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Young Private Winneger was with the U.S. Army as it marched through Europe at the end of 

World War II. His unit was assigned to a European village with the orders to secure the town, 

search for any hiding Nazis and to help the villagers in any way they could.  Winneger was on 

patrol one night when he saw a figure running through a field just outside the village.  He 

shouted, "Halt or I'll shoot." The figure ducked behind a tree. Winneger waited and eventually 

the figure came out and figuring that Winneger was no longer nearby, went to a spot near a 

large tree and started to dig. Winneger waited until the figure had finished digging and was 

once more on the move before he stepped out and again shouted, "Halt or I'll shoot!" The 

figure ran. Winneger decided not to shoot but to try to catch the furtive figure. He shortly 

caught up with the figure and tackled it to the ground.  To his surprise he found he had 

captured a young boy. An ornate menorah had fallen from the boy's hands in the scuffle. 

Winneger picked up the menorah. The boy tried to grab it back shouting, "Give it to me. It's 

mine!" Winneger assured the boy that he was among friends. Furthermore, he himself was 

Jewish. The boy who had just survived several years of the Holocaust and had been in a 

concentration camp was mistrustful of all men in uniforms. He had been forced to watch the 

shooting of his father. He had no idea what had become of his mother. In the weeks that 

followed, Winneger took the young boy, whose name was David, under his wing. As they 

became closer and closer, Winneger's heart went out to the boy. He offered David the 

opportunity to come back to New York City with him. David accepted and Winneger went 

through all the necessary paperwork and officially adopted David.  Winneger was active in 

the New York Jewish community. An acquaintance of his, a curator of the Jewish Museum in 

Manhattan, saw the menorah. He told David it was a very valuable historic, European 

Menorah and should be shared with the entire Jewish Community. He offered David $50,000 

for the menorah. But David refused the generous offer saying the menorah had been in his 

family for over 200 years and that no amount of money could ever make him sell it.  When 

Chanukah came, David and Winneger lit the menorah in the window of their home in New 

York City. David went upstairs to his room to study and Winneger stayed downstairs in the 

room with the menorah. There was a knock on the door and Winneger went to answer. He 

found a woman with a strong German accent who said that she was walking down the street 

when she saw the menorah in the window. She said that she had once had one just like it in 

her family and had never seen any other like it. Could she come and take a closer look? 

Winneger invited her in and said that the menorah belonged to his son who could perhaps 

tell her more about it. Winneger went upstairs and called David down to talk to the woman 

and that is how David was reunited with his mother. 

 

Wow! Isn’t that amazing? And it’s a true story! At the heart of this moving story of family re-

union against all the odds, in the dark shadow of the Shoah, is the central character. Who do 

you think that is? No, actually, what do you think that is? It’s the multi-branched candlestick 

that we call the menorah. From the earliest times the menorah has been central to Jewish life 

and identity. Indeed, we might venture to say that no home is truly Jewish without a  

menorah in it. I’m sure we all have one.  In fact, some of us may have more than one, and in 
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various styles too. There are minimalist modern styles of menorot and more traditional ones, 

there are menorot made from brass and menorot made from silver or overlaid with gold; 

there are large ones which dominate a room, and there are small ones that sit subtly on, a 

mantelpiece or bookcase.  The image of the menorah is to be found everywhere on anything 

Jewish, particularly in our synagogues. One of the most famous representations of the 

menorah in a contemporary synagogue is of course that which was designed by Marc 

Chagall and which adorns the windows of the Hadassah Synagogue in Jerusalem. Such is the 

importance of the menorah to contemporary Jewish identity that it is that it is the central 

feature, in contrast to the flag, of the seal of the Modern Jewish State of Israel. The seal was 

adopted in 1948 after a design competition. The seal is also to be found on Israeli stamps, 

coins and notes. In fact, it’s to be found everywhere in the renewed Jewish State! Of this then 

there can be no doubt, that together with the Magen David, the menorah is today a most 

supreme Jewish symbol.  As, in fact, it has been from antiquity.  As the Encyclopedia Judaica 

observes, after the destruction of the Second Temple, the menorah became “the most 

important Jewish pictorial motif, and from an implement it became an emblem.”  Indeed, out 

of 1207 reproductions in the third volume of Goodenough’s standard work, “Jewish 

Symbolism in the Greco-Roman World”, the Encyclopedia Judaica reports that no less than 

182 are representations of the menorah.  Moreover, archaeologists have unearthed brass and 

other menorahs from the remains of ancient synagogues and have uncovered the image of 

the menorah on countless columns (including the synagogue in Capernaum), wall paintings, 

mosaic floors, ossuaries, glass bottles, amulets and so on.  The menorah gained in its 

popularity during the medieval period, and representations of the menorah are found 

frequently in medieval manuscripts, Jewish and Christian.  And so it is today too.  But what an 

odd thing it is that this should be the case!  Why is it that the menorah has become so 

popular as an icon of Judaism?  Why is it so dear to our hearts?  What is it in the menorah 

that we all recognise, whether we be Messianic, Orthodox, Reform, Liberal, Secular or so on, 

and that holds us together in common consciousness of our Jewish identity?  Why does this 

candlestick, because at the end of the day that is what it is, mean so much to us? Why did 

David in the story risk his life to recover a candlestick? 

 

One answer to this question is that history itself has singled out for us the menorah, above all 

other Jewish symbols, as symbolically representing us, the Jewish people.  Indeed, it is ironic 

in this regard that perhaps the most powerful use of the menorah as a symbol of the Jewish 

people is not Jewish at all, but Roman. For when Rome finally subdued the Jewish revolt in 71 

C.E., it celebrated the destruction of Judea by the construction of the famous, or infamous, 

depending on your point of view, Arch of Titus. The Arch of Titus bear a carved relief which 

shows Roman soldiers carrying off precious objects from the Second Temple, including the 

great menorah which once stood in the Holy Place. It was through this same arch that the 

Roman victory procession passed along with countless Jewish slaves who had been dragged 

all the way across the Mediterranean to Italy in demonstration of Roman imperial might and 

of the apparent inferiority of the Jewish people and their God. For Jews this image was an 

image of shame and it scarred the Jewish conscience for thousands of years, so much so that 
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even until 1948, Jews in Rome refused to walk beneath the arch.  But then in 1948, so the 

story goes, on the day of Israel’s declaration of independence, the Rabbi of Rome’s principle 

synagogue locked the doors of the shul and marched his congregation to the Arch, where he 

made them pass back through the Arch in the opposite direction from which the Jewish 

slaves had come almost two thousand years before.  It was a symbolic act which declared the 

restoration of Israel’s sovereignty, as did the official adoption by the Jewish State of the 

image of the menorah on the Arch of Titus as its symbol. Our modern attachment to the 

menorah perhaps draws its strength from this tragic episode in history. To adorn our houses 

today, our coins and bank notes, our stamps, and so on and so forth, with the image of the 

menorah is an act of reclamation! We are taking back that which the Romans intended as a 

symbol of shame and defeat, and we are displaying it instead as a symbol of Jewish pride and 

indefatigability. Just as we delight to sing ‘Am Yisrael Chai,’ when we display the menorah 

today we are in effect declaring that, in spite of thousands of years of hate and genocide 

against us, we the Jewish people, unlike Rome, Persia, Babylon, the Inquisitors, the Tzars, 

Soviet Communism and Nazism, are still alive and kicking! Yes, indeed, AM YISRAEL CHAI, 

you’d better believe it! And, baruch HaShem, we aren’t going away anytime soon! On the 

contrary, as the Tanakh predicts, we have a glorious future ahead! And for that reason the 

menorah appeals emotionally and spiritually to all kinds of Jews, regardless of their religious 

or political background.  In short, the menorah symbolises us, the family of the Jewish people, 

in all our glorious variety! In fact, it was always so… 

 

The command to construct the very first menorah is found in this week’s parashah. As we 

read, ““You are to make a menorah of pure gold. It is to be made of hammered work; its 

base, shaft, cups, ring of outer leaves and petals are to be of one piece with it. It is to have six 

branches extending from its sides, three branches of the menorah on one side of it and three 

on the other. On one branch are to be three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with a 

ring of outer leaves and petals; likewise on the opposite branch three cups shaped like 

almond blossoms, each with a ring of outer leaves and petals; and similarly for all six 

branches extending from the menorah. On the central shaft of the menorah are to be four 

cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with its ring of outer leaves and petals. Where each 

pair of branches joins the central shaft is to be a ring of outer leaves of one piece with the 

pair of branches — thus for all six branches. The rings of outer leaves and their branches are 

to be of one piece with the shaft. Thus the whole menorah is to be a single piece of 

hammered work made of pure gold. “Make seven lamps for the menorah, and mount them 

so as to give light to the space in front of it. Its tongs and trays are to be of pure gold. The 

menorah and its utensils are to be made of sixty-six pounds of pure gold. See that you make 

them according to the design being shown you on the mountain.” As we have heard, the 

Mishkan’s menorah was to be made from a single piece of pure gold. This reminds us of 

Avraham and Sarah. As we read in Yeshayahu 51, “Listen to me, you pursuers of justice, you 

who seek Adonai: consider the rock from which you were cut, the quarry from which you 

were dug — consider Avraham your father and Sarah, who gave birth to you; in that I called 

him when he was only one person, then blessed him and made him many.” Just as the 
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menorah’s many branches were not to be made separately and then screwed together, but 

were made from one piece of gold, so we must remember that whatever kind of Jew you 

may be, and whatever our differences and disagreements, we are still family - and that 

includes the gerim, those who have converted and are now “sons and daughters of 

Avraham”. For what are the Jewish people apart from Avraham and Sarah? It is this common 

ancestry, both physical and spiritual, that defines us, makes us separate from the nations, and 

also binds us together as Am Echad. Thus we may all speak of Avraham Avinu, Abraham our 

father, and Sarah Imemnu, Sarah our mother, for, like the golden menorah, we have all been 

hammered out of the same single piece of gold. In fact, Hashem’s promise to Avraham has 

been and continues to be fulfilled, for out of the one have indeed come many. Today Jewish 

people, in spite of thousands of years of persecution and genocide, number in the many 

millions. As Hashem said to Avraham, “I will certainly do you good and make your 

descendants as numerous as the grains of sand by the sea, which are so many they can’t be 

counted.” (Bresheet 32:13). Moreover, He also said, “Look up at the sky, and count the stars 

— if you can count them! Your descendants will be that many!” Reflecting further upon these 

analogies for just a moment we must ask ourselves if all the stars in the sky are alike? Are 

they all the same intensity or colour? No, stars vary in size, brightness and colour. Moreover, 

they aren’t arrayed in linear order like the stars on the US flag, but appear to be randomly 

scattered throughout the night sky, though distinctive groups and patterns are nevertheless 

discernible.  The same is true with regard to sand. From a distance sand on the seashore 

looks just like, well, sand, with every grain the same. And yet if you look more carefully, 

perhaps with a magnifying glass, and you will discover that no one grain of sand is exactly 

like another. On the contrary, each and every grain is totally unique! Truly, Hashem knew 

what He was doing when He likened our people to stars in the night sky and to grains of 

sand by the sea. For these analogies perfectly convey the tremendous variety of Jewish life. 

From a distance we look like a homogenous whole. Indeed, it is true, we were all hewn from 

the same rock, but, like stars and grains of sand, we are all utterly unique - not one of us is 

exactly the same. The idea of many coming out from the one is wonderfully conveyed by the 

branches of the menorah, for as we read earlier, the menorah was to have the shape of a 

tree, with many branches (seven in fact, a number which conveys the idea of fullness) 

radiating out from the trunk. Just as the branches of a tree are in every way different, so are 

Jewish people. That is not to say that we may not usefully categorise kinds of Jew. As in fact 

American novelist Shalom Auslander humoursly does in this week’s Jewish Chronicle. “Last 

year,” he writes, “I published an article in The Washington Post in which I suggested that 

people ought to cease comparing Donald Trump to Adolf Hitler because to do so, in my 

opinion, belittled Hitler. At least Hitler, I wrote, had a point of view. Trump, I wrote, is just a 

con man. Not surprisingly, I heard from quite a few angry neo-Nazis who told me that I was 

“nothing but a dirty Jew”. I also heard from quite a few angry Jews who told me I was “a no-

good Nazi.” It was quite the conundrum. Which was it? Was I a Jew or a Nazi? I’ll be honest: I 

went with “Jew”. I have a problem with authority, which is probably a deal-breaker if you’re 

going with the whole fascism thing. But my identity troubles were far from over, as a number 

of the Jewish emailers posed a seemingly simple question which complicated the matter even 
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further: “What kind of a Jew are you,” they asked.” This question prompted Auslander to 

come up with ten kinds of Jews, most of whom are named after American Jews and which 

reflect American Jewish culture, so you might not get the joke, but his article is nevertheless a 

fun read and helps to illustrate that as human beings we like to categorise pretty much 

everything, because, well, it makes the world simpler to deal with. And so we create 

categories and labels to simplify all kinds of things which are in reality incredibly complicated 

- like skin colour. We speak about black people and white people as if all darker or lighter 

skin is the same pigment, when in fact our own particular skin colour is pretty unique.  We 

like to categorise people by continent and country, and develop ideas of national stereotypes 

as if all Europeans are the same, or as if all French people are the same. No they’re not, but it 

helps us to make sense of the world to pretend that they are. The reality is, however, that 

everyone is different, even if you do engage in some broad categorisation to make the world 

a little easier to navigate. And that is certainly true with regard to Jewish people. Even if it’s 

possible to speak of Ultra-Orthodox, Orthodox, Masorti, Reform, Liberal, Reconstructionist 

and other kinds of Jews because buildings exist to which certain Jews go on a Shabbat 

doesn’t mean that all thought, belief and practice in these buildings is homogeneous. Just 

because, for instance, someone might worship at a Liberal Progressive Synagogue, does that 

mean that they think, believe and practice their Judaism in exactly the same way as all the 

other Liberal Jews? Hardly! The variety of thought and practice among Liberal Jews is beyond 

counting. Similarly, just because we worship here in a building with a sign on the door that 

says “Messianic Synagogue” doesn’t mean that we all think, believe and practice our faith in 

the same way. Just as with any other category of Jewish experience there isn’t one kind of 

Messianic Jew, for we are as gloriously diverse in our practices and beliefs as other kinds of 

Jews. And yet some people persist in the idea that we should all believe and practice the 

same, seeking to impose a rigid orthodoxy of thought, belief and practice in a misapplication 

of Rav Shaul’s plea that the Philippians be of “one mind”. Rav Shaul’s purpose is not that we 

become clones, spiritual robots incapable of independent thought or that any kind of 

disagreement is sinful, but that we do not let our myriad differences split us apart from each 

other. For while we are many, we are also one. That is why coming together on Shabbat as 

we do is such a glorious act! When people coming from as many diverse backgrounds as we 

do, each with our different experience of the world and perspective on faith, nevertheless 

come together, recognising our commonality as human beings, as Jews, as children of 

Avraham, whether by birth or by choice, then we become just like the menorah. Though we 

are many we are one body. Being one body doesn’t mean that we should seek to ignore our 

differences. Being of one body doesn’t mean eliminating individuality. It doesn’t mean that 

we should impose homogeneity of thought and practice, on the contrary, we praise God for 

the diversity and variety of life. Every one of us is gloriously and wonderfully unique! As the 

saying goes, vive la difference! And it’s precisely in this way that we, like the menorah which 

stood in the Holy Place, stand before God. As Rav Shaul wrote, “For just as there are many 

parts that compose one body, but the parts don’t all have the same function; so there are 

many of us, and in union with the Messiah we comprise one body, with each of us belonging 

to the others. But we have gifts that differ and which are meant to be used according to the 
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grace that has been given to us.” (Roms 12:4-6). And the gifts that we have to offer each 

other are derived from the variety of our life experiences, our individual characters, our 

personalities. In short, because we are all unique everyone has their own unique contribution 

to make. Only, be sure to make it! For the body may hop along on with just a single leg, but if 

it has no eyes it may fall down a pit. And if it has no arms it cannot climb out of it, still less 

feed itself if the mouth refuses to open. The healthy functioning of the body depends upon 

the harmonious co-operation and co-ordination of all the individual parts that make it up. 

You may not be a preacher, but you may be able to sing; you may not be able to set up a PA 

system but you can cook a nice meal. Thus the body as a whole is enriched and thrives only 

in accordance with the degree to which each individual part contributes. If any individual part 

isn’t present or fails to contribute then we are one candle short of a menorah! Therefore, as 

Mishlei 6:6 declares, “Go to the ant, you lazybones! Consider its ways, and be wise.” The only 

thing stopping the body from thriving is the laziness of individual parts. Hoping that others 

will fulfil the need for which you have been uniquely equipped to meet is the height of 

laziness and meets with our Master’s strongest approbation: “For I was hungry and you gave 

me no food, thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, a stranger and you did not welcome 

me, needing clothes and you did not give them to me, sick and in prison and you did not visit 

me.’ Then they too will reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry, thirsty, a stranger, needing 

clothes, sick or in prison, and not take care of you?’ And he will answer them, ‘Yes! I tell you 

that whenever you refused to do it for the least important of these people, you refused to do 

it for me!’” (Matt 25:42-45). 

 

In Yochanan’s Revelation the shaliach saw the Master walking among the menorot, which are 

identified with various  Jewish communities. Some are praised but most are challenged to do 

better.  What do you think the Master would have to say about your contribution? About us? 

About our menorah? For let’s be clear, though the failings of these communities might have 

been due to the inactivity or lack of contribution of certain groups or individuals, the failure, 

in Hashem’s eyes is corporate. Such is the paradoxical balance that we are to strike between 

our glorious individuality and our corporate responsibility. We are indeed individuals, 

gloriously and wonderfully different, but though we are many, we are also One body. 

Therefore, in the words of the late President JF Kennedy, ask not what your synagogue or 

rabbi can do for you, ask what you can do for your synagogue! It is in this way that the 

menorah still challenges us to live as Jews today.  

 


