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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life

Celebrating Hakhel
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

In this week's parashah, we read the following (Deut 31:10-13):

And Moses instructed them as
follows: Every seventh year, the
year set for remission, at the
Feast of Booths, (11) when all Ni12 (V) :NiboN
Israel comes to appear before 9TIN NINAYT TN
The LORD, your God, in the place iy pigna 377n 'n
that [God] will choose, you shall

read this Teaching aloud in the
presence of all Israel. (12) Gather
the people—men, women,
children, and the strangers in
your communities—that they
may hear and so learn to revere
The LORD, your God, and to
observe faithfully every word of
this Teaching. (13) Their children,
too, who have not had the
experience, shall hear and learn
to revere The LORD, your God,
as long as they live in the land
that you are about to cross the
Jordan to possess.
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This ceremony, which is often simply called Hakhel, as described Prof.
Aaron Demsky in his "Historical Hakhel Ceremonies and the Origin of
Public Torah Reading" essay:
The opening word of this verse, Hakhel “gather,” from the root
7.0.7 meaning “congregation” or “gathering,” gives the
commandment its name and reflects its outlook nicely. This
reading was not meant for priests, scribes or other initiated
literati alone, as we would have expected in antiquity, but rather
for the widest possible audience, without regard to status,
gender or age.
While there is no aspect of this septennial occurrence that directly
mentions drinking (or eating, for that matter), how can there be no such
celebration? Perhaps one way we can think about Hakhel is to consider a
Biblical event that seems to be like Hakhel. Prof. Demsky continues in
that essay to share the following:
The most elaborate Hakhel-like reading appears in the book of
Nehemiah, and is significant not just as a possible example of
this mitzvah, but because of its place in the history of public
Torah reading, to this day, a key feature of the Jewish prayer
service.

On the first of the seventh month, which, according to my
chronology, came out in September 443 B.C.E at the end of a
sabbatical year, throngs of people had congregated at the wide
plaza at the eastern gate of the Temple compound for the
traditional sacrificial service of the New Year that would be
conducted by the priests and Levites. They requested that Ezra
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Rosh HaShanah Through

the Drinking Glass
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

When it comes to considering holidays through the perspective of
drinking, Rosh HaShanah sticks out quite curiously. Indeed, while the
other holidays are all considered onn (festivals), only Rosh HaShanah and
Yom Kippur remain. However, as Yom Kippur is the only Torah-mandated
day to refrain from drinking, that leaves Rosh HaShanah all alone. So how
do we consider Rosh HaShanah from the perspective of drinking?

Clearly, we need to go back to the Torah to begin considering our
behavior on Rosh HaShanah, where we read that nyin 1in21 jinaw 027 iy
YwTj7Nin “it shall be a rest day of blast-remembering, a sacred occasion”
(Lev. 23:24) and 1pyn N7 NTaV NIN7N™72 “you shall not do laborious work”
(Lev. 23:25). We also similarly read N7 nTay NIN7R"72 D7 ' WTi7Ni7R
D07 ' YA Dir1pyn “It shall be a sacred occasion for you, you shall not
work at your occupations, it shall be a blasting-day for you" (Num. 29:1).
From these verses, Rosh HaShanah is not marked off by being a festival,

but clearly a day free from labor. ]
>

So, how do the rabbis of the
Talmud frame Rosh HaShanah?
While the rabbis describe
festivals to have rejoicing carried
out on them to be done with wine
(Pesahim 109a), Rosh HaShanah
is notably not a festival, so it has
no inherent quality of rejoicing.
We read that one is not supposed
to fast on Rosh HaShanah, as
Rabbi Akiva clearly states in the
second century (yTa'anit 3:3):
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On Rosh HaShanah, we blast, but we do
not fast.

A more colorful description concerning the normative behavior expected
on Rosh HaShanah is that described by a third-century sage, either Rabbi
Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina (d. 250), or Rabbi Hoshaya (yRosh Hashanah
1:3):

"Is there a nation like this nation? The TINTN NNIND NNIN TN

common practice of the world is that VYTI' DTN 071V2W NI

someone who knows he is on trial wears DNINY w17 )'TI17 WY

black and wraps himself in black and 7Tan1 DNINY qovnnl

lets his beard grow since he does not 1T NN VTIN 1RY 12§71

know how his trial will turn out. But that 1211’8 78" 72N NXIY

is not how it is with Israel. Rather, on the 0'117 D'wAIT7 NN

day of their trial, they wear white and 1'N7an1 0127 190VNni

shave their beards and eat, drink, and 1MUY '7DINI D71

rejoice, for they know that the Holy One, n"j7nw pvTI' D'NNYI

blessed be He, does miracles for them." 0'01 N7 NWIY
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{Rosh HaShanah, continued from previous page}

This line of drinking (as well as eating and rejoicing) for the Jewish people
know that the Holy One, blessed be He, does miracles for them is
certainly an intriguing approach, clearly indicating that, by all rights, we
should not continue to live, owing to our faults, yet, we will still endure,
thus, we should celebrate by drinking, eating, and rejoicing.

Indeed, a millennium later, Rabbi Ya’akov ben Asher (1270-1340) wrote
(Tur OH 597):

We eat, drink, and are merry [on Rosh 1'NNYINIYL7DIN
HaShanah], and it is forbidden to fast at all. ‘775 12 niavnn7 NI

Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575) further ratified this formulation of our
normative consumptive behaviors on Rosh HaShanah, when he wrote (SA
OH 597:1):

We eat, drink, and are happy [on Rosh
HaShanah], and we fast neither on Rosh
Hashanah nor on Repentance Shabbat.
However, people should not eat to the
fullness of their satiety so that they do not
come to levity in order that there should be
awe of the Lord upon their faces.
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{Hakhel, continued from previous page}
bring out the Torah and read it to them.

The public reading here resonates with the description of hakhel
with its emphasis on Torah being read to the entire nation, even
using the same root 7.n.j7, albeit in noun form, as that of the
verb hakhel (7nj7n). And yet, the text does not explicitly say that
it was being done in accordance with Deut 31. In addition, the
description of the audience is slightly different.

Indeed, when we read of Ezra’s hakhel-like ceremony, he instructed

them to enjoyably eat and drink (Neh. 8:10):
He further said to them, “Go, eat
choice foods and drink sweet drinks
and send portions to whoever has
nothing prepared, for the day is holy to
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our Lord. Do not be sad, for your 1297N7 DD
rejoicing in The LORD is the source of NITN™ 12AYVA™7NI
your strength.” DR NN

We then read of them having done so (Neh. 8:12):

Then all the people went to eat and 7oN7 DUNT7D D7
drink and send portions and make niin N7YH Ning'7|
great merriment, for they 12 N7iM nnn nivy7i
understood the things they were YN 02T 10
told. D7 1VvTIin

So, when thinking about hakhel, this is an aspect to consider that
otherwise might be overlooked. Indeed, | cannot imagine that,
especially at this festive occasion, there would not be massive parties

f v B to eat and drink
following  this
gathering. When
we consider the
event in Ezra’s
ceremony, it
seems that
drinking, as well

as eating, were
certainly part of
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Woman at the liquor store on Erev Rosh hashana: "Which holiday do you
guys have today?"

Me: "The Jewish New Year"
Woman: "so you guys are gonna party tonight?!"
Me: "no, its actually more about introspection and repentance”

Woman (sees 2 cases of wine in my cart): "uh huh"

10:50 PM - Sep 27, 2022

With this latter line, Rabbi Karo looks to balance this consumptive
behavior, urging a limit to one’s consumptive activities, but where does it
come from? Elsewhere, he wrote (i"¥j7n N”IN qOI' N):
I have found that Rabbi Alexander Susslein
HaKohen (d. 1349) wrote in his Collection
Book that nonetheless, one should not eat
one's fill, so that one does not act light-
mindedly, and the fear of God should "IN DN DYR
remain....” D19 7V
Clearly, Rabbi Karo sought out a balance between acting too seriously
and acting not seriously enough with one’s consumptive practices on
Rosh HaShanah.
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Further amplifying this approach is Rabbi Yisrael Meir ha-Kohen Kagan
(1838-1933), who described it as ('N:1"¥j7n NN NwnN):
Even though it is Judgement Day, 75310 "N DI RINY N
nevertheless, there is a mitzvah of nNNYI'7¥ NixN 017N
rejoicing on your holiday that is relevant DAY 12 D1 )Y Jan2
to this day that it is also within the 2MDTO AN 7701 NIN
category of an, as it is written, "Blast the A9IY WTINA IWi7N
horn at the new moon, at the full moon ANN1I 122N 07 N0D2

for our feast-day" (Ps. 81.4), and it is said 170N 'N n'nn1a
in Nehemiah 8, "eat fatty foods and drink  O'f7mnn InwiI 0\anwn
sweet drinks...for this day is holy unto our DI WIT7 D "1l
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Lord; do not be sad, for the joy of the
Lord is your strength" (Neh. 8.10).

While this last line is from the hakhel ceremony in Nehemia, it took
place on Rosh HaShanah, which helps serve as a model for drinking
enjoyable beverages on Rosh HaShanah.

While Rosh HaShanah sticks out as the only non-festival holiday (aside
from Yom Kippur) and it could be positioned merely as a sad day,
owing to our being judged, yet, despite the medieval trend of seeking
to fast, the overwhelming approach to our behavior on Rosh HaShanah
has been the Talmudic approach of being different from other nations
- not seeking to be sad on our judgment day, but to embrace it through
eating, drinking, and enjoying what we are experiencing.

However, as opposed to a festival, such as Sukkot, in which we aspire
to fully celebrate, we also should temper it with some gravitas, so as
not to get carried away with levity in our consumption. Ultimately,
Rosh HaShanah is a day of balance: just as our lives are hanging in the
balance, so, too, we should approach our consumption in a balanced
fashion.
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