Hakhel: The Precious Pearl
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Talmud Bavli, Chagigah 3a
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It happened to R. Yochanan ben Beruka and R. Elazar ben Chisma, that they went to
visit R. Yehoshua in Pekiin. He said to them, What innovation was there in the house of
study today? They said to him, We are your students, and of your waters do we drink.
He said to them, Even so, it is impossible for the house of study to be without something
new. Whose week was it? It was R. Elazar ben Azariah's. And what was the discussion on
today? They said to him, On the section of Hakhel ("Assembly"). And what was his
exposition? (Deuteronomy 31:12) "Assemble the people, the men and the women and
the little ones". If the men come to learn, and if the women come to hear, why do the
little ones come? In order to give reward for those that bring them. He said to them,
There was a precious pearl in your hand, and you sought to deprive me of it!

Hakhel in the Torah

Deuteronomy 31:9
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And Moses wrote this law, and delivered it unto the priests the sons of Levi, that bore
the ark of the covenant of the Lord, and unto all the elders of Israel. And Moses
commanded them, saying: 'At the end of every seven years, in the set time of the year of
release, in the feast of tabernacles: Assemble the people, the men and the women and
the little ones, and the stranger that is within your gates, that they may hear, and that
they may learn, and fear the Lord your God, and observe to do all the words of this law;



and that their children, who have not known, may hear, and learn to fear the Lord your
God, as long as you live in the land whither you go over the Jordan to possess it.'

Hakhel’s Performance - Re-experiencing Covenantal Unity

Rambam, Mishne Torah: Chagiga Chapter 6:3, 6
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How would he read? They would blow horns through Jerusalem in order to
gather the people. A great platform of wood would be brought and erected in the
women’s forecourt. The king would sit upon it so that all could hear his reading.
All the Jews would gather about him. The Chazzan of the knesset would take the
Torah and give it to the head of the knesset who would give it to the Segan Kohen
Gadol (assistant Kohen Gadol). He would then give it to the Kohen Gadol who, in
turn, gave it to the king in order to endow it with eminence amid the multitude of
the people.” The king would accept it while standing but, if he wished, he might
sit while he read it. And he would open and bless like he would say the blessings
in the synagogue, and read the blessings that we stated until he finished, and then
would wrap the Torah and bless afterwards like they bless in the synagogue. And
then he would add seven blessings...
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Converts, who do not know Hebrew, are obligated to prepare their hearts and ears to
listen with fear and trembling as on the day the Torah was given on Sinai. Even the
greatest scholars who know the entire Torah are required to listen with great intent.

One who cannot hear (either because he is too far away, or because he doesn’t
understand Hebrew) is required to direct his heart to the reading, for the Torah
established this in order to strengthen the true faith. He should see himself as if he were



commanded to accept the Torah at this moment as though he heard it from God,
Himself, for the king is the emissary for making the voice of God heard.

Rambam on Hilchot Pesach
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It is a positive commandment to speak of the stories and wonders that
were done for our forefathers in Egypt on the night of the 15th... Even
great scholars are obligated to tell the story... In every generation a person
is obligated to show himself as if he himself is leaving Egypt at that
moment.

Celebrating What the Jewish People Bring to the World

Sefer Hachinuch - Mitzvah of Hakhel
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This mitzvah is rooted in the essential nature of the Torah to the Jewish people. It is
through this essential nature of Torah that distinguishes the Jewish people from the
nations of the world. It is what enables us to merit joy and life beyond time, eternal, of
which there is nothing higher in creation.

Thus, it is fitting that all should gather together at a specific time to hear its words and
to have its voice go forth amongst the whole people, men women and children. It will be
asked "what is the purpose of all of us gathering together?" And the answer will be "to
hear words of Torah, which is our source, our glory, our splendor." And from this people
will come to speak of its worth, and desire will enter their hearts to know God, and they
will come to know goodness and joy.

What was read?
1. Beginning of Devarim through Shema - history, narrative up to this point



2. Second Paragraph of Shema - environmental consequences for spiritual
arrogance

3. Tithing - economic justice, bringing sanctity into the home and the food we eat

Laws of the King - delineating limits on human political power

5. Blessings and curses - the stakes

+

The Final Gathering?

Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, Likkutei Halachot Section 2, Chapter 1
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And this is why hakhel happens during Sukkot, because the essential time of gathering is
Sukkot. And this is why in parashat Vayeileich, where Moshe is speaking to the people
on the final day of his life and giving great rebuke, that in the future they will sin and the
temple will be destroyed. It is there that the mitzvah of Hakhkel appears, to hint to them
that the secret of tikkun comes through the aspect of Hakhel, where all come together
and group to serve the divine and to come close to the true righteous people, who are the
aspect of Moshe. This is the aspect of Hakhel in the Temple, and anyone who has
knowledge is like one who built the temple in his days.

And this is why at his end Moshe said "gather to me the heads of tribes and the elders."
And also Yaakov before his death said "gather and listen," in order to teach that the
source that the tikkun at the end of days will be through the gathering together to the
true shepherd who has the attribute of Moshe. And this is why we read kohelet, which
speaks a great deal about the impermanence of the world. And it is called Kohelet
because King Solomon would say all of his teachings at Hakhel as our rabbis taught.



