
 

לעילוי נשמת

 

Chagigah Daf 3 

The Mitzvah of Hakhel 

The Rambam writes in Hilchos Chagiga (Chapter 3, Halacha 1): “It is a 

positive mitzvah for all Israel to gather together – men, women, and 

children – in the year following Shemitta, when they are Oleh L’regel. They 

should be read the parshiyos in the Torah that inspire them in mitzvos and 

strengthen them in the true Law.” Hakhel is a gathering of chizuk in Torah 

observance.  

Women at Hakhel 

The Gemara on Daf 3a lists the objectives of Hakhel, when all Klal Yisroel 

gathers together in the Beis Hamikdash and the king reads aloud from a 

sefer Torah. Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah taught, “The men come to learn; the 

women come to listen. But why did the young children have to come? To 

generate reward for those who brought them.” 

Each group has its own purpose there. The men learn the Torah that is read 

out and there is a special mitzvah to bring even babies. But what exactly is 

the goal of the women “to listen”?  



Tosfos in Sotah (21b) explain that they come to hear the Divrei Torah in 

order to know how to fulfill the mitzvos. Although women do not have a 

mitzvah to study Torah per se, they need to know the laws of the mitzvos 

which pertain to them (Shu”t Beis Hamlevi 1:6). 

This is codified by the Rema in Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 246:6), that 

women must learn the halachos applicable to them. His source is the 

Sma”g, who in turn derives it from our Gemara about Hakhel. Thus, the 

Possuk of Hakhel teaches us for all generations that women are obligated 

to learn the details and laws of their mitzvos! It emerges that although both 

men and women are present during Hakhel their presence accomplish two 

different purposes:  The men fulfill their obligation to engage in Talmud 

Torah, whereas the women who have no such obligation satisfy their duty 

to learn the halachos relevant to the mitzvos in which they are obligated. 

Men also have to hear 

The Ohr Hachaim adds a new element to the obligations of Hakhel. The 

possuk describing Hakhel reads, “Gather the nation – the men, women, 

babies, and the convert in your gates – in order that they listen and in order 

that they learn and they fear Hashem and guard the Torah etc.” (Devarim 

31:12) The Ohr Hachaim wonders why it needs to say “in order” twice. Why 

couldn’t it have said simply “in order that they listen, learn and fear”?  

He answers that each phrase conveys a separate message. The first phrase 

addresses all the adults present – they should listen to the king reading the 

Torah so they can become more proficient at fulfilling the mitzvos. This 

applies to both men and women. Then the Torah singles out the men, who 

have a commandment to study Torah, and tells them “in order that they 

learn” as well.  

According to this, when the Gemara says “women come to listen” it does 

not exclude the men, but only limits the women to the requirement of 

listening. Men, however, need to listen to the reading of the Torah and also 

to learn the parshiyos they hear. 

One who doesn’t know Hebrew 



What if a man does not understand Lashon Hakodesh? The Gemara in 

Sotah emphasizes that the Torah reading of Hakhel must be done only in 

the original Hebrew. So, what if a person coming to hear does not 

understand the language?  

Rambam (ibid 3:6) states that even “converts who do not know [Hebrew] 

are obligated to prepare their hearts and listen carefully with awe and fear, 

and rejoice amidst trembling, just like the day the Torah was given on 

Sinai… Even he who cannot understand should listen, as the verse 

established this mitzvah solely to strengthen Torah observance, and one 

should view it as if he is being commanded right now from the Mouth of 

the Almighty. The king is the representative to proclaim the words of 

Hashem.” 

Apparently, even if one cannot understand the words being read, he must 

listen with awe and imagine he is standing at Har Sinai, hearing the holy 

words emanating from G-d’s mouth – and thus strengthen his commitment 

to Yiddishkeit.      

However, the Turei Even on our Gemara argues with this psak. He assumes 

that logic dictates they be exempt, since they cannot understand anything 

being read to them! They can’t even manage the role of women, to hear 

the words of Torah, for lacking comprehension is not called “hearing” in 

Chumash. 

Evidently, the Rambam obligates them because just by attending the huge, 

awesome event it will have an effect on him. Indeed, the Sefer Hachinuch 

depicts Hakhel as a gigantic gathering of chizuk, just by everyone coming 

together. “Since the basis of Am Yisroel is the Torah… It is appropriate that 

every person gather together at a certain time to hear its words. And 

throughout the crowd, they will say to each other: What is this giant 

gathering? The answer will be: To hear words of Torah, which is our entire 

essence, our glory and splendor! In this way, they will praise the Torah, 

speak of its honor, and thus a yearning for it will enter their hearts” 

(Mitzvah 612). 



Clearly, simply by being present at such a powerful production can 

influence and inspire the Jews to higher levels of avodas Hashem. 

Therefore, even if one doesn’t understand the language, he must attend.  

Women and Keriyas HaTorah 

Fascinatingly, the Magen Avraham (O.C. 282:6) wonders if women are 

obligated to hear Keriyas HaTorah every Shabbos in shul comparable to 

their obligation to attend Hakhel! Although they are not included in the 

mitzvah of Torah study, perhaps they must at least hear the words of Torah 

to increase their knowledge of mitzvah observance. Actually, this may be 

inferred from Rashi in Sotah (41a) who says that we read the Sefer Torah in 

public to teach the people about the mitzvos contained in it.  

He concludes by noting that the custom is that women do not necessarily 

stay for Keriyas HaTorah. 


