


during the twentieth century.

Rav Hutner explains that Hakhel is 
really a communal re-affirmation 
to keep the Torah and a renewal 
of the covenant made at Sinai, 
indeed a re-enactment of the 
receiving of the Torah. Rav Hutner 
mentions that Hakhel, though a 
mitzvah only actually applicable 
every seven years during Temple 
times, functions also as a paradigm 

for a process of renewal which the 
Jewish people undergoes in each 
generation. 

Rav Hutner mentions particular 
occasions dur ing our h istor y 
in which the people gathered 
together to re-crown G-d as their 
king and accept the Torah again. 
Throughout history, the Jewish 
people reaffirm their commitment 
and accept the Torah afresh.

The first example of this repetition 
of the receiving of the Torah, 
explains Rav Hutner, is to be found 
in the twenty forth chapter of the 
book of Joshua. At this time, all the 
people were gathered together 
before G-d, so that Joshua could 
make a new covenant with them. 
The next time this Hakhel type of 
re-affirmation of the covenant 
occurred was after the destruction 
of the Temple, at the time of Ezra 
and Nechemiah.   A renewal of the 

Nitzavim presents us with the 
last two mitzvot of the Torah, the 
mitzvah to write a Torah scroll 
and the mitzvah of Hakhel.  At the 
Hakhel ceremony the whole Jewish 
people are assembled to hear a 
reading from the Torah every seven 
years on the first day Chol HaMoed 
Succot immediately following the 
Shemittah.

What is the mitzvah of Hakhel 
about and what is its message for 
us today?

The Rambam explains that the 
purpose of the mitzvah of Hakhel, 
(see Mishne Torah, Hilchot Hagigah, 
chapter 3) was to encourage the 
people to ‘perform mitzvot and 
streng then them in the tr ue 
faith.’  The Rambam then explains 
exactly what occurred during this 
ceremony, in which the King read 
from the Torah:

‘How is the reading conducted?  
Trumpets are sounded throughout 
Jerusalem to gather the people. A 
large wooden platform is brought 
and set up in the centre of the 
Women’s Cour tyard. The king 
ascends and sits on it so that they 
will be able to hear his reading. All 
of the Jewish people who made the 
festive pilgrimage gather around 
him... He [the King] opens it, looks 

at it, and recites the blessings 
like anyone who is reading the 
Torah in a synagogue. He reads 
the passages mentioned.. He rolls 
the scroll closed and recites the 
blessing afterwards as it is done in 
synagogues. He adds seven [extra] 
blessings...’ (See Rambam. Ibid.)

The Rambam presents us also with 
an understanding of what Hakhel 
is really about. He says that those 
present should ‘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... 
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 G-d.’

This mitzvah, the second last of the 
Torah, is, explains the Rambam, a 
way to recreate the giving of the 
Torah at Mount Sinai, every seven 
years. 

I would like to share with you an 
insight into the mitzvah of Hakhel 
from Rabbi Yitzhak Hutner, a rabbi 
and thinker who grew up in Europe 
and spent much of his life in America 

covenant occurred again, explains 
Rav Hutner, at the time of Purim. 
The people, saved from destruction 
at the hand of Haman, re-affirmed 
their relationship to the Torah. This 
was achieved by the acceptance in 
freedom of the mitzvot associated 
with Purim. 

Rav Hutner sees two more Hakhel 
type national re-acceptances of 
the covenant. The next occurred 

sever al  centur ies later  when 
the Jewish people accepted the 
Talmud after its completion. The 
Talmud represented a work which 
all the Jewish people considered 
authoritative and a universal source 
of instruction, which became the 
fundamental guide book of the 
Jewish people. Its acceptance was 
comparable to a renewal of the 
Jewish people’s commitment to 
the covenant at Sinai. Rav Hutner 
notes that as the generations pass, 
each successive generation has its 
own unique re-acceptance of the 
Torah. 

The last re -acceptance of the 
Torah, states Rav Hutner, was the 
acceptance by the Jewish people 
of the Shulchan Aruch, the famous 
code of Jewish law, written by 
Rabbi Yosef Karo in the sixteenth 
century. This was comparable to 
a re-affirmation of the Jewish 
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as the generations pass, each successive generation has its 
own unique re-acceptance of the Torah


