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Gather the People: the Politics and Pedagogy of the Hakhel Ceremony
Vayelech 5783

I. The Ceremony

1. “Commemoration of Hakhel” Ceremony, 5776 (2015)
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2. Deuteronomy 31:10-13
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And Moses instructed them as follows: Every seventh year, the year set for remission, at the Feast of Booths,
when all Israel comes to appear before the Lord your God in the place that [God] will choose, you shall read this
Teaching aloud in the presence of all Israel. Gather the people—men, women, children, and the strangers in
your communities—that they may hear and so learn to revere the Lord your God and to observe faithfully every
word of this Teaching. Their children, too, who have not had the experience, shall hear and learn to revere the

Lord your God as long as they live in the land that you are about to cross the Jordan to possess.

II. ‘What Is it About?

3. Deuteronomy 30:11
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Surely, this Instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is not too baflling for you, nor is it beyond reach. It is
not in the heavens, that you should say, “Who among us can go up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it

to us, that we may observe it?”

Too baffling (#iflet): concealed. Or its meaning is, wondrous, that is, something that will cause you to grow

weary while trying to accomplish it.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAM4K5-Z7Js&t=80s
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4. Deuteronomy 4:6-8
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Observe them faithfully, for that will be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on
hearing of all these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning people.” For what great nation
is there that has a god so close at hand as is the Lord our God whenever we call? Or what great nation has laws

and rules as perfect as all this Teaching that I set before you this day?

5. Rashi on Deuteronomy 31:12
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The men - to learn. And the women - to listen.

6. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 612

,TV N7 10T DIrRY W71 DNIX 700 1719 Nl ,NInn KN, 7RI DY 79 Ry 70w 197 ivnn 'wawn
DTN [N TAKR AT TN 200 170'W IR N2 DY 72 Nifna D 7v,0'R0202 1R n75n7 'RY 'NXD AIVN
TN' N¥APNIY DTN 2N YIAPN NN NRT7 QUI D'WII D'WIR ,0YN 70 N2 R¥ 2170 NifY1L,nMNaT ving?
77122 1907 D NN IRIAT L, INXRONI DTN RY 7D K'Y DN NAT VN7 naiwnn aqnni 2170
DWN NAY',NAI0YT DT DWN DX NYT7 1TN7' N2 PYnNn DVIL,NZYN D272 700 10101 N TINE nNaY
JUINCIRY'ITAYY VNI NIXAN NIRT WIND AIMDY V)1, 1'wyna

The reasons for the commandment: 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 amongst
the whole nation - men, women, and infants - to say, “What is the great gathering, that we have all
been gathered together?” And the answer would be, “To hear the words of the Torah, which is our
entire essence and glory and splendor.” And they will come from this to tell of the great praise and the
splendor of its 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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III.  Legal Legitimacy and Political Authority

7. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica 90:4

Objection 1: It would seem that promulgation is not essential to a law. For the natural law above all has the
character of law. But the natural law needs no promulgation. Therefore it is not essential to a law that it be
promulgated.

Objection 2: Further, it belongs properly to a law to bind one to do or not to do something. But the obligation
of tulfilling a law touches not only those in whose presence it is promulgated, but also others. Therefore
promulgation is not essential to a law.

Objection 3: Further, the binding force of a law extends even to the future, since "laws are binding in matters of
the future,” as the jurists say (Cod. 1, tit. De lege et constit. leg. vii). But promulgation concerns those who are
present. Therefore it is not essential to a law. On the contrary, It is laid down in the Decretals, dist. 4, that "laws
are established when they are promulgated.”

I answer that, As stated above (Art 1), alaw is imposed on others by way of a rule and measure. Now a rule or
measure is imposed by being applied to those who are to be ruled and measured by it. Wherefore, in order
that a law obtain the binding force which is proper to a law, it must needs be applied to the men who
have to be ruled by it. Such application is made by its being notified to them by promulgation.
Wherefore promulgation is necessary for the law to obtain its force. Thus from the four preceding
articles, the definition of law may be gathered; and it is nothing else than an ordinance of reason for the common
good, made by him who has care of the community, and promulgated.

Reply to Objection 1: The natural law is promulgated by the very fact that God instilled it into man's mind so
as to be known by him naturally.

Reply to Objection 2: Those who are not present when a law is promulgated, are bound to observe the law, in
so far as it is notified or can be notified to them by others, after it has been promulgated.

Reply to Objection 3: The promulgation that takes place now, extends to future time by reason of the
durability of written characters, by which means it is continually promulgated. Hence Isidore says (Etym. v, 3; ii,

10) that "lex” [law] is derived from legere [to read] because it is written."”
8. Emile Durkheim, On the Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Book II, Chapter 7, Pt 1

There are occasions when this strengthening and vivifying action of society is especially apparent. In the midst
of an assembly animated by a common passion, we become susceptible of acts and sentiments of which we are
incapable when reduced to our own forces; and when the assembly is dissolved and when, finding ourselves
alone again, we fall back to our ordinary level, we are then able to measure the height to which we have been
raised above ourselves. History abounds in examples of this sort. It is enough to think of the night of the Fourth
of August, 1789, when an assembly was suddenly led to an act of sacrifice and abnegation which each of its
members had refused the day before, and at which they were all surprised the day after. This is why all parties,

political, economic or confessional, are careful to have periodical reunions where their members may revivify
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their common faith by manifesting it in common. To strengthen those sentiments which, if left to themselves,
would soon weaken, it is sufficient to bring those who hold them together and to put them into closer and more
active relations with one another. This is the explanation of the particular attitude of a man speaking to a crowd,
at least if he has succeeded in entering into communion with it. His language has a grandiloquence that would
be ridiculous in ordinary circumstances; his gestures show a certain domination; his very thought is impatient of
all rules, and easily falls into all sorts of excesses. It is because he feels within him an abnormal over-supply of
force which overflows and tries to burst out from him; sometimes he even has the feeling that he is dominated by
a moral force which is greater than he and of which he is only the interpreter. It is by this trait that we are able to
recognize what has often been called the demon of oratorical inspiration. Now this exceptional increase of force
is something very real; it comes to him from the very group which he addresses. The sentiments provoked by his
words come back to him, but enlarged and amplified, and to this degree they strengthen his own sentiment. The
passionate energies he arouses re-echo within him and quicken his vital tone. It is no longer a simple individual

who speaks; it is a group incarnate and personified.

IV. Hakhel in Practice
9. 2 Kings 23:1-5

AR D7¢N: 1AY-791 HN UKL NN 790 W ID7UN ATIN! AT 1K 190K 7790 N7y
TRV INN! N NYNID NMAD 190 MAT 727NN DRI K)j7*L 7iTaTTY] (U7 DYT721 D'R'IN] D10
277722 'OPDNNI PRITY TN PTG WYY N0 INK 1277 iRt 197 I N2 TNy 1 TAYA7Y A7
N NN A7 1I¥1:NM22 DYDT7? THY DTN 199077V DANID NXTD NAN AT X D77 U9
77 NAYRT! 7wa7 DMLY 070772 DX NIt 70 RYing §en pUtNKINIYND 02N 7T (320
N2 YK DINIDTNIN DAY (XN DAYV KW [N TR NINTYA 07¢N17 yinn D81 Dpen K2y
QY 771 NiTa'Y DY Wy wAY DMRERR NI D7¢N: 12001 NN Y3 Nin2a 1Pz ATn: DM
.0Mmwn

At the king’s summons, all the elders of Judah and Jerusalem assembled before him. The king went up to the
House of the LORD, together with all the men 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 which
had been found in the House of the LORD. The king stood by the pillar and solemnized the covenant before
the LORD: that they would follow the LORD and observe His commandments, His injunctions, and His 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. 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 the LORD 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. He suppressed the idolatrous priests whom the kings of Judah had appointed to
make offerings ™ at the shrines in the towns of Judah and in the environs of Jerusalem, and those who made

offerings to Baal, to the sun and moon and constellations—all the host of heaven.
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10. Nehemiah 8
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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 Israel. 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. He read from it, facing the 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... On the second day, the heads of the clans of all the people and the priests and
Levites gathered to Ezra the scribe to study the words of the Teaching. They found written in the Teaching that
the LORD had commanded Moses that the Israclites must dwell in booths during the festival of the seventh
month... So the people went out and brought them, and made themselves booths on their roofs, in their
courtyards, in the courtyards of the House of God, in the square of the Water Gate and in the square of the

Ephraim Gate.
11. Mishnah Sotah 7:7
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How is the portion of the Torah that is read by the king recited [at Hakbel]? 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 him: Fear not, Agrippa. You are our brother, you are our brother.



