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What’s Wrong with an Electric Hanukkiah?

The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve Minute Shiur #47

Click here for a more comprehensive essay on this topic.

R. Eliezer Melamed, P’ninei Halakhah 12:8
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As a matter of practical halakhah, most poskim rule that one cannot fulfill the obligation of the
mitzvah (of Hanukkah) with electric lights.

M. Shabbat 2:1
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With which wicks and oil are we to kindle (the Shabbat lamp) and with which wicks and oils are
we forbidden to kindle it?

Bartenura
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http://www.freehofinstitute.org/uploads/1/2/0/6/120631295/a_note_on_the_electric_hanukkiah.pdf
https://ph.yhb.org.il/05-12-08/
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Why did the Sages prohibit certain wicks? Because the flame nibbles at them, that is, it
catches around the edges of the wick but does not enter the wick itself. And why did the
Sages prohibit certain oils? Because they tend to separate from the wick, and since the
flame does not burn well there is concern that people will tilt the lamp (to adjust the
flame), which would violate the prohibition against lighting a fire on Shabbat. Another
reason: one might not attend to the lamp (and the flame may die), and we hold that it is an
obligation to have a (functioning) ner shel Shabbat.

B. Shabbat 21a-b
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Rav Huna said: it is forbidden to use for the Hanukkah lamp those wicks and oils that the Sages
prohibited for the Shabbat lamp, either on Shabbat [Friday afternoon] or on weekdays.
Rava said: Rav Huna says this because 1) he holds that should the Hanukkah lamp be
extinguished one is obligated to rekindle it, and 2) it is permitted to make use of its light.

Rashi
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one is obligated to rekindle it — therefore one should be sure in the first place to make a
good flame, lest one negligently forget to rekindle it.

itis permitted to make use of its light —therefore it is forbidden (to use these materials)
for the Hanukkah lamp on Shabbat, lest one tilt the lamp to make a better flame.
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And Rav Hisda says: it is permitted to use them on weekdays but not on Shabbat.
He holds: 1) should the Hanukkah lamp be extinguished one is not obligated to rekindle it, and 2)
it is permitted to make use of its light.
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R. Zeira said in the name of Rav: it is permitted to use for the Hanukkah lamp those wicks and
oils that the Sages prohibited for the Shabbat lamp, both on Shabbat and on weekdays.

R. Yirmiyah said: Rav says this because 1) he holds that should the Hanukkah lamp be
extinguished one is not obligated to rekindle it, and 2) it is forbidden to make use of its light.
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ShulZzan Arukh Oraks Hayyim 673:1
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All wicks and oils are permitted for the Hanukkah lamp, even if the oil doesn’t attach to the wick
and the flame does not catch well on the wick.

Isserles: However, the best way to fulfill the mitzvah is with olive oil, though if one does not have
olive oil one should use oils that make a bright flame. The custom in these [Ashkenazic] lands is
to use wax candles,* since their light is clear like that made by oil.

*Mishnah B rurah
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But it is still preferable to use oil rather than wax candles, because the miracle took place
by means of oil.

R. Yitzhak Shmelkes (Galicia, d. 1905), Resp. Beit Yitzhak, Yore De ah 1:120
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On the question whether one may recite the blessing “to kindle the Shabbat lamp” over a gas
light or an electric light, it seems to me that one may say the blessing and fulfill the obligation.
For any light that attaches by way of oil [fuel] and wick is called a “lamp” [ner], and in these
cases the light does attach...
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But one does not fulfill the obligation to kindle the Hanukkah lamp with a gas light or an electric
light. For one thing, “the best way to fulfill the mitzvah is with olive oil.” Moreover, since we use
these lights the rest of the year, they do not serve to “publicize the miracle” of Hanukkah.

R. Mordekhai Yehudah Winkler (Hungary, d. 1932), Resp. L ’vushei Mordekhai 3, Orak Hayyim
no. 59
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It seems obvious to me that one does not fulfill the obligation [to kindle the Hanukkah lamp with
an electric light]. True, all oils are permissible, and olive oil is simply “the best way” to fuel
either the Shabbat lamp or the Hanukkah lamp. But in any case, the fuel must resemble oil, that
is, its substance must be oily. Even a candle made of wax or fat feeds the flame with its oil-like
substance... (whereas) electricity is the power that feeds the flame but has no oily substance
whatsoever.

R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Israel, d. 1995), Resp. Minkat Shlomo 2:58
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It seems to me that the rule “the mitzvah is performed by kindling” means, as the rishonim have

written, that the hanukkiah must resemble the menorah in the Temple, and in the Temple, the
mitzvah was performed by making a flame.

R. Yosef Mesas (Algeria-Israel, d. 1974), Resp. Mayyim Hayyim, Ora/s Hayyim 1:279
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I don’t see any doubt as to the permit [for the electric hanukkiah]. Is the objection to the wicks?
All wicks are acceptable [according to the Talmud], even those on which the flame doesn’t attach
well. In this case, the light attaches quite well on the copper wires... Is the objection that the
miracle took place by means of oil? This, too, can be refuted, for the Ashkenazic customis to use
wax candles because their light is as clear as that thrown off by oil...
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The fundamental requirement, therefore, is that the light should be clear, that the lamp should be
placed in the doorway, and that it should be recognizable as proclaiming the miracle of
Hanukkah. There is no light clearer than that of the electric Hanukkiah, which can be placed in
the doorway. Is the concern the rule that “the mitzvah is performed by kindling”? An electric
device is subject to the definition of “kindling” and “extinguishing,” and it is forbidden to
perform either of those actions on Shabbat or festivals. Therefore, in my humble opinion, it is
permitted to use an electric Hanukkiah for the Hanukkah lights...



