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The Maccabeats: From Yeshiva to YouTube 

In 2007, Michael Greenberg, a student at Yeshiva University in New York, organized an 

informal all-male a cappella group, comprised of fellow students. By the following 

year, the group had adopted the name the Maccabeats and had begun performing on a 

more professional level within the university community. As the Maccabeats continued 

to hone their talent in Jewish, American and Israeli music, they released a CD and 

video and were soon offered a few New York gigs.  

Then, came “Candlelight,” the group’s 2010 Chanukah parody that took off on 

YouTube. With lyrics written by then-Maacabeats member Immanuel Shalev, video 

produced by Maccabeats video director Uri Westrich and music based on singer Mike 

Tompkins’ performance of the Taio Cruz song “Dynamite,” the video catapulted the 

group into the limelight. As the Maccabeats crooned, “I flip my latkes in the air 

sometimes, sayin’ ayy ohh spin the dreidel,” the number of YouTube hits skyrocketed 

to over eight million!  (Watch this classic video here.) 

“It was an unbelievable week,” remembers Maccabeats vocalist Jeffrey Ritholtz. “All 

of a sudden, we were all looking at our computers: 200,000 hits, the next day 600,000 

hits—it just really exploded.” 

As their video surged in cyberspace, the group was flooded with phones calls and 

requests to perform. The Maccabeats performed on MyFoxNY, “The Early Show,” CBS 

News and CNN. “It was a crazy thing that never in a million years we thought would 

happen,” says Ritholtz. 

With newfound fame, this Jewish a cappella group was in demand, touring both 

nationally and internationally. The Maccabeats have performed as far away as New 

Zealand, Hong Kong, Australia and South Africa, with a particularly memorable show 

at the Jerusalem Theater in Israel. In May of 2011, they even brought their act to 

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, where they met briefly with President Obama during a 

visit to the White House for Jewish American Heritage Month.  

http://www.maccabeats.com/about/videos/


After the success of “Candlelight,” the Maccabeats released a second album of English 

and Hebrew songs, as well as additional videos. Their most recent video is a 

reenactment of the Passover story to a medley of Les Miserables tunes. The 

Maccabeats primarily perform covers of Jewish, American and Israeli music. In 

December 2012, they released their first original song, called “Shine,” written by the 

group’s director, Julian Horowitz.  

Presently, the Maccabeats consist of thirteen members: two current Yeshiva 

University students and eleven Yeshiva alumni. Although their travel and concert 

schedules are draining, the Maccabeats usually perform in groups of seven or eight, 

reducing their time on the road. This arrangement offers enough flexibility to allow 

for minor diversions, like law school, medical school and all the other professional 

endeavors being pursued by group members. 

In addition to the Maccabeats’ hectic schedules, their unexpected celebrity has 

affected them in another way: it has given them a platform for making a difference. 

For example, in December 2011, to support the Gift of Life Bone Marrow Foundation, 

the Maccabeats produced a YouTube video of the song “Miracle” by the Jewish reggae 

singer Matisyahu. Through their YouTube performance, the group raised over 

$100,000, which resulted in the discovery of 24 bone marrow matches. 

The Maccabeats’ success has also served as an image booster for Jewish teens. In e-

mails to the group, students living in areas with sparse Jewish populations have 

expressed a newfound pride in their Judaism. Once self-conscious about their minority 

status, they “now feel proud to walk the halls,” says Ritholtz. “We’re trying to inspire 

and to put out music with a Jewish message to make a positive impact on the Jewish 

community,” he explains. 

On April 30th, the Maccabeats will reach out to our community with a concert to 

benefit the Gratz Jewish Community High School. It seems quite fitting for a group of 

current and former Yeshiva students to perform on behalf of the cause of Jewish 

education. It is with unbridled excitement that Gratz welcomes these talented and 

acclaimed vocalists to bring down the house in support of JCHS. 

 

For more information about the upcoming concert, visit www.gratz.edu/2013Benefit 

or contact the benefit hotline at 215-635-7300 x155. 
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