviviality to synagogue life and brought more
children and their families within its walls. Reformers found
a new way to express a religious sentiment at Hanukkah
that linked that holiday to the Victorian religious mood in
America. To put it in a very American term, it was a home run.
Hanukkah traditions continued to evolve and additional new
rituals were introduced, but our two rabbis hold a definite
place in Hanukkah’s history in America.

My journey of discovery into Jewish customs and our city’s
role in reinventing Hanukkah, one might assume, has ended
with the reading of this paper tonight. That would have been
true–until several weeks ago when my son Stefan called and
informed his mother and I that he planned to give his girlfriend
Miriam an engagement ring just before Thanksgiving. Miriam
is Jewish, so if we are blessed with grandchildren someday,
they will be raised in a Jewish home. It would appear my
learning journey into Jewish rites and customs has just begun.
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