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Parshat Nitzavim-Vayelech 5780 

For the second time in 5780, Parshas Vayeilech is being read, on this occasion as the 
second of a double sedra.    Earlier this year, it was read on Shabbat Shuvah, on which 
day, sadly, it transpired that the sweet neshama of my dear mother a”h was returned 
to her Maker. Accordingly, this piece is dedicated l’ilui nishmas Chanah Gittel bas Yosef, 
ahead of her first yahrzeit on 6 Tishri. 

Devorim 31:10-13, including the words “Hakhel es ho’om… (Assemble the people…)” is 
the source of the penultimate mitzvah of the Torah, hakhel. Once every seven years, (1) 
on the first night of Chol Hamoed Succos following the Shemittah year, (2) the king 
would read (3) certain passages of Sefer Devorim (4) to the entire nation assembled in 
the Beis Hamikdosh. This piece will explore some of the details (as numbered) and 
possible reasoning behind the mitzvah of hakhel.  

1) Harav Avrohom Gurwitz, Rosh Yeshivah of Gateshead, points out that the 
mitzvah of hakhel connects with three other mitzvos, all with the common theme of 

strengthening our emunoh and bitochon (faith and trust in Hashem).  

• Shemittah – The key possuk that illustrates the above is “I will ordain My 
blessing for you in the sixth year and it will yield a crop for the three-year period.” 
(Vayikro 25:21) The miraculous fulfilment of this Divine blessing cannot fail to induce 
trust in HaShem.  

• Succos – The mitzvah of dwelling in a succah teaches the lesson of emunoh, as 
it commemorates the miracle of the Ananei Kovod (Clouds of Glory), which surrounded 
and protected the Jews from the elements, during their travels in the midbar. 

• Aliyah l’regel (ascending to the Temple on Succos [and on the other two 
regolim]) – Whilst observing this mitzvah, the homes of the families and their 
possessions would otherwise be left unprotected, but the Torah states, “……no man will 
covet your land when you go up to appear before HaShem, your G-d, three times a 
year.” (Shemos 34:24) How Divine an insurance (bitochon) policy is that! 

2) Amongst the detail of hakhel is the question of whether it was always the king 
who read from the Torah and if there was no king, whether there would be a reading at 
all. Josephus reported that he had witnessed the Kohen Godol reading from the Torah 
for hakhel, but he lived at the time of King Agrippas II, who was far removed from 
Judaism. The Mishnah in Sotah (7:8) refers to the parshah of hakhel as parshas 
hamelech and then goes on to list the hierarchy through whom the Sefer Torah was  

 

passed, culminating in the Kohen Godol handing it to the king to read his parshah. 
There is a view that hakhel was never observed until Shaul became the king and an 
alternative view that the greatest man of the generation should read the Torah if there 
is no king. 

3) So, what were the passages that were read by the king, or perhaps in certain 
circumstances by another leader, such as the Kohen Godol? They were Devorim 1:1-6:9 
(the conclusion of which is the first paragraph of the Shema); then 11:13-22 (the second 
paragraph of the Shema); and finally 14:22-28:69 (the conclusion of which is the 
tochachoh [rebuke] from last week’s sedra, Ki Sovo). These passages are all on the 

general subjects of allegiance to HaShem, the covenant and reward and punishment. 

4) Included in hakhel are the “small children” and the “children who do not 
know”. Aside from the obvious babysitting problem arising from everyone else being at 
hakhel (!), what was the point of the small children being present? The Torah itself 
answers this in saying that they shall hear and they shall learn to fear HaShem and this 
can well apply to young children, close to the age of commencing their education, but 
what of the children too young to learn? Rashi quotes from a Gemoro in Chagigoh 3, 
which suggests that they come to give reward to those who brought them. Whilst the 
very young children will not understand the words they hear, in the context of such an 
amazing and sensory experience, including sight of the king in all his splendour reading 
from the Torah, they will nevertheless feel the importance of hearing and learning the 
words of Torah and of fearing HaShem, the King of kings. Effectively, the reward is in 

the likelihood that these children later will easily access Torah and Yiras Shomayim. 

According to the Chinuch, the reason for hakhel is that it is fitting for the Torah, as the 
foundation of the Jewish people, to be heard and taught when all the people are 
together. Rav Hutner z”l suggests that hakhel is supposed to be a re-enactment of Bnei 
Yisroel receiving the Torah at Har Sinai. Indeed, not only does the word hakhel appear 
in Moshe’s review of matan Torah (Devorim 4:10), but the final words of the final 
passage read by the king are “the covenant He sealed with them at Chorev (Sinai).”   

May we all merit in the new year (or sooner), to see the building of Bayis Shlishi and the 
reinstatement there of the mitzvah of hakhel, at which the Torah will be read by the 
king, Melech HaMoshiach. Wishing everyone a kesivoh v’chasimoh tovoh. 


