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A Hakhel Inspired Communal Vision 
Sukkot 5769 

Rabbi Elie Weinstock 
 
 

Picture the scene: Millions of Jews – men and women, infants and 

their great-grandmothers, scholars and laypeople – assembled in Jerusalem 

on the Temple Mount. A hush falls over the mammoth crowd, as the royally 

bedecked king of Israel ascends onto a platform and reads sections of the 

holy Torah. The nation is inspired and invigorated. A display of unity and a 

statement of purpose converge to revitalize and refocus the Jewish people. 

Though seemingly improbable, this scene repeated itself in ancient 

Jerusalem on a septennial basis. 

This is the 612th mitzvah in the Torah, the mitzvah of Hakhel. 

Biblically speaking, the mitzvah is only in effect when all the Jewish people 

reside in the Holy Land. The first observance took place 22 years after the 

Jews entered the Land Of Israel. Joshua read the required reading in Shiloh, 

and the observance continued for as long as the Jews remained in the land. 

In brief, the mitzvah featured the King of Israel reading selections from 

Sefer Devarim before the assembled masses in the Temple on the first day of 

Chol Hamoed Sukkot – or today, the second day of the festival – in the year 

following the shemitta, Sabbatical, year. The idea of reviving the mitzvah of 

Hakhel in modern times was first proposed around 100 years ago by Rabbi 
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Eliyahu David Rabinowitz-Teomim, known as the Aderet, who served as 

Rav of Jerusalem, was the father-in-law of Rav Kook and published two 

pamphlets on the issue. He lamented the fact that Hakhel was no longer 

practiced and went so far as to label it a “Meit Mitzvah,” using the Halakhic 

term to describe a body which needs to be buried. Hakhel needed to be 

revived! He felt that Hakhel’s message deserved promoting in an active way.  

For a number of years, Hakhel’s revival consisted of Yeshiva students 

gathering at the Western Wall for a Torah reading. The first official and 

public Israeli commemoration of Hakhel was held during Sukkot of 1945. A 

special service was held in the Yeshurun Synagogue, after which a mass 

procession moved on to the Western Wall where the Torah portions were 

read. The ceremony seven years later, the first after the establishment of the 

Sate of Israel, was a memorable and moving scene. Rabbi Shlomo Yosef 

Zevin, a scholar and founding editor of the Encyclopedia Talmudit, referred 

to the event and its impact on him and others. In a sense, it was like a dream 

coming true to have Hakhel performed in a sovereign Jewish state again. In 

1987, after a gap in “official” programming, Israeli leaders organized a 

formal ceremony which took place at the Kotel, the first such 

commemoration since the Six Day War. President Chaim Herzog, the son of 

the State’s first Chief Rabbi who had been in favor of reviving Hakhel, read 
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from the Torah with Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir and Supreme Court 

President Meir Shamgar among the 100,000 in attendance.  

We’re in Manhattan and don’t have plans for a Hakhel reenactment. 

So we’ll do the next best thing: At the exact moment when we should be 

experiencing the event, we’ll capture some of its essence through three of its 

lessons as taught by the Rambam (Mainonides) in third chapter of his 

Hilkhot Chagigah. 

1. There is a mitzvah for everyone.  

 מצות עשה להקהיל כל ישראל אנשים ונשים וטף 
There is a positive commandment to gather together all of Israel – the 
men, the women, and the children. (Chagigah 3:1) 
 

Hakhel is an obligation for man, woman, and child. Even though this would 

appear to be a mitzvat aseh she’ha-zman gerama (a positive time-bound 

commandment) from which women would usually be exempt, they need to 

be there. Children too young to understand? They had to be there, too. It 

wasn’t even a matter of learning something new or even being able to hear. 

אפילו חכמים גדולים שיודעים ...וגרים שאינן מכירין חייבין להכין לבם ולהקשיב אזנם לשמוע
ומי שאינו יכול לשמוע מכוין לבו לקריאה , כל התורה כולה חייבין לשמוע בכוונה גדולה יתרה

 ...זו
Converts who do not (as of yet) understand Hebrew are still obligated 
to pay attention and to listen attentively (to the reading)…Even great 
scholars who know the entire Torah must listen especially carefully, 
and even one who cannot hear must attentively follow along as the 
reading takes place… (Chagigah 3:6) 
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Hakhel is a lesson in Jewish unity. More than unity, it is a reminder how 

every single Jew matters. Those who appreciate the Jewish experience and 

those who do not. Those who have strong Jewish identities and those who do 

not. All are integral parts of the Jewish community. 

Edgar Bronfman just published a new book, which he calls a guide to 

a “Jewish renaissance.” I have not read it, as my guide to a Jewish 

renaissance is Getting Our Groove Back by our own Scott Shay. In a recent 

interview, though, Mr. Bronfman noted that we need to “grow Judaism.” He 

said that if the size of the Jewish community increases, then we’ve been 

successful. As for strategy, he said, “We can build a wide-open tent and say, 

‘Everyone who wants to join us, you’re welcome.’” This is a great 

sentiment, but it is not, halakhically, that easy. Bronfman is open about his 

acceptance of intermarriage as a reality and somewhat dismissive of the 

more traditional segments of the community that would reject his approach. 

To these sentiments, I must vehemently disagree. We do, however, need a 

stronger Jewish community, and if we increase the number of those 

identifying as Jews, we WILL be successful.  

We live in an age where the definition of Jewish identity is very 

complicated. We have Jews who have one Jewish parent. Sometimes, they 

may be halakhically Jewish and have little Jewish identity. In other 
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instances, they are not halakhically Jewish and have very strong Jewish 

identities. It can then be very confusing for them to find out that they aren’t 

Jewish. We have young people who grew up fully committed and observant 

who have left the Jewish community. We must be sensitive to every one of 

these individuals and realize that they all have the potential to play a role in 

the Jewish community. There are numerous strategies at our disposal. 

Outreach. In-reach. Conversion when done properly. The holiday of Sukkot 

is the ideal time to recognize this as the Talmud (Sukkah 27b) teaches: 

    שכל ישראל ראוים לישב בסוכה אחת
All of Israel should be able to fit into one sukkah.    

 
Hakhel comes at the right time to reinforce the need to validate and include 

every Jew. 

 2. There is a mitzvah to show up. 

        ל כל ישרא להקהילמצות עשה
There is a positive commandment to assemble every Jew.  
(Chagigah 3:1) 

 
There is a discussion amongst the commentators as to which activity of 

Hakhel contains within it the actual fulfillment of the mitzvah. Many feel 

that the crux of the mitzvah is to gather the people and for people to show 

up. L’hakhil. And, here, attendance is the key. After all, 90% of life is just 

showing up.   
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We live in an age, where we don’t have to show up. If we can’t watch 

the television show, we can TIVO it. When we can’t be there in person or 

send a real-live card, we can send a virtual greeting. In the kosher industry, 

electronic devices have allowed for mashgichim, the kosher supervisors, to 

remotely turn on the necessary machinery to enable foods to be kosher 

according to the requisite laws. At times, there are causes we strongly 

endorse and financially support, but we do so in order not to show up.  

Think about some of the recent rallies in support of the release of 

captured Israeli soldiers and against Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and his horrific 

and destructive policies. More often than not, the attendance was 

underwhelming. Everyone wanted all three Israeli soldiers home, and we 

still pray for Gilad Shalit, but where were the masses? We all want only a 

quick end to Ahmadinejad’s time on the world stage, but where was the 

broader Jewish community? 

Rabbi Avi Weiss, a true role model in the area of showing up – he is 

always there in support of Jews and Jewish causes, tells a story about his 

father coming in from Israel for a visit. Rabbi Weiss got a call from his 

father, and it went like this: 

“Avi, I need you to pick me up from the airport.” 

“Sure, Abba. When are you coming in?”  
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“Tuesday at 3 p.m. at J.F.K. Airport.” 

“Oh, Abba! I wish I could. I love you so much, but I have an 
important event that I cannot miss at that time. I am so sorry.” 
 
“Avi, I am your father. I am coming in from Israel. I expect you to 
pick me up at the airport!” 
 
“Abba, I love you so very much, but I can’t pick you up. I am sorry.” 
 
“Avi, stop loving me so much and just show up and pick me up at the 
airport!” 

 

Showing up is what matters. 

Looking around today, though, there is an event that people show up 

for - presidential campaign rallies. TV shows and newspapers are filled with 

pictures of crowds of people flocking to hear their favorite candidate. What 

moves people to attend these meetings? First, they must wait several hours 

to clear security and be admitted. Once inside, the speeches they hear are 

usually just standard stump speeches. They could just watch the event 

highlights on the news. Why go through the trouble of attending a rally in 

person? 

The answer comes directly from the people who attend. They will tell 

you that there is nothing like being part of something live. There is 

something in the air that is more than just the words of the speeches. They 

want to be a part of history. They bring along their children - even if the 
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child is too young to understand the issues. The goal is to make a lasting 

impression that can have an impact upon the child in the future.  

Sounds a lot like Hakhel. The idea of “taking part” is vital to Jewish 

life. Sukkot is an ideal time to remember this idea. Jews show up for the 

High Holidays. Now we need to bring them back. We also need to 

participate. It’s the beginning of a new programming season. Every year, the 

rabbis’ letter in the KJ Brochure says that the events “have only one 

requirement – they need attendance to ensure our continued growth and 

diversity!” We really mean it! We need to be active. It is an important theme 

every year, but it is an especially timely reminder in the year of Hakhel. We 

need to show up. 

3. There is a mitzvah to do things loudly and in public.  

ומביאין בימה גדולה , כיצד הוא קורא תוקעין בחצוצרות בכל ירושלים כדי להקהיל את העם
ושל עץ היתה ומעמידין אותה באמצע עזרת נשים והמלך עולה ויושב עליה כדי שישמעו 

 קריאתו וכל ישראל העולים לחג מתקבצין סביביו
How did they go about (setting up for the) reading? They would blow 
trumpets throughout Jerusalem to assemble the people, and they 
would erect a large wooden stage in the middle of the women’s 
section (of the Temple) for the king to ascend so that all could 
surround him and hear the reading…(Chagigah 3:4)  

 
It was a really big deal. They made a lot of noise in observing Hakhel. They 

made sure everyone knew when it started, and they made sure everyone 

could see the king read the Torah. Why is such a public display necessary? 

Hakhel was more than a religious obligation or a reenactment of Sinai, 



 9

  בדת האמתומחזקות ידיהםולקרות באזניהם מן התורה פרשיות שהן מזרזות אותן במצות 
(Hakhel’s goal was)  read from the Torah sections which would 
inspire the Jews to (observe) mitzvoth and to strengthen their 
confidence in the truth (of the Jewish) religion. (Chagigah 3:1) 

 
Hakhel was meant to reinforce our faith and the role religion plays in our 

lives. The pomp and circumstance of Hakhel is a reminder that religion in 

public can be a very empowering experience. There is such a thing as PDA’s 

– Public Displays of Affection. You read about them in the news these days 

- what is an appropriate public display of affection and what is not. Well, 

there are also PDJ’s – Public Displays of Judaism. 

When Jews do Jewish things publicly, there, historically, was - and 

still is - a response (by some) of negativity or what will the world think. 

Hakhel stands to counter such a response.  

 In 1987, Marc Stern, director of legal affairs for the American Jewish 

Congress and a dedicated Jewish servant, authored “The Year of the 

Menorah.” The report reviewed the issues surrounding the Chabad initiative 

to light giant menorahs in public places and on municipal property. It 

suggested that public menorah lighting “undermines Jewish interests in a 

most fundamental way,” and the American Jewish Congress opposed public 

lightings in various court cases. The Supreme Court, however, has allowed 

such lightings, and more and more communities have public lightings done 

by Chabad and others. I admit that I support public menorah lightings. (I 
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invite everyone to attend one in Carl Schurz Park on Sunday, December 21 

at 5 p.m.). It is not just menorah lightings, though. There is something 

inspiring when Jews do Jewish things in public. Whether it is a Tashlich 

gathering of Jews in the park or Simchat Torah dancing in the street or 

catchy advertising in popular magazines or on phone booths or even 

davening in front of the Iranian Mission to the UN. Hakhel is a reminder to 

stand up and take our Judaism with us when we enter the public sphere. 

There will always be critics, and each person has their limits, but our 

Judaism should be on display.  

 This is part of who we are and is in the Jewish DNA starting with 

Avraham – “Ve’ho-chi-ach Avraham et Avimelech al odot be'er hamayim 

asher gazlu avday Avimelech – And Abraham protested to Avimelech the 

fact that Avimelech’s servants stole from the wells.” (Genesis 21:25) One 

would think Avraham was complaining about Avimelech’s servants stealing 

from him, but it does not say that in the verse. Avraham was chastising 

Avimelech for the dishonest behavior of his servants against others. It is our 

problem. On Rosh Hashanah, we declared our concern for the world: “v’al 

ha-medinot bo yei’ameir…eizo la-cherev v’eizo la-shalom – Concerning the 

nations of the world it shall be stated…which for the sword and which for 

peace.” These are national and universal issues and not just Jewish causes. 
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Our Judaism is meant to inspire our lives in private and in public. Judaism is 

our religion, but it also informs how we live as citizens of the world. So we 

are concerned with theft and oppression and famine wherever they occur.  

And when we go to the polls on November 4th, our Judaism comes with us. 

Even if you won’t be voting for the same person I will be voting for, we all 

take our Judaism into the booth with us along with our American pride. 

This year, a Hakhel celebration is finishing up right now at Tekuma 

Park, overlooking the Temple Mount. It featured many of the accoutrements 

of the Hakhel revival of 21 years ago and closely resembled the ceremony in 

the Temple. In addition, there was a reenactment of the water-pouring 

ceremony – the simchat beit ha-shoeivah. They blew the trumpets that were 

designed by the Temple Institute as well as displayed other vessels of the 

Beit Hamikdash along with the bigdei kehuna – priestly vestments. They just 

unveiled their latest creation, the kiyor ha-nechoshet – the copper wash 

basin. The event was billed as “A Reenactment of Hakhel, in anticipation of 

its restoration.” It is not just to remember the past, but a ceremony which 

hopes to be a harbinger for the future. As we recall the lessons of Hakhel, we 

can turn them into a blueprint for action. A plan to include every last Jew, to 

show up, and to boldly display our Judaism and let it guide us to make a 

difference inside our community and beyond. These efforts will most 
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definitely create a scene within our Jewish community as impressive as the 

Hakhel of old.  


