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Chanukah Traditions Have History
Which Give the Holiday Its Identity
By RABBI GEORGE NUDELL

Just What Is Chanukah? True or
False: Chanukah is the Jewish way of
celebrating Christmas. Chanukah is
the Jewish day of gift giving.
Chanukah is celebrated for eight days
so Jewish children won’t feel bad
about not celebrating Christmas.

All three are false. So what is
Chanukah, and what does it cel-
ebrate?

The story of Chanukah happened a
century and a half before the birth of
Jesus, around the year 165 BCE. It
recalls a time in Jewish history when
Jewish culture was at risk. Alexander
the Great had spread Hellenistic cul-
ture from Greece to Persia, and the
Jews of the second century BCE
were rapidly losing touch with Torah
law and other ancient religious tradi-
tions.

But many Jews stayed faithful to
Jewish tradition and resisted the as-
similation to Hellenism. They re-
belled against the assimilated Temple
priests and civic leaders in Jerusalem
and tried to install a new, Torah-
faithful leadership. This provoked a
response from Antiochus IV, the
Hellenist King of Syria, who sent
troops to quell the rebellion.

Led by the Maccabees, the tradi-
tionalists resisted the forces of
Antiochus. After a few years of battle,
a cease-fire was declared, leaving the
Maccabees in control of the Temple
and Jerusalem. The Temple was re-
dedicated and purified, and the
Menorah (Golden Candelabrum) was
re-lit with pure olive oil. Chanukah,
which is the Hebrew word for “dedi-
cation,” celebrates this victory.

Chanukah is celebrated with candle
lighting to recall the rededication of
the Temple and the lighting of the
Menorah. The Talmud speaks of a
miracle, telling us that a day’s worth
of olive oil burned for eight full days.
This, and the Maccabees victory,
were seen as the hand of God coming
to the aid of the Jewish people.

So why do Christmas and
Chanukah seem to have so much in
common these days? Neighboring
cultures often borrow customs, food

and other cultural rituals from each
other. Over time, each puts its own
religious or ethnic “spin” on the cus-
tom.

Gift giving on Chanukah is clearly
borrowed from Christmas. But when
we think about the meaning behind
the Christmas story, we have to real-
ize that gift giving is not inherently
part of the Christmas holiday, either!

It is no accident that both holidays
fall near the winter solstice, and that
holiday observers celebrate these
days by lighting candles. Many an-
cient and pagan peoples had rituals
to mark the solstice, when the North-
ern Hemisphere experiences its short-
est and darkest day of the year. They
lit candles to chase away the dark-
ness and to encourage the sunlight to
increase.

The Jewish religion often devel-
oped rituals that paralleled well-es-
tablished pagan rites. Jewish tradi-
tion made these popular folk cus-
toms “kosher” by connecting them
to historic events in which they be-
lieved God had intervened.

Does this mean we should stop
giving gifts on Chanukah and Christ-
mas? There’s nothing wrong about
gift giving on the holidays, as long as
we stay aware of the true and distinct
meanings behind Chanukah and
Christmas. We should be proud of
our religious traditions and remem-
ber the lessons they impart to us.

And, while we are giving gifts to
our friends and family, let’s remem-
ber to include gifts to the less fortu-
nate among us, so they can share in
the joy of the holiday season, too.
Then our gift giving will become
something truly meaningful and holy.

*  *  *  *  *
Rabbi Nudell is the spiritual leader

of Congregation Beth Israel, located
at 1920 Cliffwood Street/Shalom Way
in Scotch Plains.

– Obituaries –

Wally Ruckert

DEATH NOTICE
Wallace Ruckert, Sr., 95, Family Man;

Benefactor and Philanthropist;
On December 21, 2003, the Cape

Cod community lost one of its finest
citizens when George Wallace
(Wally) Ruckert, Sr. died of natural
causes at the age of 95. He outlived
almost all of his contemporaries,
his beloved wife and, sadly, his el-
dest child, Wally Ruckert, Jr.

Living life to the fullest and fol-
lowing his beliefs in
serving his commu-
nity, Wally Ruckert’s
life could be used in
textbooks to our
youth as to how to
live life. While the
examination of no
one accomplishment
stands out as heroic,
summarizing his life
as a whole is nothing
short of inspiring.

Born in 1908 in
W o o d h a v e n ,
Queens, N.Y., he was
raised in the Greater
New York area. A graduate of
Westfield High School in New Jer-
sey, and of Princeton University in
1930, he earned an MBA from New
York University years later. He met
and married Elizabeth Johns, and
together they began a family.

When war broke out, he began his
active service in the Army. After the
end of World War II, he went on to
complete 20 years in the reserves,
retiring from the Army as a Colonel.

While raising his five children in
Westfield, Wally was a Sunday
school teacher, lay reader, and
served on the Vestry of St. Paul’s
Episcopal Church. It was while
working with the fundraisers, Marts
and Lundy, for the church’s capital
drive that a new career opened up
to Wally.

He worked for 20 years with Marts
and Lundy, heading fund-raising
campaigns for many organizations,
schools and churches. Retiring in
1973, he began another “career,”
serving his community and the Cape
as a whole.

Wally, who moved to Eastham,
Mass. in 1960, served on the Cape
Cod Tech School Committee, two
terms as Eastham Selectman, as well
as being Eastham town moderator.
He was a favorite substitute teacher
in the Nauset system, a member of
the Eastham School Committee, and
served on the boards of the Museum
of Fine Arts in Dennis and the Cape
Cod Hospital in Hyannis.

Wally was a founding member of
the Cape Cod Foundation and Nauset
Workshop (now Nauset, Inc). In
1986, he and his wife were Eastham
Windmill Day honorees. He donated
much of his free time and money to
fund-raising for Princeton Univer-
sity. In 1993, he was bestowed the
prestigious Princeton Alumni Coun-
cil Award for Service.

He established or gave to many
funds over the years, including the
National Cathedral Association,
Cape Cod Hospital Foundation, St.
Marks and St. Albans Schools,
Milton Academy, Church of the Holy
Spirit, the Nauset Workshop and the
Community Foundation of Cape
Cod, to name just a few. He was a
member of the Orleans Coffee Club
and past member of the Orleans
Yacht Club.

Always active in his personal life

as well, he reported to one grandson
that on his 76th birthday, he rode his
bike to work at the Town Hall whis-
tling “76 Trombones” the whole
way. But in 1988, sadness struck
Wally with the death of his wife of
53 years, Betty Ruckert, just before
Christmas. Still, he continued serv-
ing. In 1989, at the age of 80, he was

honored as a Senior
Citizen of the Year
by the Elder Services
of Cape Cod and the
Islands.

With full under-
standing of what is
important in life, he
commented in an ar-
ticle in the Cape Cod
Times on the occa-
sion of his 90th birth-
day, “My most im-
portant achievement
is raising five kids.”

Over the course of
his 95 years, Wally

did good works for others on a daily
basis. Following the rules of com-
mon sense, the laws of God, and the
basic standards of right and wrong,
he led a family and a community.
This is heroism that has been for-
gotten by many, but not by those
who knew and loved Wally Ruckert.

Wally Ruckert is survived by his
four daughters, Ann Ruckert of New
York City, Susan R. Owens of Or-
leans, Mass., Jane R. McLean of
Atlanta, Ga. and Martha R. Will-
iams of Orleans, Mass., and daugh-
ter-in-law, Baily Ruckert of
Wellfleet, Mass., widow of Wallace
Ruckert, Jr.; a niece, Jill R. Sitcer
of Westfield, N.J.; a nephew, Dr.
Guy Rowley of Chicago, Ill.; nine
grandchildren and 10 great-grand-
children.

Donations in his memory may be
made to the Cape Cod Hospital,
Hyannis, Mass. or the Church of the
Holy Spirit in Orleans, Mass.

A memorial service will be held
at the Church of the Holy Spirit,
Monument Road, Orleans at a later
date.
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Robert J. Karlson, 53, Worked In Sales;
Was Coach For Youth Sports Programs

Linda Brynildsen, 55
Linda E. Brynildsen, 55, of

Beachwood died on Sunday, Decem-
ber 21, at Community Medical Cen-
ter in Toms River.

Born in Jersey City, she had lived
in Westfield before coming to
Beachwood in 1973.

Mrs. Brynildsen was a homemaker
and a member of the Shore Acres
Yacht Club.

Surviving are her husband of 32
years, Rod Brynildsen; a son, Erik
Brynildsen of Beachwood; a daugh-
ter, Lisa Brynildsen, also of
Beachwood; her father, William
Eckert; two brothers, Tony Eckert of
San Rafael, Calif. and Mark Eckert
of Olympia, Wash.; a sister, Allison
Hennon of Clairmont, Calif., and a
grandson.

A memorial service will be held at
a later date.

Arrangements are under the direc-
tion of the Anderson and Campbell
Funeral Homes of Toms River.
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Marion Mahoney, 93, Lunch Aide
At Washington School in Roselle

Marion Mahoney, 93, of Roselle
died on Sunday, December 28, at
Muhlenberg Regional Medical Cen-
ter in Plainfield.

Born in Jersey City, she lived in
Roselle since 1952.

Mrs. Mahoney had been a lunch
aide with the Washington School in
Roselle for 12 years before her re-
tirement in 1977.

She was predeceased by her hus-
band, Bernard Mahoney, in 1974,
and by a daughter, Mary Ann Jordon,
in 1995.

Surviving are a daughter,
Bernadette Crosby of Kunkletown,
Pa.; a son, Michael Mahoney of
Edison; a sister, Mildred Rennar of
Toms River; seven grandchildren and
six great-grandchildren.

A Funeral Liturgy was scheduled for
11 a.m. on Wednesday, December 31,
at St. Helen’s Roman Catholic Church
in Westfield, with burial to follow at St.
Gertrude Cemetery in Colonia.

Arrangements were under the di-
rection of the Gray Funeral Home,
318 East Broad Street in Westfield.

Memorial donations may be made
to the Westfield Rescue Squad, P.O.
Box 356, Westfield 07091.
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Robert J. Karlson, 53, of Dunellen
died on Thursday, December 25, at
Robert Wood Johnson University
Hospital in New Brunswick.

Born in Camden, he had been a
Scotch Plains resident prior to mov-
ing to Dunellen 26 years ago.

Mr. Karlson had been employed for
the past eight years as a senior sales
representative with Leviton Manufac-
turing Company of Little Neck, N.Y.

He was active with the Dunellen
Recreation Department, serving as a
coach with the Police Athletic League
Little League and the Pony League.

Additionally, he was the founder of
the girls Pony Tail softball league
traveling team.

He was awarded a degree in busi-
ness administration from the Univer-
sity of Hartford in Connecticut.

Surviving are his wife, Donna E.
Karlson; a son, Robert F. Karlson; a
daughter, Diana A. Karlson; a sister,
Patricia A. Shannon, and a brother,
Michael A. Karlson.

A service was held on Sunday,
December 28, at the Mundy Funeral
Home in Dunellen.
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Eugene S. Morgan, 80
Eugene S. Morgan, 80, of

Middlesex Borough died on Friday,
December 26, at Morristown Memo-
rial Hospital in Morristown.

Born in Bayonne, Mr. Morgan was
employed for 52 years as a waiter at
Pantagis Renaissance in Scotch Plains.

He served in the United States
Army in World War II.

Surviving are two daughters, Karen
McCusker and Joann Foglia; three
sons, Kevin Morgan, Denis Morgan
and Patrick Morgan; a sister, Sister
Ruthé Morgan; 11 grandchildren and
two great-grandchildren.

A Mass was offered on Tuesday,
December 30, at St. John the Evan-
gelist Church in Dunellen.

Arrangements were under the di-
rection of the Sheenan Funeral Home
in Dunellen.
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Hudson G. Amory, 82, Commissioner
For Fish, Game and Wildlife Division
Hudson G. Amory, 82, of Forked

River died on Wednesday, Decem-
ber 24, at Community Medical Cen-
ter in Toms River.

Born in Bayonne, he had been a
resident of Westfield before relocat-
ing to Forked River 31 years ago.

Mr. Amory began his career with
the state of New Jersey in 1950 as a
conservation officer and game war-
den for Middlesex, Sussex, Morris
and Somerset counties. He also was
involved in marine patrol at Sandy
Hook and Raritan Bay.

He subsequently was named as su-

pervisor for the Northern District of
the state and retired after several years
as commissioner for the Bureau of
Law Enforcement for the Division of
Fish, Game and Wildlife in Trenton.

Earlier, he had been employed with
Western Electric in Kearny.

Mr. Amory served in the United
States Army during World War II.

Surviving is a son, Hudson B.
Amory.

Arrangements were handled by the
Growney Funeral Home in Forked
River.
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Religious News

Coffee With Conscience
Event Slated at Church

WESTFIELD – The Coffee With
Conscience Concert Series of
Westfield will feature Stephanie
Corby and Chris Rosser on Saturday,
January 17, at the First United Meth-
odist Church in Westfield.

The church is located at One East
Broad Street. Doors will open at 7:30
p.m., with the performance to begin
at 8 p.m. Admission is $12. Net
proceeds will benefit the Eric Johnson
House in Morristown.

St. Helen’s Pack 273 Sends
Supplies to Soldiers in Iraq

At their December 10 pack meet-
ing, Westfield Cub Scouts from St.
Helen’s Pack No. 273 gathered per-
sonal supplies and clothes items for
delivery to the soldiers fighting in
Iraq.

The items were delivered to the
Family Support Center at McGuire
Air Force Base in southern New Jer-
sey for onward delivery to the U.S.
soldiers for the holidays. The most
desired items were white athletic
socks, T-shirts and sunblock — al-
though many other items were pro-
vided, ranging from wet wipes and
eye drops to pens and envelopes.

The cub scouts also made holiday
greeting cards to go with the boxes of
supplies. Cub scouts and family
members also listened to Marine
Lieutenant Colonel Gregg Galloway

answer questions about military life
and fighter jets. Lieutenant Colonel
Galloway flies the F/A-18 fighter jet.
He flew sortie missions over Af-
ghanistan, Bosnia and Iraq.

Forum to Address Advocacy
For Special Needs Students

CRANFORD — The Adult Forum
of the Calvary Lutheran Church will
present a discussion this Sunday,
January 4, at 9:45 a.m. on how to
advocate within the public school
system for students with special
needs, including those who have at-
tention deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der (AD/HD).

Pamela Milazzo of Empowered
ADDvantages, LLC in Westfield will
speak on “Strategies for Becoming a
Confident Educational Advocate for
the AD/HD or Special Needs Student.”

The presentation is designed for
parents, counselors and teachers of
special needs students. High school
and college students with special
needs are also invited.

A former teacher and family lawyer,

Mrs. Milazzo will discuss the strate-
gies and tools that are vital to helping
special needs children be successful in
school and in their future careers.

She especially focuses on the im-
portance of self-advocacy, not only
for parents, but also for the students
themselves.

This Adult Forum presentation will
be held in Fellowship Hall in the
Education Building behind the
church, located at 108 Eastman Street
in Cranford. The church may be
reached at (908) 276-2418.

A member congregation of the New
Jersey Synod of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America, Cal-
vary Lutheran serves Cranford,
Westfield and surrounding Union
County communities.

African Violet Group
To Meet January 15
SCOTCH PLAINS — The Union

County Chapter of the African Vio-
let Society will meet at 1 p.m. on
Thursday, January 15, at the Scotch
Plains Public Library.

The topic will be “Soil Mixes.”
Members will bring their own reci-
pes. Anyone interested in African
Violets is invited to attend. The
library is located at 1927 Bartle

Prayer to
The Blessed Virgin

PRAYER TO THE BLESSED
VIRGIN: (Never known to fail)
Oh most beautiful flower of Mount
Carmel, fruitful vine splendor of
heaven. Blessed Mother of the Son
of God, Immaculate Virgin, assist
me in my necessity. Oh, Star of the
Sea, help me show me herein, you
are my mother. Oh Holy Mary,
Mother of God, Queen of Heaven
and Earth! I humbly beseech you
from the bottom of my heart to
succor me in this necessity. There
are none that can withstand your
power. Oh, show me herein you
are my mother. Oh Mary, con-
ceived without sin, pray for us who
have recourse to thee. Holy Mother,
I place this cause in your hands
(3X). Holy Spirit, you who solve
all problems, light all roads so that
I can attain my goal. You who gave
me the divine gift to forgive and
forget all evil against me and that
in all instances in my life you are
with me. I want in this short prayer
to thank you for the things as you
confirm once again that I never
want to be separated from you in
eternal glory. Thank you for your
mercy towards me and mine. The
person must say this prayer three
consecutive days. After three days,
the request will be granted. This
prayer must be published after the
favor is granted. R.M.
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