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Hanukkah 
Assembly 

 

Introduction 
 

Hanukkah is the Jewish Festival of Light. It lasts for eight days and celebrates 

the events of 165 BCE when the Jews rose up against their oppressors to re-

capture and re-dedicate the Temple in Jerusalem. 

 

This assembly tells the story of the original Hanukkah and includes a short 

film that shows how Jewish families continue to celebrate the festival today. 

 

In the Jewish calendar, Hanukkah begins on the 25th of Kislev which falls 

somewhere in November or December.  

 

In 2014, Hanukkah runs from the 16th to the 24th December. 

 

To avoid erasing or defacing the name of the deity, many Orthodox Jews 

prefer not to write it down. In keeping with that tradition, this document 

refers to him as “G-d”, although the full word can be spoken out loud. 

 

Preparation 
 

In preparation you will need to find three or four students with good reading 

voices who are willing to help by delivering the Assembly Script below. Divide 

up the reading so that there is a regular change of voice to keep the audience’s 

attention. Make sure your volunteers have time to practise in the hall, or 

wherever the assembly is going to take place. If you are going to use 

microphones, then give your volunteers a run-through with them or they 

could be surprised or unnerved by the sound of their own amplified voices. 

 

If you can get hold of a Hanukkiah (a nine-branched menorah – the 

candlestick used at Hanukkah) then it would be nice to have one burning at 

the front of the hall as the students come in. Ask your RE Department, any 
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Jewish teachers or students you might have, or even a local synagogue. If not, 

a Hanukkiah is demonstrated in the film. 

 

You might also need to take a quick trip to the local supermarket for some 

chocolate coins and maybe even some doughnuts (yum). 

 

Instructions 
 

Begin by asking your audience: What would they be willing to fight and die 

for? Ask for a show of hands for each of these (and any others you think 

suitable).  

 

 Family? 

 Friends? 

 Country? 

 Political Beliefs? 

 Religion? 

 

Follow up by asking what makes something worth fighting for. Why would 

they fight for - say - their families but not - perhaps - their political beliefs? 

 

Now hand over to your volunteers to read the Assembly Script. Make sure you 

are ready to show the film at the appropriate point! 

 

You could finish by throwing some Hanukkah Gelt (chocolate coins) into the 

audience, or even have a doughnut eating competition: 

 
Doughnut Derby 
 

You’ll need two volunteers (or more if you want) and enough doughnuts for 

each person. Get some paper plates for the doughnuts to sit on and some wet-

wipes handy for sticky fingers and faces afterwards. 

 

The task is simply for your volunteers to eat a doughnut without licking their 

lips. Have adjudicators watching each participant carefully for any signs of 

lip-lickage. The winner is the person who lasts the longest, or anyone who 

manages to get through their entire doughnut. There’s always one who just 

stuffs the whole doughnut into their mouth in one go. It’s for you to judge 

whether to go for an ordinary doughnut, or the potentially very messy jam-

filled alternative. 

 

Award the winners with Hanukkah Gelt... or a packet of doughnuts. 
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Film Digest 

 

 
 

Hanukkah  (5:43) 

 

Topic: Ethics and Religion  

Sub-Topic: Religious Traditions 

 

A film about Hanukkah which shows 

how Jewish families celebrate the festival 

together and the symbolism behind it. 
 

 

 
Resources 
 

 Digital projector (connected to the internet or you will need to 

download the films beforehand).  

 Microphones (if needed, or available). 

 Two or three volunteers to read the Assembly Script. 

 Enough copies of the Assembly Script and The Story of Hanukkah for you 

and for each of your volunteers. 

 A Hanukkiah - a nine-branched candlestick, distinct from a normal 

Menorah which has seven branches. 

 Candles and matches. 

 Chocolate coins to be used as Hanukkah Gelt. 

 Doughnuts (if you are going have a doughnut-eating competition). 

 Paper plates. 

 Wet-wipes. 

 

 

 
 

  

https://www.truetube.co.uk/film/hanukkah
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Assembly Script 
 

How to pronounce those tricky words... 

 

Hanukkah han-na-ker  (short last syllable!) 

Hanukkiah han-noo-kee-ah 

Latke  lat-ker 

Shamash sham-mash 

Dreidel dray-dul 

 

_______________________________ 

 

 

We are very lucky to live in a country where we have the right to follow, or 

not to follow, whatever religion we like. People of a wide range of beliefs are 

free to keep their traditions alive, and help make the cultural life of Britain as 

varied and vibrant as it is. 

 

However, it wasn’t until the end of the nineteenth century that people of all 

religions were given exactly the same rights in Britain, and sadly there are still 

parts of the world where people are made to suffer or even die because of 

their beliefs. 

 

At this time of year, Jews celebrate a Festival of Light called Hanukkah. It is a 

time when families get together to share good food, give each other presents, 

play games and pray. But it is also a time to remember when Jews had to fight 

against oppression for the right to follow their religion. 

 

 

Read   The Story of Hanukkah 

 

 

On each of the eight nights of Hanukkah, candles are lit on a special nine-

branched candlestick called a Hanukkiah. There is a candle for each of the 

eight nights and a ninth candle called the “shamash” – Hebrew for “helper” 

or “attendant” – which is used to light the others. 

 

It is traditional to eat foods cooked in oil to remember the oil that burned in 

the Temple Menorah; so it’s a good excuse to eat lots of doughnuts and latkes, 

which are fried potato cakes a bit like hash browns. 
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There’s also a tradition of eating cheese to remember another story that’s 

often told at Hanukkah about a Jewish woman called Judith. 

 
 
Read  The Story of Judith 

 

 

Both stories are about people who were willing to stand up against 

oppression in the face of incredible odds, and it’s a message that Jews 

remember at Hanukkah: thanking God for religious freedom, and thinking of 

those around the world who don’t have the right to follow their beliefs. 

 
 

Show the film  Hanukkah 

 

 

It’s important to stand up for what you believe in, but it’s just as important to 

remember that other people have exactly the same right to stand up for what 

they believe in as well. In a peaceful and fair society, people of different beliefs 

are free to enjoy their own cultures, and share in other people’s. 

 

Happy Hanukkah! 
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The Story of Hanukkah 
 

A note on pronunciation: the Jewish names are said as they are spelled (say 

what you see), but the Greek names are a little more tricky: 

 

Antiochus - An-tie-oh-cuss  (stress the “tie”) 

Epiphanes - Eh-piff-a-nees 

Epimanes - Eh-pim-a-nees 

 

___________________________ 

 

This is the story of how a small group of people stood up for what they 

believed against the might of a king and his entire army... and won. 

 

Alexander the Great’s Empire sprawled across most of the known world. 

From Greece it spread south into Egypt and east across Asia into India. Greek 

culture, language and religion spread throughout the conquered lands, but 

people were allowed to continue with their own beliefs and customs if they 

wanted to. In Israel, the Jewish people were free to worship at the Temple and 

maintain their traditions and way of life. But when Alexander died 

everything changed. The Empire was split up as rival factions went to war 

and grabbed land and power wherever they could. 

 

Israel was eventually seized by the King of Syria and it was not long before 

the Jewish people began to feel oppressed by their new rulers. Heavy taxes 

were introduced and gradually, their way of life came under threat. The real 

trouble began when King Antiochus IV came to the throne in 175 BC. 

Antiochus was greedy and incredibly vain. He liked to have cities named 

after him and he even took the title of “Epiphanes” which means “god is 

here”, insisting to anyone who would listen that he was a god in human form. 

Behind his back, people called him “Epimanes” which means “the mad one”, 

but never to his face. Not if they wanted to stay alive. 

 

Antiochus decided that his entire kingdom should follow Greek beliefs and 

customs. He went to the very heart of the Jewish religion, the Temple in 

Jerusalem, and replaced the High Priest with a Greek sympathiser who would 

do as he commanded. But Antiochus was called away to Egypt where his 

army was losing a war and when he returned, already in a very bad mood, he 

discovered that the Jews had deposed his new High Priest. 

 

He went wild with fury. He ordered his troops onto the streets and thousands 

of people were killed. But he didn’t stop there. Every single Jew throughout 
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the country was to feel his wrath. Antiochus commanded that the Jewish way 

of life was to be completely suppressed: no Jewish worship; no Jewish laws; 

no Jewish dress; no Sabbath; no circumcision; no kosher food. 

 

In the Temple, the holiest place for Jews, a huge statue of the Greek god Zeus 

was stood on the altar. Pigs were sacrificed and the blood was splashed all 

around, utterly defiling the house of G-d with the gore of unclean animals. 

 

Soldiers were sent to every town and village, burning Torah scrolls, force-

feeding people with pork and setting up shrines to the Greek gods. Anyone 

who disobeyed was put to the sword. 

 

One day, a detachment of Syrian soldiers marched into the little village of 

Modin and built an altar to their gods in the marketplace. A crowd soon 

gathered to protest, so the soldiers decided to make an example of someone. 

They grabbed the village priest, an old man by the name of Mattathias, 

dragged him to the altar and demanded that he make a sacrifice. But 

Mattathias refused. 

 “My family will always remain loyal to our G-d!” he said. Suddenly his 

sons burst out of the crowd with drawn swords. The skirmish was short and 

bloody: several of the soldiers were killed and the rest were chased out of the 

village. In the marketplace, the crowd cheered as the heathen altar was 

destroyed. It was a victory, but Mattathias knew that the surviving soldiers 

would soon be back with reinforcements. He took his family and a small band 

of supporters, and disappeared into the hills. 

 

They didn’t hide for long. Soon they were carrying out daring attacks on 

Syrian military outposts and destroying shrines of the pagan gods wherever 

they were found. Antiochus had more men and better weapons, but 

Mattathias and his rebels knew the land and had the support of the people. 

Word of their exploits spread and Mattathias and his family became known as 

the Maccabees - “the Hammers”. 

 

But Mattathias was old and the fighting eventually wore him out. Before his 

death he passed the leadership of the Maccabees to his son Judah.  

 

The battles continued and, with Judah Maccabees leading from the front, 

more victories were won. Rumours spread of the Maccabees’ invincibility and 

so more and more people joined their cause. Eventually they had enough 

strength to march on Jerusalem itself. Against all the odds, the armies of 

Antiochus were defeated and Judah Maccabees entered the Temple in 

triumph. 
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But Judah was horrified by what he saw. The Temple was desecrated, 

invaded by idols and foul with pigs’ blood. Judah was determined that the 

Temple should be made holy again. It was the heart of the Jewish people and 

a symbol of their devotion to G-d. It would soon be the third anniversary of 

the day when the Syrians had first invaded the Temple, and Judah knew that 

if the Temple could be made holy again, and re-dedicated to G-d on that day, 

it would become a symbolic act of great power and direct defiance against 

Antiochus. 

 

So they set to work: The idols were toppled and smashed, the whole Temple 

was washed and scrubbed to remove every trace of unclean blood. The 

defiled altar was removed and a new one built in its place. Soon everything 

was ready apart from one thing: the Menorah. This was a seven branched 

lampstand made of gold that had burned at all times in the Temple as a 

symbol of G-d’s presence, but it had been stolen by Antiochus. So a new 

Menorah was made to be lit when the Temple was re-dedicated. But there 

was a problem. They needed consecrated oil to light it, and when they 

searched the Temple only one flask of oil with an unbroken seal could be 

found – only one they could be sure was undefiled. There was just enough oil 

in the flask to last for one day, but it would take eight days to prepare some 

more. 

 

Judah decided to go ahead with the re-dedication anyway. The lamp was lit, 

the Hallel was chanted and the Temple was once more made holy for the 

worship of G-d. The Jews waved palm branches and sang in celebration. 

Festivities went on through the night and continued into the following day. 

Judah was amazed to find that the lamp was still burning brightly, even 

though no more oil had been added. The lamp kept on burning for the next 

day, and the day after that, and the day after that, and for eight whole days 

until the new oil was ready. 

 

For Judah, this miracle proved that G-d’s presence once again filled the 

Temple and that the Jews were under his protection. 

 

Ever since then, Jews have celebrated eight days of Hanukkah, which means 

“dedication”, and light eight lamps or candles to remember the miracle. The 

light in the darkness reminds Jews to remain faithful to G-d even in times of 

persecution. 
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The Story of Judith 
 

A note on pronunciation: 

 

Holofernes - hollow-fur-knees 

Bethulia - beth-oo-lee-ah 

 

______________________________ 

 

About two and a half thousand years ago, General Holofernes of the Assyrian 

army rode out with a hundred and twenty thousand soldiers, and twelve 

thousand archers on horseback. His aim was to conquer the whole of Judea, 

the homeland of the Jewish people. The huge and powerful army advanced 

across the land, destroying towns, burning crops, slaughtering flocks and 

herds, and putting people to the sword. 

 

News reached the town of Bethulia that Holofernes was approaching, so the 

gates were closed and the walls were fortified, and by the time the Assyrians 

arrived the town was virtually impregnable. But Holofernes wasn’t worried. 

All he had to do was surround the town and wait. It was only a matter of time 

before they ran out of food and water. So he ordered his men to make camp 

on the plain below the town. 

 

The elders of Bethulia had no idea what to do, but a beautiful woman called 

Judith came up with a plan of her own. She dressed in her most attractive 

clothes, did her hair and make-up, and put on her best jewellery. When it was 

dark, she sneaked out of the town carrying a bag full of tasty cheese and 

bottles of fine wine, and made her way towards the enemy’s camp. She was 

soon captured by some patrolling guards and taken to Holofernes’ tent. The 

general took a long look at her. 

 “Phwoaaar!” he thought to himself, “What a looker! Shame I’m going 

to kill her.” Judith fluttered her eye-lashes at Holofernes, and bowed low 

before him. 

“I ask for your mercy, oh mighty general,” she purred, “I’ve escaped 

from the town because the people there are unfaithful to G-d, and soon it will 

no longer be under his protection. When you attack, the town will be unable 

to defend itself.” Holofernes liked the sound of this and decided not to kill 

Judith after all. Instead he ordered all his guards and servants out of the tent. 

He wanted some alone-time with the lovely Judith. She poured him a glass of 

wine and fed him some cheese, and then another glass of wine, and some 

more cheese, and then another glass of wine, and another, and then one more 

until the general was so drunk he passed out and lay snoring on his bed. 
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Judith picked up a sword in one hand, grabbed the general’s hair in the other, 

and with two strokes, chopped his head off. Still holding the head by its hair, 

she stuffed it into her bag and quietly crept out of the out of the tent and 

through the camp. She made it back to the town where, far from being 

unfaithful to G-d, the people had been praying fervently for Judith all night. 

They were overjoyed to see her alive and well. 

 

As the sun rose, the Assyrian army woke to find that the people of Bethulia 

had gathered outside the walls of the town, all armed to the teeth and ready 

for a fight. Above them, stuck on a pole over the gate, was a severed head.  

They ran to tell General Holofernes, only to find his headless body sprawled 

across the bed. Without their leader, the Assyrians didn’t know what to do 

and panic spread throughout the camp like wildfire; and when the 

townspeople began to advance, the Assyrians dropped their weapons and 

fled for their lives. 


