Hakhel and The Power of Moments
Torah in Motion - Parshat Hashavua
Sarah Gordon - sygordon@gmail.com

l. The “What” of Hakhel:

1. The Power of Moments: Chip Heath & Dan Heath

In our research we have found that defining moments are created from one or more of the
following four elements:

1. Elevation: Defining moments rise above the everyday. They provide not just transient
happiness...but memorable delight... Moments of elevation transcend the normal
course of events; they are literally extraordinary.

2. Insight: Defining moments rewire our understanding of ourselves or the world. In a
few seconds or minutes, we realize something that might influence our lives for
decades.

3. Pride: Defining moments capture us at our best - moments of achievement, moments
or courage. To create such moments we need to... plan for a series of milestone
moments that build on each other en route to a larger goal.

4. Community: Defining moments are social... These moments are strengthened
because we share them with others.

...But for an individual human being, moments are the thing. Moments are what we remember
and what we cherish. Certainly we might celebrate achieving a goal, such as completing a
marathon or landing a significant client—but the achievement is embedded in a moment.
Every culture has its prescribed set of big moments: birthdays and weddings and graduations,
of course, but also holiday celebrations and funeral rites and political traditions. They seem
“natural” to us. But notice that every last one of them was invented, dreamed up by

anonymous authors who wanted to give shape to time. This is what we mean by “thinking in
moments”: to recognize where the prose of life needs punctuation.
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the elders of Israel. (10) And Moses
instructed them as follows: Every seventh '
year, the year set for remission, at the Feast
of Booths, (11) when all Israel comes to
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children, and the strangers in your
communities—that they may hear and so

learn to revere your God and to observe

faithfully every word of this Teaching. (13)
Their children, too, who have not had the

experience, shall hear and learn to revere
your God as long as they live in the land that
you are about to cross the Jordan to possess.
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e What aspects of this ritual seem particularly notable?

e What questions do you have about Hakhel?

e What seems to be the purpose of the ceremony?

4. Mishnah, Sotah 41a

MISHNA: How is the portion of the Torah
that is read by the king recited at the
assembly, when all the Jewish people would
assemble? At the conclusion of the first
day of the festival of Sukkot, on the eighth,
after the conclusion of the Sabbatical Year,
they make a wooden platform for the king
in the Temple courtyard, and he sits on it,
as it is stated: “At the end of every seven
years, in the Festival of the Sabbatical Year”
(Deuteronomy 31:10).

The synagogue attendant takes a Torah
scroll and gives it to the head of the
synagogue that stands on the Temple
Mount. And the head of the synagogue
gives it to the deputy High Priest, and the
deputy High Priest gives it to the High
Priest, and the High priest gives it to the
king. And the king stands, and receives
the Torah scroll, and reads from it while
sitting. King Agrippa arose, and received
the Torah scroll, and read from it while
standing, and the Sages praised him for
this. And when Agrippa arrived at the verse
in the portion read by the king that states:
“You may not appoint a foreigner over
you” (Deuteronomy 17:15), tears flowed
from his eyes, because he was a
descendant of the house of Herod and was
not of Jewish origin. The entire nation said to
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him: Fear not, Agrippa. You are our
brother, you are our brother.

And the king reads from the beginning of
Deuteronomy, from the verse that states:
“And these are the words” (Deuteronomy
1:1), until the words: “Hear, O Israel”
(Deuteronomy 6:4). And he then reads the
sections beginning with: “Hear, O Israel”
(Deuteronomy 6:4-9), “And it shall come to
pass, if you shall hearken” (Deuteronomy
11:13-21), “You shall tithe” (Deuteronomy
14:22-29), “When you have made an end
of the tithing” (Deuteronomy 26:12-15), and
the passage concerning the appointment of
a king (Deuteronomy 17:14-20), and the
blessings and curses (Deuteronomy 28),
until he finishes the entire portion.

The same blessings that the High Priest
recites on Yom Kippur, the king recites at
this ceremony, but he delivers a blessing
concerning the Festivals in place of the
blessing concerning forgiveness for
iniquity. (Translation: Sefaria)

e Which elements from “The Power of Moments” do you see reflected in Hakhel?

Il. The “Why” of Hakhel:

a. Rambam: To encourage Mitzvah performance

5. Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon (1138-1204),
Mishneh Torah, Festival Offering 3:1

(1) Itis a biblical positive command to
assemble all Israelites, men, women, and
children, after the close of every sabbatical
year, when they go up to make the
pilgrimage, and recite to them sections from
the Torah which will urge them to perform the
precepts and encourage them to cling to the
true religion, as it is written: "At the end of
every seven years, the year set for remission,
at the festival of Sukkoth, when all Israel
comes to appear before the Lord ... gather
the people, men, women, and children, and
the strangers within your towns..."
(Deuteronomy 31:10-12).
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b. Ralbag: So the Torah is not forgotten

6. Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (France,
1288-1344), Devarim 31:10

And Moses instructed them as follows:
Every seventh year, the year set for
remission, at the Feast of Booths - He
commanded to recite "this Torah" in this ears
of the people - men, women, children, and
converts, in order to educate everyone to

serve the Holy Blessed One and so the Torah

is not forgotten from the Jewish people,
saying that 'all of the days that you are on the

land teach about the eternal nature of the
Torah.'
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c. Sefer HaChinukh: A reminder of the Jewish people’s connection to Torah

7. Sefer HaChinukh (13th Century) 612:2
(2) Itis from the roots of the commandment
[that it is] because the entire essence of the
people of Israel is the Torah; and through it
are they separated from every nation and
language, to be meritorious for life of the
forever — eternal pleasure that is not
surpassed by anything among the creatures.
Therefore since their entire essence is in it, it

is fitting that everyone should gather together
at one point in time to hear its words, and for
the voice to go out among the whole nation
— men, women, and children — to say,

“What is the great gathering, that we have all
been gathered together?” And the answer

woul “To hear the wor f the Torah
which is our entire essence and glory and
splendor.” And they will come from this to tell

f the gr rai nd th lendor of
value; and its yearning will enter all of their
hearts. And with this yearning for it, they will
learn to know God and merit good, and “God
will be happy with His creations” — like the
matter that is written in explanation of this
commandment “and in order that they will
learn and fear the Lord.”
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d. Rambam: To recreate the Har Sinai experience

8. Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, Mishnah
Torah, Festival Offerings 3:6:
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https://www.sefaria.org/Sefer_HaChinukh.612.2

Converts who do not understand are
obligated to concentrate their attention and

direct their hearing, listening with reverence

and awe, rejoicing while trembling as on the
day the Torah was given at Sinai. Even great

Sages who know the entire Torah are
obligated to listen with exceedingly great
concentration. One who is unable to hear
should focus his attention on this reading, for
Scripture established it solely to strengthen
the true faith. He should see himself as if he
was just now commanded regarding the
Torah and heard it from the Almighty. For the
king is an agent to make known the word of
God.
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(12) Gather the people—men, women,
children, and the strangers in your
communities—that they may hear and so
learn to revere your God and to observe
faithfully every word of this Teaching. (13)
Their children, too, who have not had the
experience, shall hear and learn to revere
your God as long as they live in the land
that you are about to cross the Jordan to
possess.
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(10) The day you stood before your God at
Horeb, when God said to me, “Gather the
people to Me that | may let them hear My
words, in order that they may learn to
revere Me as long as they live on earth and
may so teach their children.”

e. Rav Hirsch: Proper framing for the upcoming year

10. Rabbi Shimshon Refael Hirsch (Germany, 1808-1888), Devarim 31:10:
... This reading out of the Torah prescribed here is not meant to be a means of the people
getting to know the Law, that, or course, should be nurtured daily in the ordinary life at

home... but it is something extraordinary which recurs from the seventh year to seventh year
for quite a special purpose. And moreover, b’moed, at a time which invites every Jewish soul

to a meeting with God: the year of Shemitah, at every restart of a period of agriculture and
business that had been interrupted by the year of relief and remission, on Sukkot, when the

festival assembles the national circle all together in remembrance of the time when it was not




agriculture or business, but where the miraculous grace of God provided for everybody... So
that with every entry of a period of agriculture and business, the consciousness proclaims

the bond with His Torah...

itself ever afresh that the way to God only lies in the way of His Torah, the bond with God is

lll. The “When” of Hakhel

11. Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra, Devarim
31:12

“Assemble the nation;” they are all available
not having chores to attend to, since
everything is ownerless (and they are not at
home but in Jerusalem).
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IV: The “Who” of Hakhel

12. Talmud Bavli, Chagiga 3a
The Sages taught: There was an incident

involving Rabbi Yohanan ben Beroka and
Rabbi Elazar ben Hisma, when they went
to greet Rabbi Yehoshua in Peki’in. Rabbi
Yehoshua said to them: What novel idea
was taught today in the study hall?

...They said to him that Rabbi Elazar ben
Azarya interpreted the following verse:
“Assemble the people, the men and the
women and the little ones” (Deuteronomy
31:12). This verse is puzzling: If men come
to learn, and women, who might not
understand, come at least to hear, why do
he little on me? Th me in order
for God to give a reward to those who
bring them, i.e., God credits those who bring
their children to the assembly. Rabbi
Yehoshua said to them: This good pearl of
wisdom was in your hands, and you tried
to conceal it from me? (Translation: Sefaria)
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13. Kli Yakar (Rabbi Shiomo Ephraim
Luntschitz, Prague, 1604-1619), Devarim
31:12

Gather the nation, men, women, and children.
The sages said (Chagiga 3) that the men
came to learn, the women to listen, but why
bring the children? To give reward to those

who bring them... And this is challenging, as
it's similar to being commanded to carry wood
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or stones to the Temple so that God will give
you a reward for doing so...

14. Mei HaShiloach, Rabbi Mordechai
Yosef Leiner (the Izhbitzer Rav, 1801-1854,

Poland), Vol. 1, Notes on the Talmud,
...Rather “to bring reward to those who bring
them” is because the aliyah I'regel experience
is so impactful to those who attend that
impression to the children... an
there is no way to logically predict what will
happen in the future (with your children), but
what nd then will

ensure that your hopes for your children will
come true...
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V. Hakhel throughout the ages:

a. Yoshiyahu’s Reform

15. 1l Kings 23: 1-4
(1) At the king’s summons, all the elders of
Judah and Jerusalem assembled before him.
(2) The king went up to the House of GOD,
together with the entire citizenry of Judah and
all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and the
priests and prophets—all the people, young
and old._ And he read to them the entire text
of the covenant scroll that had been found in
the H f D. (3) The king st n
platform and solemnized the covenant before
GOD: that they would follow GOD and

rv ’ mmandments. injunction
and laws with all their heart and soul; that
they would fulfill all the terms of this covenant

as inscribed upon the scroll. And all the

people entered into the covenant. (4) Then
the king ordered the high priest Hilkiah, the

priests of the second rank, and the guards of
the threshold to bring out of the Temple of
GOD all the objects made for Baal and
Asherah and all the host of heaven. He
burned them outside Jerusalem in the fields
of Kidron, and he removed the ashes to
Bethel.
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b. Ezra’s ceremony

16. Nehemia 8:1-18

(1) the entire people assembled as one man
in the square before the Water Gate, and they
asked Ezra the scribe to bring the scroll of the
Teaching of Moses with which the LORD had
charged lIsrael. (2) On the first day of the
seventh month, Ezra the priest brought the
Teaching before the congregation, men and
women and all who could listen with

understanding. (3) He r. from it, facing th
square before the Water Gate, from the first
light until midday, to the men and the women
and those who could understand; the ears of
all the people were given to the scroll of the

Teaching. (4) Ezra the scribe stood upon a
w n tower m for th r , and

beside him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah,
Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah at his right, and
at his left Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah,
Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah,
Meshullam. (5) Ezra opened the scroll in the
sight of all the people, for he was above all
the people; as he opened it, all the people
stood up. (6) Ezra blessed the LORD, the
great God, and all the people answered,
“Amen, Amen,” with hands upraised. Then
they bowed their heads and prostrated
themselves before the LORD with their faces
to the ground. (7) Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah,
Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah,
Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan,
Pelaiah, and the Levites explained the
Teaching to the people, while the people
stood in their places. (8) They read from the
scroll of the Teaching of God, translating it
and giving the sense; so they understood the
reading. (9) Nehemiah the Tirshatha, Ezra the
priest and scribe, and the Levites who were
explaining to the people said to all the people,
“This day is holy to the LORD your God: you
must not mourn or weep,” for all the people
were weeping as they listened to the words of
the Teaching. (10) He further said to them,
“Go, eat choice foods and drink sweet drinks
and send portions to whoever has nothing
prepared, for the day is holy to our Lord. Do
not be sad, for your rejoicing in the LORD is
the source of your strength.” (11) The Levites
were quieting the people, saying, “Hush, for
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the day is holy; do not be sad.” (12) Then all
the people went to eat and drink and send

portions and make great merriment, for they
understood the things they were told ...(18)
He read from the scroll of the Teachlnq of
God each day. from the first to the last day.
They celebrated the festival seven days, and
there was a solemn gathering on the eighth,

as prescribed.

17. Talmud Bavli nhedrin 21

It is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Yosei says:
Ezra was suitable, given his greatness, for
the Torah iven him h wish
people., had Moses not come first and
received the Torah already...(Translation:
Sefaria)
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VI. But, does it work?

18. Devarim 31:19

Therefore, write down this poem and teach it
to the people of Israel; put it in their mouths,
in order that this poem may be My witness
against the people of Israel.
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Significance”, VBM:

19. Rabbi Nathaniel Helfgot, “The Juxtaposition of Parashot in Vayelekh and their

...Am Yisrael is commanded to relive the great experience of Matan Torah in order to
preserve the national character and to remain loyal to its principles. However, past

to g uarantee that the covenant will be keQ t. and therefore the Torahensures thls in anothe

fashion - through a second receiving of the Torah, in a personal and private way: the writing of
the song and its study. Alongside the magnificent experiences which come along from time to

time, there is modest, private, daily activity.
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Further reading:

1. Rabbi Nathaniel Helfgot, “The Juxtaposition of Parashot in Vayelekh and their
Significance”

2. Prof. Aaron Demsky, “Historical Hakhel Readings and the Origin of the Public Torah
Reading”

3. Rabbi Tzvi Sinensky, “Nehemia Chapter 8: The Teshuva Revolution”

President Isaac Herzog speaks at a Hakhel reenactment ceremony at the Western Wall in Jerusalern on October
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