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Hernández, Ramón Labañino (Luis Medina),
and Antonio Guerrero, the remaining mem-
bers of the original “Cuban Five” who were
released from U.S. custody in exchange for the
return of Rolando Sarraf Trujillo, a Cuban-

born Central Intelligence Agency and Federal
Bureau of Investigation intelligence asset de-
tained in Cuba. He also referred to the Islamic
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) terrorist
organization.

Remarks at a Hanukkah Reception
December 17, 2014

Audience member. Happy Hanukkah, Mr.
President!

The President. Well, Happy Hanukkah to
you! [Laughter] You stole my line. [Laughter]
Happy Hanukkah, everybody.

Audience members. Happy Hannukah.
The President. Welcome to the White

House. I want to welcome the Members of
Congress who are here today. We’ve got some
Bronfman Fellows, here from the—[ap-
plause]—who are here from the State of Israel.
Obviously, the bonds between our two coun-
tries are unbreakable, and with the help of
young people, they’re only going to grow stron-
ger in the years to come.

Every year, Michelle and I like to invite just
a few friends over for a little Hanukkah cele-
bration—[laughter]—nothing fancy. Actually,
this is the second year we’ve invited so many
friends that we’re hosting two parties instead
of one. This is our first party. It is the best par-
ty. [Laughter] Don’t tell the others though.

I want to begin with today’s wonderful news.
I’m told that in the Jewish tradition, one of the
great mitzvahs is pidyon shvuyim. [Applause]
No, no—my Hebrew is not perfect, but I get
points for trying. But it describes the redemp-
tion, the freeing of captives. And that’s what
we’re celebrating today, because after being
unjustly held in Cuba for more than 5 years,
American Alan Gross is free.

Alan has dedicated his life to others, to help-
ing people around the world develop their
communities and improve their lives, including
Israelis and Palestinians. He’s a man of deep
faith who once worked for the Jewish Federa-
tion of Greater Washington. Five years ago, he
was arrested by Cuban authorities simply for
helping ordinary Cubans, including Cuba’s
small Jewish community, access information

on the Internet. And ever since, those who
have loved and cared for Alan never stopped
working to bring him home: Judy, his wife of
44 years, and their daughters, including his
oldest daughter, who walked down the aisle
without her dad on her wedding day; his moth-
er, who passed away this year without being
able to see her son one last time; his whole
family, including his sister-in-law Gwen
Zuares, who joins us here today—where is
Gwen? Hey, Gwen—his rabbi, his friends at
his congregation in Maryland, Am Kolel, who
kept him in their prayers every Shabbat; Jewish
and other faith leaders across the country and
around the world, including His Holiness Pope
Francis; and Members of Congress and those
of us in the United States Government.

And Alan’s fought back. He spoke out from
his cell, he went on a hunger strike. With his
health deteriorating, his family worried he
might not be able to make it out alive. But he
never gave up, and we never gave up.

As I explained earlier, after our many
months of discussion with the Cuban Govern-
ment, Alan was finally released this morning
on humanitarian grounds. I spoke to him on his
flight. He said he was willing to interrupt his
corned beef sandwich to talk to me. [Laughter]
I told him he had mustard in his mustache; I
couldn’t actually see it. [Laughter] But need-
less to say, he was thrilled. And he landed at
Andrews in a plane marked “The United States
of America.”

He’s going to be getting the medical atten-
tion that he needs. He’s back where he be-
longs: in America, with his family, home for
Hanukkah. And I can’t think of a better way to
mark this holiday, with its message that free-
dom is possible, than with the historic changes
that I announced today in our Cuba policy,
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which are—[applause]. Now, these are chang-
es that are rooted in America’s commitment to
freedom and democracy for all the Cuban peo-
ple, including its small, but proud, Jewish com-
munity. And Alan’s remarks about the need for
these changes was extremely powerful.

So what brings us together is not just lox and
latkes—[laughter]—although, I have heard the
latkes here are outstanding. Am I wrong? Not
as good as your mom’s, but they’re good.

We’re here to celebrate a story that took
place more than 2,000 years ago, when a small
group of Maccabees rose up to defeat their far
more powerful oppressors. In the face of over-
whelming odds, they reclaimed their city and
the right to worship as they chose. And in their
victory, they found there wasn’t enough oil to
keep the flame in their temple alive. But they
lit the oil they had, and miraculously, the flame
that was supposed to burn for just 1 night
burned for 8. The Hanukkah story teaches us
that our light can shine brighter than we could
ever imagine with faith, and it’s up to us to pro-
vide that first spark.

This is something that Inbar Vardi and
Mouran Ibrahim know very well. They are Is-
raeli ninth-graders at Hand in Hand, which is a
bilingual school in Jerusalem. For more than a
decade, it’s brought Jewish and Arab children
together. So Inbar is Jewish; Mouran is Mus-
lim.

Just 2 weeks ago, their school’s first-grade
classroom was set on fire by arsonists. In the
weeks that followed, they and their classmates
could have succumbed to anger or cynicism,
but instead, they built this menorah, one of
four that we brought here from Israel this year.
Each of its branches are dedicated to one of
the values their school is founded on, values

like community and dignity and equality and
peace. Inbar and Mouran flew here from Israel
along with Rebecca Bardach, the mother of
the—of a first-grader and second-grader at
Hand in Hand, and in just a few minutes the
three of them are going to join us in lighting
the Hanukkah candles here at the White
House.

So Inbar and Mouran and their fellow stu-
dents teach us a critical lesson for this time in
our history: The light of hope must outlast the
fires of hate. That’s what the Hanukkah story
teaches us. That’s what our young people can
teach us: that one act of faith can make a mira-
cle, that love is stronger than hate, that peace
can triumph over conflict. And during this Fes-
tival of Lights, let’s commit ourselves to mak-
ing some small miracles ourselves and then
sharing them with the world.

Audience members. Amen!
I now want to invite Rabbi Bradley Shavit

Artson to the podium, who can lead us in the
blessings for the candle lighting. Rabbi.

NOTE: The President spoke at 4:27 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his re-
marks, he referred to Shira and Nina Gross,
daughters of former U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development contractor Alan P. Gross;
David Shneyer, founder and director, Am
Kolel Jewish Renewal Community of Greater
Washington; Rebecca Bardach, director of re-
source development and strategy, Hand in
Hand Center for Jewish-Arab Education in Is-
rael, and her sons Adin and Amitai Goldstein;
and Bradley S. Artson, the Abner and Roslyn
Goldstine Dean’s Chair at the Ziegler School
of Rabbinic Studies, American Jewish Univer-
sity.

Statement on the Resignation of Rajiv J. Shah as Administrator of the United
States Agency for International Development
December 17, 2014

For the past 5 years, Raj Shah has been at
the center of my administration’s efforts to
advance our global development agenda as
the Administrator of the U.S. Agency for In-

ternational Development (USAID). To be
sure, his tasks have never been easy: respond-
ing to natural disasters, epidemics, and fam-
ine, to name just a few examples. But Raj, the
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