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The Drunk and the Thirsty Celebrating Hakhel
Towards the outset of this week’s Torah portion, we encounter a curious
phrase, as part of a passage regarding people looking to abandon The LORD
in favor of other gods (Deuteronomy 29:19-20):

When hearing these words, they may
imagine a special immunity, thinking, “I
shall be safe, though I follow my own
willful heart” - thus adding the drunk to
the thirsty. The LORD will never forgive
that person. Rather, The LORD’s anger
and passion will rage against them, until
every sanction recorded in this book
comes down upon them, and The LORD
blots out their name from under heaven.

בְרֵי֨ מְעוֹ֩ אֶת־דִּ שׇׁ  וְהָיהָ֡ בְּ
רֵךְ֨ הָאָלָה֜ הַזאֹּ֗ת וְהִתְבָּ

י ל֣וֹם יִהְֽיהֶ־לִּ֔ לְבָבוֹ֤ לֵאמרֹ֙ שָׁ בִּ
ךְ לְמַעַ֛ן י֖ אֵלֵ֑ רִרו֥תּ לִבִּ שְׁ י֛ בִּ כִּ
מֵאָֽה׃ סְפוֹ֥ת הָרָוהָ֖ אֶת־הַצְּ
ז י֣ אָ֠ ֹ֣חַֽ לוֹ֒ כִּ לאֹ־יאֹבֶה֣ ה' סְל
אִי֣שׁ ן֨ אַף־ה' וְקִנְאָתוֹ֙ בָּ יעְֶשַׁ
ה ל־הָאָ֣לָ֔ הַה֔ואּ וְרָ֤בְצָה בּוֹ֙ כׇּ
פֶ֣ר הַזהֶּ֑ ומָּחָה֤ סֵּ תובָּה֖ בַּ הַכְּ
מָֽיִם ָ חַ֖ת הַשּׁ מ֔וֹ מִתַּ ה' אֶת־שְׁ

Rashi’s Explanation
This phrase of “adding the drunk to the thirsty” is certainly a curious one,
especially as we read the explanation by Rabbi Shlomo Yitzḥaki (1040-1105)
(popularly known as Rashi), who wrote (רש"י על דברים כ״ט:י״ח, ד"ה הרוה):

Unintentionally - that he acts like a drunk
person, who does things without
awareness.

ה כְאָדָם הואּ עוֹשֶׂ שׁוֹגֵג, שֶׁ
לּאֹ ה שֶׁ הואּ עוֹשֶׂ כּוֹר שֶׁ שִׁ

עַת מִדַּ
As to the thirsty person, Rashi describes as follows (רש"י על דברים כ״ט:י״ח, ד"ה
:(הצמאה

That he is doing so knowingly and with
desire.

עַת ה מִדַּ הואּ עוֹשֶׂ שֶׁ
ובְּתַאֲוהָ

So, this line of adding the drunk to the thirsty, in Rashi’s words, are adding
those who are committing these sins accidentally [like a drunk person] to
those who are committing such sins knowingly.

This imagery of this description is certainly interesting to readers of this
publication to consider a drunk person in this metaphor. This fits into the
broader sense of these verses in the following fashion, as described by
Rashi (רש"י על דברים כ״ט:י״ח, ד"ה למען ספות הרוה):

Because I will add punishments to him for
what he has done until now unintentionally,
and I would have otherwise passed over
them; but he is now causing Me to combine
them with the intentional sins, and I will
exact retribution from him for everything.
And so did Onkelos translate: “in order to
add upon him the sins committed in error to
those done intentionally” — that I will add
the inadvertent sins to the deliberate ones.

רְעָנותּ אוֹסִיף לוֹ פֻּ לְפִי שֶׁ
ה עַד הֵנָּה עָשָׂ ֶ עַל מַה שּׁ
בְשׁוֹגֵג, וְהָיִיתִי מַעֲבִיר
ה עֲלֵיהֶם, וְגוֹרֵם עַתָּ
זִיד אֲצָרְפֵם עִם הַמֵּ שֶׁ
נּוּ הַכּלֹ, וְכֵן רַע מִמֶּ וְאֶפָּ
דִיל רְגֵּם אֻנְקְלוֹס "בְּ תִּ

לותָּא לְאוֹסָפָא לֵהּ חֶטְאֵי שָׁ
אוֹסִיף לוֹ עַל זְדָנותָּא" — שֶׁ
דוֹנוֹת ְּ גָגוֹת עַל הַז ְ אֲנִי הַשּׁ

Ibn Ezra’s Explanation
A very different take is that articulated by Rabbi Abraham ben Meir Ibn
Ezra (1089-1167) (popularly known as Ibn Ezra), who wrote (אבן עזרא על
:(דברים כ״ט:י״ח, ד"ה למען ספות
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Rabbi Yehudah HaLevi, may his soul be in
Eden (1075-1141), said that the phrase “to
sweep away”is like “to destroy” (cf. “Shall
He indeed sweep away…?”). That is, the 

אמר רבי יהודה הלוי נשמתו
עדן לשון כריתה כמו האף

תספ'. כלומר שיחשוב
המתברך לבטל  דברי הצדיק 

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
Israel comes to appear before
The LORD, your God, in the place
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.

֖ה אוֹתָם֣ לֵאמרֹ֑ (י) ויְַצַו֥ משֶֹׁ
מעֵֹד֛ נִי֗ם בְּ בַ֣ע שָׁ ץ֣ ׀ שֶׁ מִקֵּ

חַג֥ ֖ה בְּ מִטָּ ְ נַת֥ הַשּׁ שְׁ
בוֹ֣א כׇל־ כּוֹֽת׃ (יא) בְּ הַסֻּ

נֵי֙ ה' רָאוֹת֙ אֶת־פְּ רָאֵל֗ לֵֽ יִשְׂ
ר֣ קוֹ֖ם אֲשֶׁ מָּ יךָ בַּ אֱלקֶֹ֔

קְרָ֞א אֶת־הַתּוֹרָה֥ יִבְחָר֑ תִּ
רָאֵ֖ל ל־יִשְׂ הַזאֹּ֛ת נֶגֶ֥ד כׇּ
אׇזְנֵיהֶֽם׃ (יב) הַקְהֵל֣ בְּ
י֤ם אֶת־הָעָם֗ הָֽאֲנָשִׁ

ר֣ ף וְגֵרְךָ֖ אֲשֶׁ ים֙ וְהַטַּ֔ שִׁ וְהַנָּ
ּ מְעו֜ יךָ לְמַעַ֨ן יִשְׁ עָרֶ֑ שְׁ בִּ

ולְּמַעַ֣ן יִלְמְדוּ֗ וְירְָֽאוּ֙ אֶת־ה'
וֹת ֽמְרוּ֣ לַעֲשׂ֔ ם וְשָׁ אֱלקֵֹיכֶ֔
י הַתּוֹרָה֥ בְרֵ֖ ל־דִּ אֶת־כׇּ

ר֣ ם אֲשֶׁ הַזאֹּֽת׃ (יג) ובְּנֵיהֶ֞
ּ מְעוּ֙ וְלָ֣מְד֔ו לאֹ־ידְָעוּ֗ יִשְׁ
לְיִרְאָ֖ה אֶת־ה' אֱלקֵֹיכֶם֑
ם֤ ר֨ אַתֶּ ל־הַימִָּי֗ם אֲשֶׁ כׇּ
ר֨ ה אֲשֶׁ ִּים֙ עַל־הָאֲ֣דָמָ֔ חַי
ן֛ ם֜ עבְֹרִ֧ים אֶת־הַירְַּדֵּ אַתֶּ

הּֽ תָּ ה לְרִשְׁ ֖מָּ שָׁ

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
meaning “congregation” or “gathering,” gives the ק.ה.ל
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 
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{Drunk/Thirsty, continued from previous page}

one who blesses himself imagines that he
can nullify the words of the righteous,
who are alluded to by the term “the
watered”, as opposed to “the thirsty”.
Thus, he describes the righteous as
“watered,” like “a tree planted by streams
of water,” and the wicked as “thirsty,” like
“a destitute bush in the desert.” He
imagines that even his blessing in his
heart will cut off the curse. This is a fine
explanation - were it not for the fact that
the word רוה is actually one of God’s
attributes. It would have been more
fitting to say “the satiated with the
thirsty.”
...
The metaphor of the righteous is “the
watered,” as in “a tree planted by streams
of water,” while the wicked is “the
thirsty,” as in “a destitute bush in the
desert.” The proof is that at the beginning
it is written: “a root that bears gall and
wormwood”—which is in the place of “the
thirsty.”

שהוא כנוי במלת
רוה עם דבר הצמא'
והנה כנה הצדיק
ברוה. כמו כעץ
שתול על מים.

והרשע בצמאה כמו
כערער בערבה.

ויחשוב כי גם ברכתו
בלבו תפסיק

הקללה ויפה פיר'
לולא שמלת רוה
תואר השם והיה

ראוי להיות רווי את
הצמא. 

...
משל הצדיק ברוה
כטעם כעץ שתול

על פלגי מים והרשע
בצמאה כטעם
כערער בערבה
והעד שכתוב

בתחלה שרש פורה
ראש ולענה והוא

במקום צמא

Conclusion
While Rashi understands this curious phrase through the imagery of
drunkenness and thirst, Ibn Ezra’s discussion takes us toward the
contrasting images of flourishing trees and parched vegetation. For
readers interested in drinking in Jewish texts, these interpretations
offer a fascinating reminder that even an apparently explicit reference
to drunkenness can yield very different understandings. Yet both
readings return us to the troubling assumption at the heart of this
passage: that someone can knowingly abandon The LORD while
assuring themselves that all will be well. Whether we picture a person
acting without awareness or a tree sustained by water, the passage
challenges us to consider the difference between the reassurance we
give ourselves and the choices for which we remain accountable. 

{Hakhel, continued from previous page}

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
our Lord. Do not be sad, for your
rejoicing in The LORD is the source of
your strength.”

ּ ם לְכוּ֩ אִכְלו֨ ויַאֹּ֣מֶר לָהֶ֡
ּ תו֣ י֜ם ושְּׁ מַנִּ מַשְׁ

֙ לְחוּ֤ מָנוֹת י֗ם וְשִׁ מַֽמְתַקִּ
יֽ־קָדוֹ֥שׁ לְאֵי֣ן נָכוֹ֣ן ל֔וֹ כִּ
הַיוֹּ֖ם לַאֲדנֵֹי֑נוּ וְאַל־

יֽ־חֶדְותַ֥ ה' בוּ כִּ עָ֣צֵ֔ תֵּ
כֶםֽ ְּ הִי֥א מָֽעֻז

We then read of them having done so (Neh. 8:12):
Then all the people went to eat and
drink and send portions and make
great merriment, for they
understood the things they were
told.

ויַלְֵּכוּ֨ כׇל־הָעָם֜ לֶאֱכלֹ֤
֣ח מָנ֔וֹת לַּ תּוֹת֙ ולְּשַׁ וְלִשְׁ

י֤ מְחָה֣ גְדוֹלָ֑ה כִּ וְלַעֲשׂ֖וֹת שִׂ
ר֥ ים אֲשֶׁ בָרִ֔ דְּ הֵבִי֙נוּ֙ בַּ

יעוּ לָהֶֽם׃ הוֹדִ֖

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

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 the experience.

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 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 ק.ה.ל, albeit in noun form, as that of the verb hakhel (הקהל). 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.

Biblical event that seems to be like Hakhel. Prof. Demsky continues in
that essay to share the following:

What is going on here? Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (1288-1344) (popularly
known as Ralbag) provides an insightful connection (רלב"ג על נחמיה, ח:י, ד"ה
:(לכו אכלו משמנים

He said this regarding the joy of the
holiday. And because the Torah
commanded us in all our festival
celebrations to bring joy to the
destitute with all the good that God
has given us, he commanded them
to send portions to those who have
nothing prepared, namely the poor.
Furthermore, since they read from
the Torah until midday, we learn
from this that the festivals were
given partly to gladden the soul -
through the study of Torah — and
partly to gladden the body, through
indulging in delicious foods and
sweet drinks.

אמר זה בעבור עונג יום
טוב ובעבור שהתורה

צותה לנו בכל שמחותינו
בחגינו לשמח האביונים
בכל הטוב אשר נתן ה'
לנו צוה אותם שישלחו
מנות לאשר אין נכון

ומזומן והם העניים ולפי
שעד חצי היום קראו
בתורה למדנו מזה

שהמועדים נתנו לשמח
בקצתם הנפש והוא

העסק בתורה ולשמח
בקצתם הגוף והוא
ההתענג במזונות

ובמשקים הערבים
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