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‘Bringing the children to Hakhel’
The king finished his address and the immense gathering of his subjects rose to their feet, proclaiming in a thunderous voice:  “Long Live the King!”  The monarch’s face radiated joy; he had waited many years for this moment.

Seven years ago, in a sudden coup, rebels had attempted to seize the reins of power. For a while the king had been deposed, but with the help of strong forces loyal to the throne, he regained full control of his kingdom. Despite his success, the king was apprehensive. Did the populace wholeheartedly support him and his policies?

‘Your Majesty,’ the Prime Minister made a cautious suggestion, ‘let us invite all the citizens of the capital to a ceremony to re-affirm their loyalty to you. Perhaps this will rekindle their old enthusiasm and loyalty to the crown. You can perhaps display some generosity; a reduction in taxes is always welcome …’

The magnificent Coronation Hall was chosen as the site of the proposed assembly; many people fondly remembered the king’s coronation decades previously in this very building. To accommodate the multitudes, an extension was constructed. ‘Whom should we invite?’ wondered the king. ‘Of course we must invite all the men and the women. But who will be at home to look after the children? Should we invite all the children, too? Even just one crying infant will detract from the dignity of the occasion!’

Once again, the Prime Minister offered his sage advice. ‘I feel it is essential that all the children take part. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to infuse them with feelings of respect and awe for his majesty. Even if they do not understand the King’s address, they will absorb the unique atmosphere of כבוד מלכות. A promise of ‘royal peckelach’ containing the most delectable treats imaginable will ensure their full cooperation. The children are the future of our country. They are the young shoots from which the national tree will grow…’

In this week’s Parsha, Vayelech, the Torah instructs us to hold a National Assembly, once every seven years. The entire nation gathers together in the Beis Hamikdash to hear the king address them. Unlike the mashal, the king is not seeking our loyalty to him, but to strengthen our devotion to the Torah and to our Heavenly King. He reads passages of instruction and inspiration from the Sefer Torah.

This Hakhel assembly takes place in the Ezras Nashim of the Beis Hamikdash on Succos following a Shmittah year. Each of these three factors - Shmittah, Succos and Beis Hamikdash – has by itself great power to uplift the spiritual level of the Jewish People. But the confluence
 of all three elevates us to unimaginable heights of devotion to Hashem. The power of Hakhel is indeed amplified by the following five points:

[A] Both Shmittah and Succos teach us that the עיקר, the most essential point, of life is to serve Hashem. We internalise the lesson that He alone provides our sustenance and He alone protects us. During the Shmittah year our fields and orchards lie fallow. He is the Master of the land; our success does not come from ‘the strength of our hands’ but from our trust in Him. On Succos we leave our sturdy homes to dwell in flimsy huts, learning to put our full trust in Hashem’s protection.
[B] After a year of freedom from agricultural labour, a year devoted to learning Torah, our minds will be finely attuned to absorb the דברי תורה that the king will teach us.

[C] The Yomtov of Succos is also the climax of the Yomim Noraim, the Days of Awe when we attain the special joy of forgiveness for our sins. Of itself, the זמן שמחתנו of Succos puts us on an elevated spiritual plateau.

[D] At Hakhel, the whole nation comes together. The Shmittah year inspires us with אחדות, unity, and שלום, peace. In the six working years of the Shmittah cycle, the prevailing attitude is שלי שלי – what is mine is mine – the source of quarrels and disputes. During Shmittah, the land is ownerless.

[E] Hakhel takes place in the holiest site on earth, in the Beis Hamikdash, a place of open miracles, where the Divine Presence can be clearly felt. 

So these five advantages have lifted us up to the peak of the spiritual mountain. But we still need to ask a basic question. The king will read selected passages from the book of Devarim. But many of the present will not understand what he is saying. Some will lack language skills, such as converts and foreign language speakers. Some will not be able to hear.
 Could everybody fit into the Ezras Nashim? They would have had to stand at a distance on the Temple Mount. The women may not follow all the halachic intricacies.  And finally, why were the parents commanded to bring all their children, even the new-borns? 

Many commentators point out that the exalted atmosphere of the Hakhel assembly will make an indelible impression on all who attended, whether they understood or not, or even if they could not hear. The sight of an entire nation, among them the righteous king, the גדולי הדור, the Tzaddikim of the generation, men, women and children, will infuse every single person with otherwise unattainable levels of holiness and closeness to Hashem. The Sefer Hachinuch
 writes: ‘[the purpose of this gathering] is to hear the words of the Torah which is our main [focus in life], our glory and our splendour. The people will come, thereby, to speak of its great praise and the beauty of its importance, arousing a longing in their hearts to learn, to know Hashem, and to merit goodness….’

Even if they do not understand, they will listen with rapt attention in order to strengthen their faith, as if they were just at that moment hearing the words of Hashem from His mouth
.

But what did the טף, the young children, gain from the מעמד of Hakhel? Yes, their parents will of necessity bring them along. They cannot be left alone at home. But why did Hashem command them to bring them? The Gemara
 implies that there is a positive gain: טף למה באין כדי ליתן שכר למביאיהן – ‘Why did the children come? To give a reward to those who bring them’. What is the reward? We present two answers.
[1] The sefer דולה ומשקה
 writes that the purpose of the 
מעמד of Hakhel is to parallel as closely as possible that seminal event of מעמד הר סיני, the Giving of the Torah on Har Sinai. At Mount Sinai, the entire Jewish People, men, women and children, together accepted the Torah and its Commandments. If the children had not been present, the national acceptance would have been incomplete. Even though they lack mental comprehension of the event, they are an integral part of the Jewish People. They are the very foundation from which the future People will grow. [The Maharsha
 makes a fascinating point. Look at the letters preceding and following the ט, the tes, and the ף, pei, of the word טף, children. They are חי, chai - living, and עץ, eitz - tree, respectively. The children are the ‘living tree’ from which Klal Yisroel will grow!]

Likewise, if the children do not attend Hakhel, the national acceptance of the Torah would have been deficient. The parents who bring their children will be rewarded for bring the מעמד to its perfection.
[2] When Rabbi Yehoshua heard this teaching of our Sages: ‘Why did the children come? To give a reward to those who bring them’ he described it glowingly as a מרגלית טובה – ‘a precious pearl.’ Remember how in Pirkei Avos, Rabbi Yehoshua is praised – אשרי יולדתו – ‘fortunate is the one who bore him.’ The Gemara Yerushalmi relates that before he was born, his righteous mother would ask the Sages to daven that her child should grow great in Torah. After his birth, she placed his cradle in the Beis Hamidrash so that he should constantly absorb the holy words of Torah into his very being. 
Rabbi Yehoshua is teaching us the inestimable value of children just hearing words of Torah, even without any comprehension whatsoever. The light and the Kedusho of the Torah will inevitably have their effect. It will be easier afterwards to educate them to a life of Torah and Mitzvos. The Alshich
 writes: ‘there is no greater reward for a father than that his son merits to learn Torah and to fear Hashem.’
Can we draw a lesson from this? A child who is totally unaware of the Kedusha of his surroundings or the sacred nature of what enters his ears, yet even in his passive mode, the light enters his neshama. How much more so can we be influenced by the Kedusha that we encounter, and in our active mode, allow the light illuminate our souls? The lesson for us is to actively seek Kedusha in all its varied manifestations.

Torah Thoughts


5777 number 46                                                                 נצבים וילך                                                                                 בס"ד


לעילוי נשמת מרים בת ר' שלמה ע"ה


ולעילוי נשמות ר' משה בן ר' יצחק, פריידא בת ר' יעקב לייב, ר' אברהם בנימין בן ר' חיים ,יענטא מרים בת ר' ישראל אליעזר הכהן, מרים בת ר' יצחק, ור' שמעון בן ר' יהודה דוב הכהן ע"ה 
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� Coming together


� Was there perhaps a miracle that everyone could hear?


� Mitzvah 612


� רס"ג quoted in שערי אהרן page תתריז


� Chagiga 3a


�  Shiurim of Rav Y Horowitz zt”l: Yeshivas Ofakim


� event


� Chagiga ibid.


� תורת משה דברים לא י-יג


�For example, we are told that when we read the letters of the Sefer Torah, e.g. during Hagbaha, their innate Kedusha enters our souls.





