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Nitzavim-VaYeilech, 5774 

 

The last two Commandments of the Tora 
Among the various reminders that the Jewish year is drawing to a close, is the fact that 

Parashat VaYeilech in general, and Chapter 31 of Devarim in particular, contains the last two 
specific Commandments found in the Tora. According to the formulation of the 613 mitzvot that 
the Sefer HaChinuch compiles and explains, we find the following: 

 
Mitzva # 612 
We are Commanded to gather together the entire Jewish people, men, women 
and children during the year following the Sabbatical year, on Sukkot, and the 
second day of the Festival, to read a little from “Mishneh Tora” in their ears, i.e., 
“VeEileh HaDevarim” (and these are the words…). Regarding this it is said, 
(Devarim 31:12) “Assemble the people, the men and the women and the little 
ones, and thy stranger that is within thy 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.”1 

  
Mitzva #613 
That we are Commanded  that each Jewish person should have a Sefer Tora, if 
written by his own hand, so much the better and very much beloved, and as 
they of blessed memory said: (Menachot 30a) “He writes it”, i.e., by his own 
hand, the text considers it as if he has received it (the Tora) from Sinai. And for 
whomever it is impossible for him to write it by his own hand, let him hire 
someone to write it on his behalf. And concerned this it is said: (Devarim 31:19) 
“Now therefore write ye this song/poem (the entire Tora is described as a 
song/poem) for you, and teach thou it the children of Israel; put it in their 
mouths…”   

  
The common theme of these two Mitzvot 

There is an obvious common denominator that informs these two Commandments, 
namely the attempt to make familiarity with the Tora the purview of not just an elite group 
amongst the Jewish people, perhaps the priestly class who devote themselves to carrying out 
religious rituals on behalf of the entire people in the Temple and the forty-eight Levite cities, or 
the professional judges who are charged with adjudicating legal and ritual disputes, but rather 

                                                           
1
 Devarim 31:10-13 

And Moshe commanded them, saying: At the end of every seven years, in the set time of the 
year of release, in the Feast of Tabernacles, when all Israel is come to appear before the Lord thy 
God in the place which He shall Choose, thou shalt read this law before all Israel in their hearing. 
Assemble the people, the men and the women and the little ones, and thy stranger that is within 
thy 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 ye live in the land whither ye go over the Jordan to possess 
it.   
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of everyone, both in the public sphere—“men, women and children”—as well as on an 
individual basis—“that we are Commanded that each Jewish person should have a Sefer Tora.” 
 
Writing an additional  Sefer Tora is a Mitzva for a particular individual in a different context 

This is in marked contrast to the earlier mention of writing and possessing a Sefer Tora 
with reference to the King in Parashat Shoftim. In addition to three negative Commandments2—
not to have too many wives, too many horses, and too much money, only the Jewish king is 
positively Commanded: 

  
Mitzva #503 
There is a Commandment that the king who will rule over Yisrael is to write a 
special Sefer Tora that is just for him as an aspect of his kingship, that it be with 
him constantly and that he read from it, aside from another Sefer Tora which is 
incumbent upon him to write like all other Jews…and concerning this it is said: 
(Devarim 17:18) “And it shall be, when he sitteth upon the throne of his 
kingdom, that he shall write him a copy of this ‘Mishneh Tora’, out of that which 
is before the priests the Levites.”  

  

For the king having to create a special Sefer Tora and being required to carry it around 
with him wherever he goes as well as read from it regularly,3 clearly serves, at least symbolically, 

                                                           
2
 Devarim 17:16-7 

Only he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor cause the people to return to Egypt, to the end 
that he should multiply horses; forasmuch as the Lord hath Said unto you: 'Ye shall henceforth 
return no more that way.' Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not 
away; neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold.   

3
 The Oral Tradition defines this “Tora” as  something that the king could “wear” upon his arm: 

Sanhedrin 21b 
…As it has been taught: (Devarim 17:18) “And he shall write him the ‘Mishneh Tora HaZot’ (lit. 
the repetition of this law; terminology that is used for the book of Devarim( [i.e.,] he shall write 
for himself two copies, one which goes in and out with him and the other to be placed in his 
treasure-house. The former which is to go in and out with him, [he shall write in the form of an 
amulet and fasten it to his arm, as it is written, (Tehillim 16:8) “I have set God always before me, 
surely He Is at my right hand, I shall not be moved”.  He may not, while wearing it, enter the bath 
house, or the bathroom, as it is written: (Devarim 17:19) “And it shall be with him and he shall 
read therein” — in places appropriate for reading it. 

The only way in which one could visualize such a Tora is by the scribe utilizing micography; otherwise the 
79, 976 words (according to the summary at the end of the Devarim volume of the Mikraot Gedolot) 
would be too unwieldy to reduce into wearable form. However, if the “font” would be so small, how 
would the king then be able to read from it regularly, as Devarim 17:19 appears to require?   

A radical interpretation of this conundrum is to note that according to the Mishna, it would 
specifically be the king who would read the Tora on the occasion of the performance of the Mitzva of 
Hakhel:  

Sota 7:8 
The Parasha of the King (a Rabbinic reference to the Mitzva of Hakhel), how is it carried out? … 
And the High Priest gives it (the Tora) to the King, and the King stands and receives it and reads it 
while sitting down…And he (the King) reads… 

The same Mishna further states that he does not read the entire Tora—this would obviously take too long 
to be accomplished in a single evening--but only selected portions, all from the book of Devarim: 

Ibid. 
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as a type of check-and-balance upon his massive powers and temptations towards self-
aggrandizement and insensitivity to his subjects. But the Mitzvot of Hakhel and the writing of a 
Sefer Tora for everyone, both of which explicitly focus upon the members of the entire nation, 
would appear to serve a different purpose, namely a revolutionary democratization of Jewish 
knowledge and tradition.  
 
Seeing these Commandments as a reformulation of ancient Middle Eastern practices 

Professor Aaron Demsky, of the Department of Jewish History at Bar Ilan, compares  the 
Mitzva of the king’s writing his own Sefer Tora and the Mitzva of Hakhel to how leaders of 
various nations related to nation-states that owed them subservient allegiance:4 

 
 …Formulating the text of a covenant, safeguarding it in an ark and publicizing it 

by reading it…are practices known to us from pacts that were made with vassal 
countries in the ancient Near East. The text of the pact between the hegemon 
and the vassal was placed in a chest alongside the statue of their deity. The text 
was read aloud to the vassal ruler and his ministers at regular intervals, 
sometimes twice a year, sometimes less often, perhaps every two years or so… 
 
The practice of reading a passage of religious literature for a didactic purpose, 
“that they may hear and so learn to revere the Lord your God and to observe 
faithfully every word of this Teaching” (the Tora’s language regarding Hakhel) is 
unparalleled in all of the Near East.  
 

Therefore, the need for the ruler to officially articulate his relationship with those who serve 
him, may be the underlying basis for the Mitzva of Hakhel as well as why he must have his own 
Sefer Tora with him at all times; yet the idea that both the king as well as the people are all 
beholden to God’s Will as formulated in the Tora and all must publicly acknowledge this concept 
in different ways and contexts, is a Chidush (innovation) of Judaism.5 6 

                                                                                                                                                                             
…He would read from the beginning of Devarim (1:1) until “Shema” (Ibid. 6:3); and “Shema” 
(Ibid. 3-9); “VeHaya Im Shamoa” (Ibid. 11:13-21); “Aser Ta’aser” (Ibid. 14:22-29); “Ki Techaleh 
Le’aser” (Ibid. 26:12-15); “Parashat HaMelech” (Ibid. 17:14-20); and the “Berachot and Kelalot” 
(Ibid. 28:1-69)… 

all told, 297 verses. It would make logical sense if the same verses that were deemed important enough 
to constitute the public Tora reading of Hakhel would also be the verses that the King would be expected 
to take with him everywhere he went and to read them constantly in the interests of his maintaining his 
perspective as he goes about carrying out the affairs of state. Perhaps then the King would in fact write a 
second complete Sefer Tora, but with respect to the “amulet” that he would wear, it would essentially 
consist of an abridgement of Devarim, comprising the identical text to that which he would read publicly 
once every seven years. I haven’t seen this idea written anywhere, but thought it was worth raising.  
4 http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/nitzavim/dem.html  
5
 Moshe Greenberg, in “Some Postulates of Biblical Criminal Law” (The Jewish Expression, ed. Judah 

Goldin, Bantam, New York, 1970), playing off the seemingly non-sequitor nature of Shemot 21:31 : 
Whether it have gored a son, or have gored a daughter, according to this judgment shall it be 
done unto him, 

suggests that  the Tora mentions this specifically as a response to Hammurabi’s Code, where vicarious 
punishment, i.e., if your ox kills the child of another, your child would be killed, was in order. In effect, the 
Tora adopted formats that were extent in other cultures, and by altering certain aspects of these laws, 
was able to present an alternate value system that was simultaneously familiar but also fundamentally 
different than the laws, codes and practices extent in other cultures. A similar case could be made in this 

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/nitzavim/dem.html
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Turning from the theoretical, symbolic to the practical 

However, from a practical point of view, one has to wonder how effective such practices 
were for effectively conveying the message of the need for universal Tora education, as well as 
the individual responsibility for everyone to familiarize himself with and develop a personal 
relationship with the contents of the Tora, and thereby with God. The public Tora readings that 
occur throughout the year7 8 may reflect the centrality of the Tora to Judaism, but unless an 
individual fulfills at least “Shnayim Mikra VeEchad Targum”9 (lit. [review] of the text two times, 
and the translation/commentary one time), it is questionable how religiously meaningful these 
readings can be for the congregation in attendance. Therefore if the public Tora reading 
mandated by the Mitzva of Hakhel took place even more infrequently, i.e., only once every 
seven years, and the writing or acquisition of a personal Sefer Tora would probably be limited to 
a small group of skilled scribes or particularly wealthy individuals, how truly democratic were 
these practices? Were they more symbolic than substantive with respect to the people as a 
whole?10 

                                                                                                                                                                             
instance whereby both having to read the Divine laws to the people as well as reading them for himself, 
the King is spiritually defining himself as a “vassal” of HaShem! 
6 The idea of reviving the Mitzva of Hakhel  in modern times was first proposed by Rabbi Eliyahu David 

Rabinowitz-Teomim (the "Aderes"), who published two pamphlets on the issue, Zecher leMikdash and 
Dvar Be'ito.

 
 When Rabbi Shmuel Salant was Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem, he would gather all the Talmud 

Torah students in front of the Western Wall on the first day of Chol HaMoed Sukkot and read to them the 
same passages that the king would read at Hakhel. The first official Israeli ceremony of Hakhel was held 
during Sukkot of 1945, the year following the Sabbatical Year. A special service was held in the Yeshurun 
Synagogue, after which a mass procession moved on to the Western Wall where the Tora portions were 
read. Similar ceremonies presided over by Israel government officials have been held every seven years 
since.

 
 The Hakhel ceremony conducted in 1994 was attended by the Chief Rabbis of Israel, the President 

of Israel, and other dignitaries. The ceremony performed at the Western Wall in 2001 was led by the 
President of Israel, Moshe Katzav.

 
 Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, urged 

Jews everywhere to conduct large and small Hakhel gatherings in synagogues and private homes to foster 
greater unity and increase Torah learning, mitzvah observance, and the giving of charity.

[5]
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hakhel#Twentieth-century_revival 
7
 Bava Kama 82a 

The [following] … enactments were ordained by Ezra: That the law be read [publicly] in the 
Mincha  service on Shabbat; that the law be read [publicly] on Mondays and Thursdays …  
'That the law be read [publicly] in the Mincha service on Shabbat:' on account of shopkeepers 
[who during the weekdays have no time to hear the reading of the Law].  
'That the law be read [publicly] on Mondays and Thursdays.' But was this ordained by Ezra? Was 
this not ordained even before him? For it was taught: (Shemot 15:22) “And they went three days 
in the wilderness and found no water”, upon which those who expound verses 
metaphorically  said: “water” means nothing but Tora,  as it says: (Yeshayahu 55:1) “Ho, 
everyone that thirsteth come ye for water”. It thus means that as they went three days without 
Tora they immediately became exhausted. The prophets among them thereupon rose and 
enacted that they should publicly read the law on Shabbat, make a break on Sunday, read again 
on Monday, make a break again on Tuesday and Wednesday, read again on Thursday and then 
make a break on Friday so that they should not be kept for three days without Tora.'  …   

8
 Monday and Thursday mornings, Shabbat mornings and afternoons, Yom Tov mornings, Yom Kippur 

morning and afternoon, Rosh Chodesh, Chanuka, Purim and Fast days.  
9
 Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 285:1. 

10
 A few years ago, at a conference on the teaching of Tora SheB’Al Peh at Brandeis University, one 

presenter suggested that the widespread participation in the Daf Yomi program (one page of Talmud is 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eliyahu_David_Rabinowitz-Teomim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eliyahu_David_Rabinowitz-Teomim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shmuel_Salant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chief_Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud_Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud_Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Wall
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chol_HaMoed
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sukkot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shmita
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chief_Rabbinate_of_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshe_Katzav
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menachem_Mendel_Schneerson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chabad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rebbe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tzedakah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hakhel#cite_note-4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hakhel#Twentieth-century_revival
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 A possible example of Hakhel serving as a model for a more intensive event following the 

return from prolonged Exile 
Professor Demsky suggests that biblical and Rabbinic descriptions of Ezra’s actions 

when some of the Jewish people returned to Israel after the Babylonian exile, were inspired by 
the Mitzva of Hakhel, but clearly went further than the Commandment outlined by Moshe.  
  

Nechemia 8:1-8 
All the people gathered themselves together as one man into the broad place 
that was before the water gate; and they spoke unto Ezra the scribe to bring the 
book of the Law of Moshe, which the Lord had Commanded to Israel. And Ezra 
the priest brought the Law before the congregation, both men and women, and 
all that could hear with understanding, upon the first day of the seventh month. 
And he read therein before the broad place that was before the water gate from 
early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the women, and of 
those that could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive unto 
the book of the Law. And Ezra the scribe stood upon a pulpit of wood,11 which 
they had made for the purpose; and beside him stood Mattithia, and Shema, 
and Anaia, and Uria, and Chilkia, and Maaseia, on his right hand; and on his left 
hand, Pedaia, and Mishael, and Malchiya, and Chashum, and Chashbaddana, 
Zecharia, and Meshullam. And Ezra opened the book (the Tora) in the sight of all 
the people--for he was above all the people--and when he opened it, all the 
people stood up. And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God. And all the people 
answered: 'Amen, Amen', with the lifting up of their hands; and they bowed 
their heads, and fell down before the Lord with their faces to the ground. Also 
Jeshua, and Bani, and Sherevia, Yamin, Akkuv, Shabbetai, Hodia, Maaseia, Kelita, 
Azaria, Yozabad, Chanan, Pelaia, even the Levites, caused the people to 
understand the Law; and the people stood in their place. And they read in the 
book, in the Law of God, distinctly; and they gave the sense, and caused them to 
understand the reading.   
 
Megilla 3a 
…Has not R. Ika said in the name of R. Chananel who had it from Rav: What is 
meant by the text, “And they read in the book, in the law of God, with an 
interpretation. and they gave the sense, and caused them to understand the 
reading?” “And they read in the book, in the law of God”: this indicates the 
[Hebrew] text; “with an interpretation”: this indicates the Targum (the Aramaic 

                                                                                                                                                                             
studied each day, with the goal being the completion of the entire Talmud in seven and a half years) has 
taken on the trappings of the public Tora reading, in the sense that within the context of a Shiur, 1) only 
one person truly prepares thoroughly, 2) the participants’ commitment is more a matter of their presence 
than  even their basic understanding, 3) the study usually provides the basis for individual, isolated Divrei 
Tora as opposed to overarching insights and concepts, 4) there is a powerful unifying feeling that arises as 
the result of the recognition that Jews all over the world are engaged in the same study and at the same 
point in the text, and 5) the process represents the importance of Tora SheB’Al Peh to the participants 
rather than necessarily their acquiring the ideas, values and information that lie within. 
11

 Sota 7:8 
…they would make for him (the King, who would read the Tora) a platform of wood that would 
be set up in the courtyard (of the Temple)… 
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translation/interpretation); “and they gave the sense”: this indicates the verse 
stops (where each individual verse begins and ends); “and caused them to 
understand the reading”: this indicates the accentuation, or, according to 
another version, the Massoretic notes (how particular words are to be spelled)…  
 
MaLBIM on Nechemia 8:8 
“BaSefer BeTorat Elokim”—i.e., in the written book, which is the Written 
Tradition, and also in the book of God which is transmitted orally (the Oral 
Tradition), and therefore the preposition “Ba/Be” is doubled (to indicate two 
different collection of teachings were being transmitted). Concerning the term 
“BaSefer” the text says “distinctly”, and the Rabbis have explained this as a 
reference to Targum, the translation into the lingua franca. And corresponding 
to “Torat Elokim” the text states “and they gave the sense”, that they explained 
the text orally, and how the Oral Tradition is derived from the Written Tradition, 
as is stated, “and caused them to understand the reading”. And the Rabbis have 
said (Nedarim 37b; Megilla 3a) “’and they gave the sense’: this indicates the 
verse stops; ‘and caused them to understand the reading’: this indicates the 
accentuation” because also where the verses begin and end, the cantillation and 
the pronunciation are all part of the Oral Tradition, e.g., if the word is to be read 
“BaCheilev Emo” (the fat of its mother) or “BeChalav” (the milk);12 “Zeicher 
Amalek or Zecher Amalek”;13 and the five verses that can be read in alternative 
manners.14 
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 A reference to the phrase (Shemot 23:19; 34:26; Devarim 14:21) ֹו ב ִאמּֽ ֵ֥ ֲחל  י בַּ ִדִ֖ ל גְּ ֵ֥ ש  בַּ א־תְּ     לּֽ
 (Thou shalt not seethe a kid in its mother's milk.)  
13

 Devarim 25:19  ק ֶכר ֲעָמל ֵ֔ ֵ֣ ֶחה   ֶאת־ז   Regarding the reading of this word on Parashat Zachor, the .ִתמְּ
Shabbat preceding Purim, the custom is to repeat the verse, using a different pronunciation of the word 
each time: 

Mishna Berura #18 d.h. BeNeginatam U’VeTa’amam, on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 585:7 
Know that there are those who say that “זכר” should be read with a Tzeiri (“Zeicher”) and others 
who say that it should be read with a Segol (“Zecher”). Therefore it is proper to read it twice in 
order to fulfill the obligation properly… 

14
 Yoma 52a-b 

Surely it was taught: Issi b. Yehuda said: There are five verses in the Tora [the grammatical 
construction of] which is undecided:  (the following explanations are from the Soncino edition of 
the Talmud http://halakhah.com/pdf/moed/Yoma.pdf ) 
1)  ‘lifted up’   

Beraishit 4:7   The meaning could be: If thou doest well (good!) — but thou must bear the sin, 
if thou doest not well; or the usual interpretation: If thou doest well, there will be forgiving (or 
lifting up of face); and if thou doest not well, sin coucheth at the door. 

 2) ‘like almond-blossoms’   
   Shemot 25:33 : Three cups, made like almond-blossoms in one branch, a knop and a flower, 

or: Three cups, like almond-blossoms . . . a knop and a flower. 
3) ‘tomorrow’    

Ibid. 27:9: Go out and fight with Amalek tomorrow; I will stand on the top of the hill, or: Go out 
and fight with Amalek, tomorrow I will stand on top of the hill… 

4) ‘cursed’   
   Beraishit 49:6-7 : And in their self-will they houghed oxen. Cursed be their anger, for it was 

fierce. Or: And in their self-will they houghed the cursed oxen. Their anger was fierce. (The 

http://halakhah.com/pdf/moed/Yoma.pdf
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Ezra’s attempt to not only read the text but also make it understandable to the people may have 
been due to the deleterious effects of the Babylonian exile on the connection of the people to 
Judaism,15 or because philosophically, Ezra thought that simply reading the Tora text was 
insufficient to achieve what had to be done in order to jump start Jewish practice and 
commitment after such a long hiatus in exile. Even if Ezra’s program was not meant to obviate 
the Mitzva of Hakhel, but simply to augment it, nevertheless it does supply an intriguing 
paradigm with respect to the need to react to the Jewish people in terms of their condition and 
situation at any given time or place. If Hakhel was “enough” at one point in time, it doesn’t 
mean that it will continue to be going forward in light of circumstances and developments.  
 
Another change in the synagogue service that might have been in the spirit of Hakhel 

                                                                                                                                                                             
cursed oxen would thus be an uncomplimentary reference to Shechem, a descendant of 
Canaan cursed in Beraishit 9:25). 

and 5)  ‘rise up’  
Devarim 31:16 : Behold thou art about to sleep with thy fathers; and (this people) will rise up. 
Or: Behold thou art about to sleep with thy fathers and (wilt in future) rise up. This people will 
go astray after the foreign gods…   

15
  …While in Babylon, Ezra organized a little over 40,000 Jews to return with him to the Land of Israel. 

Out of a population of perhaps a half million Jews that number was not very impressive. Worse, he could 
not conscript the caliber of Jews he wanted. The greatest Torah scholars and the Levites stayed behind. 
When Ezra did arrive in the Land of Israel, he saw a Jewish community that had broken down spiritually. 
Some traditional sources that suggest the intermarriage rate was as high as 85-90%. The situation was so 
bad that the High Priest — whom all the Jewish people looked to for spiritual leadership — had sons who 
married non-Jewish women. 
Ezra also saw that all the Jewish-owned stores in Jerusalem were open on the Sabbath, which was the 
market day. The non-Jews from the neighboring towns and villages would come into Jerusalem on the 
Sabbath to make purchases. The Jewish shop-owners told Ezra that they had found legal loopholes in 
Jewish law for doing so… 
 http://www.jewishhistory.org/ezra-and-nehemiah/  
Another indication of the alienation of Jews from their traditions was their discomfort with prayer: 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tefilla U’Birchat Kohanim 1:4 
When Israel was exiled in the time of the wicked Nebuchadnezzar, they became interspersed in 
Persia and Greece and other nations. Children were born to them in these foreign countries and 
those children's language was confused.The speech of each and every one was a concoction of 
many tongues. No one was able to express himself coherently in any one language, but rather in 
a mixture [of languages], as [Nehemiah 13:24] states: "And their children spoke half in Ashdodit 
and did not know how to speak the Jewish language. Rather, [they would speak] according to the 
language of various other peoples." Consequently, when someone would pray, he would be 
limited in his ability to request his needs or to praise the Holy One, blessed be He, in Hebrew, 
unless other languages were mixed in with it. When Ezra and his court saw this, they established 
eighteen blessings in sequence. The first three [blessings] are praises of God and the last three 
are thanksgiving. The intermediate [blessings] contain requests for all those things that serve as 
general categories for the desires of each and every person and the needs of the whole 
community. Thus, the prayers could be set in the mouths of everyone. They could learn them 
quickly and the prayers of those unable to express themselves would be as complete as the 
prayers of the most eloquent. It was because of this matter that they established all the blessings 
and prayers so that they would be ordered in the mouths of all Israel, so that each blessing would 
be set in the mouth of each person unable to express himself. 

http://www.jewishhistory.org/ezra-and-nehemiah/
http://www.chabad.org/16520#v24
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The Talmud records that initially, there would be a Shiur on Shabbat afternoon that 
everyone was expected to attend: 

 
Gittin 38b 
Rabbah said: For these three offences men become impoverished: for 
emancipating their [heathen] slaves, for inspecting their property on Sabbath, 
and for taking their main Sabbath meal at the hour when the discourse is given 
in the Beth Hamidrash. For so R. Chiya b. Abba related in the name of R. 
Yochanan, that there were two families in Jerusalem, one of which used to take 
its main meal on Sabbath [at the hour of the discourse] and the other on the 
eve of Sabbath,  and both of them became extinct.   
 
RaShI d.h. BeIdan Bei Midrasha 
When the scholar would expound to the masses on Shabbat, and these 
individuals sit at the mean; they should have made the meal either earlier or 
later. 

 
HaMeiri, Beit HaBechira 
It is prohibited to establish one’s meal on Shabbat at the time of the discourse, 
but rather the meal should be arranged so that one can go and hear. For the 
days of Shabbat and Yom Tov were not given for only eating and drinking, but 
rather so that the majority of these days would be spent in holiness, i.e., to 
understand, think about, to hear, to learn, to teach, to observe and to fulfill 
(Tora and Mitzvot). For this reason it says, (Shemot 20:10; Devarim 5:14) 
“Shabbat for the Lord your God”.  
 
It would appear that HaMeiri’s comments are based upon the following Midrash that 

suggests that the presentations on Shabbat afternoons were supposed to focus specifically upon 
the ins and outs of Shabbat observance: 
 

Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat VaYakhel #408 
(Devarim 35:1) “And Moshe gathered together”. Our Rabbis, masters of Aggada 
say that from the beginning of the Tora to its conclusion, there is no other 
Parasha that states at its outset “And he gathered together” other than this one 
alone. Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He, “Gather together for yourself large 
groups, and explain before them in public the laws of Shabbat in order for 
future generations to learn them from you to gather together groups on every 
Shabbat and to enter the synagogues and the study houses to teach, to instruct 
to Israel the words of Tora, what is prohibited and permitted in order that My 
Great Name will be praised among My Children.  
 

But in the continuation of this Midrashic source, it is suggested that Moshe somewhat 
altered the original Divine Intention:  
 

Based upon this they said: Moshe instituted for Israel that they should discuss 
the matters of the day, the laws of Pesach for Pesach, the laws of Shavuot for 
Shavuot, the laws of Sukkot for Sukkot. Said Moshe to Yisrael: If you follow this 
order, the Holy One, Blessed Be He will Consider it as if you have coronated Me 



9 
 

in My World, as it is said, (Yeshayahu 43:10) “Ye are My Witnesses, Saith the 
Lord, and My Servant Whom I have Chosen; that ye may know and believe Me, 
and understand that I Am He; before Me there was no god formed, neither shall 
any be after Me”.  

 
A “forgiving” reading would maintain that on those Shabbatot when a particular Yom 
Tov was not approaching, Moshe legislated that a weekly Shiur be devoted to the laws 
of Shabbat, since Shabbat  is also considered a Chag in its own right,16 and its laws 
certainly are sufficiently complex to merit ongoing study;17 a “narrower” reading  would 
conclude that the ideal that HaShem Presented to Moshe was altered in a downward 
direction to cover only some of the Shabbatot of the year, when there the additional 
incentive existed to familiarize oneself with the complexities of the upcoming festival.18  

                                                           
16

 In VaYikra 23, where all the Jewish holidays are presented, note the sequence: 
And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, Saying: Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: The 
appointed seasons of the Lord, which ye shall proclaim to be holy convocations, even these are 
My appointed seasons.  
1) Six days shall work be done; but on the seventh day is a Shabbat of solemn rest, a holy 
convocation; ye shall do no manner of work; it is a Shabbat unto the Lord in all your dwellings.  
These are the appointed seasons of the Lord, even holy convocations, which ye shall proclaim in 
their appointed season. 2) In the first month, on the fourteenth day of the month at dusk, is the 
Lord'S Passover…  3)  And ye shall count unto you from the morrow after the day of rest, from the 
day that ye brought the sheaf of the waving; seven weeks shall there be complete…  And ye shall 
make proclamation on the selfsame day (Shavuot); there shall be a holy convocation unto you; ye 
shall do no manner of servile work; it is a statute forever in all your dwellings throughout your 
generations. … 4) And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: Speak unto the children of Israel, 
saying: In the seventh month, in the first day of the month (Rosh HaShana), shall be a solemn rest 
unto you, a memorial proclaimed with the blast of horns, a holy convocation.   5) And the Lord 
Spoke unto Moses, saying: Ye shall do no manner of servile work; and ye shall bring an offering 
made by fire unto the Lord. And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: Howbeit on the tenth day of 
this seventh month is the day of atonement; there shall be a holy convocation unto you, and ye 
shall afflict your souls; and ye shall bring an offering made by fire unto the LORD…  6)  And the 
LORD spoke unto Moses, saying:  Speak unto the children of Israel, saying: On the fifteenth day of 
this seventh month is the feast of tabernacles for seven days unto the Lord…  

17
 Chafetz Chaim, in his introduction to the laws of Shabbat in the third section of the Mishna Berura 

notes that unless the laws of Shabbat are constantly studied, it is inevitable that at least one Tora 
violation of Shabbat will occur every week! 
18

 Parallel legislation attributed to Moshe was the study of the laws of a holiday on the holiday: 
 Megilla 4a 

As it has been taught: Moshe laid down a rule for the Israelites that they should discuss and 
discourse on the subject of the day — the laws of Pesach on Pesach, the laws of Shavuot on 
Shavuot , and the laws of Sukkot on Sukkot! 

Another Rabbinic institution was to study relevant laws for a period of time before the advent of a 
festival: 

Pesachim 6a 
As it was taught: Questions are asked and lectures are given on the laws of Pesach for thirty days 
before Passover. R. Shimon b. Gamaliel said: Two weeks. 
Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chaim 429:1 
One inquires re the laws of Pesach thirty days prior to Pesach.  
Mishna Berura #1 d.h. Sho’alin BeHilchot Pesach 
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One could claim that even Moshe’s legislation has been further limited, with the 
minimal remaining remnants being constituted by the Derashot of Shabbat HaGadol (a 
presentation  that takes place annually on the Shabbat afternoon immediately prior to 
Pesach), and Shabbat Shuva (the presentation that is given on Shabbat afternoon 
between Rosh HaShana and Yom HaKippurim).   

 
 The most recent iteration of a form of Hakhel: 
 
 It is possible to view the Shabbat (and Yom Tov) morning sermon/Devar Tora as the 
most recent manifestation of Tora presentations to the general population, the apparent aim of 
the Mitzva of Hakhel. Synagogues are typically much more well-attended during Shabbat 
morning than afternoon services. Even shuls that offer Tora learning either before Mincha or 
between Mincha/Ma’ariv on Shabbat afternoon do not always have significant numbers in 
attendance. Consequently the opportunity when the greatest number of people can be 
presented with Tora ideas on a regular basis is the Derasha delivered on Shabbat and Yom Tov 
mornings. Placing the Derasha in such a context should sharply delineate what should be 
discussed and reflected upon—a subject that is relevant and deeply informed by Judaism and 
the Tora. The Darshan (person delivering the talk) should understand his considerable 
responsibility vis-à-vis imparting a lasting message that will hopefully deeply impact the listeners 
and win respect for and commitment to Tora and Mitzvot, as ideally happened when Hakhel was 
observed in the Temple precincts.19  

  
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
For behold Moshe stood on “the first” Pesach (15 Nissan) and spoke concerning “the second” 
Pesach (15 Iyar)—see BaMidbar 9:10-1. And the same is true for the other festivals, i.e., 
presentations are made concerning their laws thirty days before the festival takes place. See 
Bei’ur HaGR”A (the Gaon of Vilna) whose opinion is that for Shavuot it is sufficient to study the 
laws from the first of Sivan (five days before the Festival). And there are those who say that the 
obligation of thirty days is only for Pesach because of the complexity of the Halachot associated 
with it, like the grinding of wheat, baking Matzot, Kashering vessels, destroying Chametz, 
because if these will not be carried out properly before Pesach, there is nothing that one can do 
about them on Pesach proper, which is not the case with respect to other Yomim Tovim. 
Consequently in the case of the latter it would suffice to study only a  few days before the 
festival. Nevertheless, on the Yom Tov itself according to all opinions one has to study and 
inquire throughout the day of Yom Tov as is stated at the end of Megilla 32a “Moshe instituted 
for Israel that they will be asking and presenting the issues of the day, the laws of Pesach on 
Pesach, etc. … 

(Ironically, if we apply the GR’A’s criteria of creating a ratio between the quantity and quality of 
laws and the time that needs to be devoted to them, Shabbat, because of its many more 
restrictions in terms of Melacha than apply to Yom Tov, is actually the most complex “Chag” and 
therefore deserves the most preparation, in keeping with the Yalkut Shimoni’s claim that the 
Shabbat afternoon Shiurim need to be devoted to Hilchot Shabbat.)  
19

 I recall that R. Norman Lamm once addressed Semicha students, adjuring them to prepare their 
Shabbat morning Derashot carefully, since “for those in the audience, this may be the only Tora study 
they do for the entire week!” 
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