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In this week’s parasha we are introduced 
to the mitzvah of Hakhel. Hakhel is 
performed by the Jewish king reading 
portions of the Torah to the entire 
Jewish people, and takes place on the 
Sukkos after a Shemmitah year. The 
Torah requires everyone to be present for 
this mitzvah – men, women, children and 
infants.

The Gemara (Chagiga 3a) is bothered 
by the need to bring infants to Hakhel, 
considering that they are too young 
to comprehend what is being read to 
them. Answers the Gemara: (infants are 

brought) “to provide reward to those 
who brought them.”

Let’s think about this. If both parents are 
traveling to Hakhel, isn’t it inevitable that 
they will have to take their children with 
them? Who else will take care of them? 
Even though this is the case, Hashem 
created a mitzvah to bring infants to 
Hakhel – only to create a reason to reward 
their parents.

When we think about it, this is something 
incredible. G-d will take things we are 
doing anyway and make them be mitzvos, 

for the sole purpose of 
creating an excuse to 
reward us. We find many 
places where this idea is 
expressed, especially during 
this time of year.

Eating on the day before 
Yom Kippur, for example, 
is a mitzvah (Yoma 81b), 
even though it’s something 
we would do anyway, to 
enable us to fast. Similarly, 
the Sefer haChinuch writes 
(mitzvah 224) that Sukkos 
occurs during the harvest 
season because people 
are naturally happy when 
they see their efforts come 
to fruition. Therefore, 
Hashem created a chag 
specifically then, so that 
their happiness can be a 
mitzvah.
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Q. When describing those who 
are to join together for reading 
of the Torah at Hakhel, the Torah 
makes mention of “geircha asher 
bish’arecha,” which seems to address 
the convert. But, why would the 
convert be highlighted? Wouldn’t 
he already be automatically 
included in this mitzvah as he is in 
all other mitzvos?

A. Your question is actually 
suggested as the reason that some 
commentators understand that 
the “geircha” is not a full-fledged 
convert but rather a “ger toshav” – 
a gentile who commits to Noahide 
Law and is granted the right to 
reside in Eretz Yisroel. However, 
this leads to another question: Why 
would the ger toshav be expected 
to participate in this Torah-learning 
endeavor? Ibn Ezra answers this 
by saying that this might lead 
to his actually becoming Jewish. 
This might still seem perplexing 
as we generally don’t initiate 

“motivational” Torah study even 
for the ger toshav. The work Shalal 
Rav quotes the author’s father 
who explains: The ger toshav we 
are talking about was described as 

“geircha asher bish’arecha.” The Torah 
utilizes “bisharecha” as a reference 
to the court. The ger toshav to 
whom this mitzvah applies is one 
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who has already approached the 
beis din about full conversion. As 
such, Hakhel is fully appropriate 
for him and he is encouraged to 
participate. 

Something always bugged you about the 
upcoming parasha (or last week’s)? Ask! Submit 
a question on the parasha by Monday at noon by 
emailing parasha@cincykollel.org. Questions will 
be selected to address at the discretion of the 
Rabbi who is answering that week. Questions 
may be edited for brevity/clarity. 

About the moadim in general, the Chinuch 
writes (mitzvah 484) that the reason there 
is a mitzvah to be happy on them is because 
happiness is a human need, just as is food 
or rest. Therefore, G-d created a mitzvah 
of extra happiness at specific times of the 
year – even though we feel that anyway, 
regardless of it being a mitzvah – to, again, 
find reasons to reward us.

Perhaps we can add teshuvah to this list. 
Teshuvah is an incomparable opportunity 
and gift. It is our chance to heal our 
fractured relationship with G-d, and to 
remove the consequences which are the 
inevitable result of sin. Clearly, doing 
teshuvah is worthwhile. It’s something 
we would want to do independent of its 
mitzvah status. Even with that being the 
case, many Rishonim (early commentators), 

including Ramban (Devarim 30:11) and 
perhaps Rambam (Hilchos Teshuvah, 
Minyan Hamitzvah) consider doing 
teshuvah to be a mitzvah. Moreover, 
when a person does complete teshuvah 
motivated by love of Hashem, the sin he 
did is transformed into a mitzvah (Yoma 
86b). As the Derashos haRan (drush 6) 
writes, “Teshuvah has two outcomes – 
one is atonement for sin. The other 
is that it creates more mitzvos than if 
nothing wrong had been done”.

We have established that G-d is looking 
out to create opportunities for us. He 
wants us to succeed, and wants us to 
come back. We only have to respond in 
kind.

Wishing everyone a wonderful Shabbos 
and a Gemar Chassima Tovah! 
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This Shabbos is known as Shabbos 
Shuvah. The name comes from this 
week’s Haftorah, Shuvah Yisroel 
(Return O’ Israel). We read this every 
year on the Shabbos of the Asres Yemi 
Teshuvah (ten days of repentance). 
The different names the Torah uses to 
refer to the Jewish people represents 
different spiritual levels. The name 
Yisrael refers to the Jewish people on 
a higher level, while the name Yaakov 
is when we are on a lower level. (The 
source for this is that after Yaakov 
fights with the angel of Eisav, the angel 
says “you will no longer be called 
Yaakov but rather Yisroel because 
you battled with man and divine and 
overcame”). Why then, when inspiring 
us to do teshuvah, does the Navi refer 
to us by the name Yisroel and not 
Yaakov? Additionally, the next words 
of the Navi are “until Hashem your 
G-d.” The Gemara understands from 
this that teshuvah has the power to 
reach all the way to Kisei Hakavod 
(the Divine Throne). That seems like a 
very tall order. Rav Chaim Freidlander 
(Moadim 1 page 86) explains that when 
we embark on the path of teshuvah 
it has to be with the goal of not just 
being a “regular” person. Rather, the 
goal is to reach the highest levels of 
service of Hashem. As we start the 
journey of teshuvah it has to be with 
a desire to become great in that area, 
followed by a concrete plan of how 
to achieve that goal. For this reason, 
when the Navi inspires us to do 
teshuvah it is with terms of greatness, 
not mediocrity. 

  TRACING OUR MINHAGIM                                                                  RABBI MORDECHAI BERINSTEIN

One minhag unique to the Yomim Noraim is davening while wearing the long white linen garment known as the kittel. 
Two reasons are given for this custom. (Darchei Moshe 610:5). One is to be similar to malachim (angels), which are 
described (Yechezkel 9:2) as wearing linen garments. Another reason offered is that the kittel is similar to shrouds. 
Therefore, we wear it as a way of putting ourselves in a serious mindset worthy of the Yomim Noraim.

Some have a custom not to wear the kittel during the first year of marriage. The Maharam Shik (Orach Chaim 28) 
offers a possible basis for this as being that marriage, Pirkei Avos tells us, should take place at eighteen. That being the 
case, the first reason for wearing a kittel doesn’t apply, in that a newlywed, being under twenty, hasn’t achieved the 
level of intellectual maturity necessary to be comparable to a malach. The second reason for wearing a kittel doesn’t 
apply either, in that people under twenty aren’t liable for punishment by the Divine Court, and as such don’t have as 
pressing of a need to be in the right mindset for the Yomim Noraim as someone older would.

May the reasons for wearing a kittel help inspire us to utilize these days to their fullest.    


