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Friday, December 19, 2008

Ancient lights: Metro Detroit families renew the
traditions of Hanukkah
Lawrence B. Johnson / Special to The Detroit News

Evelyn Orbach, artistic director of the Jewish Ensemble Theatre in West Bloomfield Township, sees a
special significance this year in the ancient Jewish tradition of Hanukkah, the eight-day "festival of lights"
that begins at sundown Sunday.

Even as she describes Hanukkah as "a very sweet holiday, a time for families to be together," Orbach
surveys the financially embattled condition of her theater company in these difficult times and remembers
the holiday's heroic origins.

"It was this small group of people in the mountains trying to live their lives and maintain their religion,
overrun by a tyrant," Orbach explains, invoking both the oppression of hard times and the resolve to
endure. "It's where we are with the arts today. Those people had a vision, and in the end they were able to
prevail."

The "sweetness" of the holiday and its lessons were on the minds of Metro
Detroit Jews this week as they looked forward to renewing the traditions of
Hanukkah -- an observance that refers back to events in Judea (what is now
Israel) in the second century B.C.

Attempting to impose Greek culture on all of Judea, the Greek-Syrian ruler
Antiochus IV forbade the Jews many of their religious practices, including
study of the Torah. His soldiers desecrated the Jewish temple in Jerusalem.
Ultimately, the Jews revolted and, led by Judah the Maccabee, drove the
Syrians out and rededicated the temple. In Hebrew, Hanukkah means
"dedication."

But the Jewish victors found themselves faced with an alarming problem.
There was only enough purified oil to fuel the temple light for a single day.
Yet the small amount of oil burned on and on, miraculously, for eight days,
until new oil could be provided. And thus the lighting of the eight candles of
the menorah on consecutive nights became a central memorial ritual of
Hanukkah.

All that hardship notwithstanding, Hanukkah does not rank among the
solemn holy days on the Jewish calendar. It's often referred to as "minor"
holiday, but one beloved among Jewish families.

It's a time for gathering and eating traditional foods like the little potato
pancakes called latkes. For children, it's an occasion for receiving small gifts,
often one each night as another candle is lit on the menorah and blessings
are said.

"When I was growing up, it was always a fun holiday -- even the songs were
very spirited," says Penny Blumenstein of Bloomfield Hills. "It was a very
warm, easy holiday, like Thanksgiving."

Veteran Hilberry Theatre Company actor Alan Ball, who grew up in Boston,
remembers big family gatherings where his grandfather would tell how his
own father used to hand out gleaming silver dollars to the kids. "My
grandfather was the son of Russian immigrants," says Ball. "We never knew

his actual birthday, but he was said to have been born on the fifth candle of Hanukkah in 1899."

Michael Smolash, the cantor at Temple Israel in West Bloomfield and a former actor, recalls how in his
childhood in Montreal his cousins would act out the deadly fighting between the Maccabees and the
Syrians. "Somewhere in a photo album," he says, "there's a great shot of me at age 4 or 5 crying because I
was upset by all the violence."

Yolanda Fleischer, professor of theater at the University of Detroit Mercy, has her own Hanukkah tradition --
cooking for several former students who now live in Los Angeles and come home to families in the area.

"It feels good to be together," says Fleischer, "to be with friends and to say, 'We will go on,' rededicating
ourselves to things that are important. That's a spirit we need to keep all year."

Lawrence B. Johnson is a Detroit-based cultural writer. You can reach him at lawrencebj@ gmail.com.
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