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From Candles to Carvers: The Synchronous Celebration of  

Hanukkah and Thanksgiving 

In his January 2013 blog, Jonathan Mizrahi, as a University of Maryland research 

assistant, indicated that the first day of Hanukkah has not fallen on Thanksgiving 

since 1888, and is an event that will not be repeated for thousands of years.1 Usually, 

the Jewish and Gregorian calendars align such that Hanukkah arrives on the heels of 

Christmas. The result, says Rabbi Friedman, is a tendency to try to recreate Hanukkah 

by “viewing it through the lens of Christmas.”  

In contrast, since Thanksgiving is a holiday celebrated by all Americans, American 

Jews will have the opportunity to fully and joyfully embrace Thanksgiving and 

Hanukkah at the same time, explains Rabbi Friedman. In fact, the unexpected 

intersection of these two holidays is drawing attention to Jewish identity by 

highlighting Hanukkah customs, as well as the existence of the Jewish calendar.  

While the coupling of Thanksgiving and Hanukkah is a random event, Rabbi Friedman 

points out that the two holidays actually share a common core value. As indicated by 

the name, thankfulness is the essence of Thanksgiving, which commemorates the 

pilgrims’ bounty in their new land of freedom.  

Hanukkah is also a holiday founded on gratitude – although this meaning has 

admittedly been overshadowed at times by the focus on gift giving. According to the 

traditional Hanukkah story, the ancient Jews were grateful for the miracle by which a 

small amount of oil lasted for eight days. The oil provided them with light needed to 

clean the Temple, which had been plundered by the Hellenists. Alternatively, Rabbi 

Friedman offers another interpretation. She explains that thankful for their newfound 

religious freedom, the Jews intentionally created Hanukkah as an eight-day holiday of 

                                                             
1
 The first day of Hanukkah corresponds to the second candle, with the first candle being lit on the night before 

Thanksgiving. For the sake of full disclosure, it must be said that in an addendum to his blog, Mizrahi does indicate 
that the first night of Hanukkah will coincide with Thanksgiving twice in the next 152 years, with the first day of 
Hanukkah taking place on the Friday after Thanksgiving in those two instances. 

http://jonathanmizrahi.blogspot.com/2013/01/hanukkah-and-thanksgiving-once-in.html


gratitude since they had been denied the right to celebrate the eight-day festival of 

Sukkot while under Hellenist rule. Regardless of the interpretation, gratefulness is at 

the core. 

In addition, Rabbi Friedman points to Jewish liturgy that affirms Hanukkah as a 

holiday of thanksgiving. Hanukkah is referenced in the Amidah in the section on 

thankfulness. Hanukkah is also one of the holidays during which Jews recite the Hallel 

psalms, which are prayers expressing gratitude toward G-d. 

Given the shared philosophical underpinnings of Hanukkah and Thanksgiving, the 

simultaneous celebration of these holidays this year provides American Jews with a 

unique opportunity to reflect on the blessings in their lives. While family members are 

enjoying sufganiot and pumpkin pie, Rabbi Friedman suggests that they also articulate 

what they are thankful for, and thereby, “capture the spirit of both holidays.” 

 

Marsha Friedman is an ordained rabbi with a doctorate in clinical psychology. She 

works as a psychologist both at the Belmont Center for Comprehensive Treatment 

and in private practice. She is also a veteran educator at Gratz College. For 11 years, 

she taught in the Florence Melton Adult Mini School formerly housed at Gratz. For 

many years, she has also taught the Gratz College course “The Jewish Family: An 

Institution in Transition.” She teaches this course both online and on campus and will 

be offering the online version during the upcoming spring semester. 

 


