Matan - Great Debates in Judaism:
Hillel and Shammai
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Hillel’s Origins

Yoma 35b

Our Rabbis taught: The poor, the rich, the sensual come before the [heavenly] court — They say to the poor: Why
have you not occupied yourself with the Torah? If he says: | was poor and worried about my sustenance, they would
say to him: Were you poorer than Hillel? It was reported about Hillel the Elder that every day he used to work and
earn one tropaik, half of which he would give to the guard at the House of Learning, the other half being spent for
his food and for that of his family. One day he found nothing to earn and the guard at the House of Learning would
not permit him to enter. He climbed up and sat upon the window, to hear the words of the living God from the
mouth of Shemayah and Abtalion — They say, that day was the eve of Sabbath in the winter solstice and snow fell
down upon him from heaven. When the dawn rose, Shemayah said to Abtalion: Brother Abtalion, on every day this
house is light and to-day it is dark, is it perhaps a cloudy day. They looked up and saw the figure of a man in the
window. They went up and found him covered by three cubits of snow. They removed him, bathed and anointed
him and placed him opposite the fire and they said: This man deserves that the Sabbath be profaned on his behalf
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History of the Dispute

Chagigah 2:2

Yose ben Yoezer says that [on a festival] the laying of the hands [on the head of a sacrifice] may not be performed.
Yosef ben Johanan says that it may be performed. Joshua ben Perahia says that it may not be performed. Nittai the
Arbelite says that it may be performed. Judah ben Tabai says that it may not be performed. Shimon ben Shetah says
that it may be performed. Shamayah says that it may be performed. Avtalyon says that it may not be performed.
Hillel and Menahem did not dispute. Menahem went out, Shammai entered. Shammai says that it may not be
performed. Hillel says that it may be performed. The former [of each] pair were patriarchs and the latter were heads
of the court.
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Shabbat 17a

When one harvests grapes for the vat [ to manufacture wine], Shammai maintains: It is made fit (to become unclean];
while Hillel ruled, It is not made fit. Said Hillel to Shammai: Why must one harvets [grapes] in purity, yet not gather
[olives] in purity? If you provoke me, he replied, | will decree uncleanness in the case of olive gathering too. A
sword was planted in the Beth Hamidrash and it was proclaimed, '"He who would enter, let him enter, but he who
would depart, let him not depart!” And on that day Hillel sat submissive before Shammai, like one of the

disciples, and it was as grievous to Israel as the day when the [golden] calf was made
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Two World Views
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(1) Our Rabbis taught: A certain heathen once came before Shammai and asked him, ‘How many Toroth have you?’
‘Two,” he replied: ‘the Written Torah and the Oral Torah. ‘I believe you with respect to the Written, but not with
respect to the Oral Torah; make me a proselyte on condition that you teach me the Written Torah [only]. [But] he
scolded and repulsed him in anger. When he went before Hillel, he accepted him as a proselyte. On the first day, he
taught him, Alef, beth, gimmel, daleth; the following day he reversed [them ] to him. ‘But yesterday you did not
teach them to me thus,” he protested. “Must you then not rely upon me? Then rely upon me with respect to the
Oral [Torah] too.

(2) On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen came before Shammai and said to him, ‘Make me a
proselyte, on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while | stand on one foot.” Thereupon he repulsed him
with the builder’s cubit which was in his hand. When he went before Hillel, he said to him, “What is hateful to you,
do not to your neighbour: that is the whole Torah, while the rest is the commentary thereof; go and learn it.”

(3) On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen was passing behind a Beth Hamidrash, when he heard the
voice of a teacher reciting, And these are the garments which they shall make; a breastplate, and an ephod. Said
he,’For whom are these?’ ‘For the High Priest,” he was told. Then said that heathen to himself, ‘1 will go and become
a proselyte, that | may be appointed a High Priest.” So he went before Shammai and said to him, ‘Make me a
proselyte on condition that you appoint me a High Priest.” But he repulsed him with the builder’s cubit which was in
his hand. He then went before Hillel, who made him a proselyte. Said he to him, ‘Can any man be made a king but
he who knows the arts of government? Do you go and study the arts of government!” He went and read. When he
came to, and the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death, he asked him, “To whom does this verse
apply?’“Even to David King, of Israel,” was the answer. Thereupon that proselyte reasoned within himself a fortiori: if
Israel, who are called sons of the Omnipresent, and who in His love for them He designated them, Israel is my son,
my firstborn, yet it is written of them, ‘and the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death’: how much more so
a mere proselyte, who comes with his staff and wallet! Then he went before Shammai and said to him. ‘Am | then
eligible to be a High Priest; is it not written in the Torah, ‘and the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death?’
He went before Hillel and said to him, ‘O gentle Hillel; blessings rest on thy head for bringing me under the wings of
the Shechinah!” Some time later the three met in one place; said they, Shammai’s impatience sought to drive us
from the world, but Hillel's gentleness brought us under the wings of the Shechinah.
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Elitism vs Inclusivity
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The Holy and the Secular
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Pessimism vs Optimism
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The Truth and its Consequences

Ketuvot 17a

Our Rabbis taught: How does one dance before the bride? Beth Shammai say: The bride as she is. And Beth Hillel
say: 'Beautiful and graceful bride’t Beth Shammai said to Beth Hillel: If she was lame or blind, does one say of her:
'Beautiful and graceful bride’? Whereas the Torah said, 'Keep thee far from a false matter.” Said Beth Hillel to Beth
Shammai: According to your words, if one has made a bad purchase in the market, should one praise it in his eyes
or depreciate it? Surely, one should praise it in his eyes.

Gittin 55a

AND THAT IF A BEAM WRONGFULLY APPROPRIATED HAS BEEN BUILT INTO A PALACE. The Rabbis
taught: If a man wrongfully takes a beam and builds it into a palace, Beth Shammai say that he must demolish the
whole palace and restore the beam to its owner. Beth Hillel, however, say that the latter can claim only the money
value of the beam, so as not to place obstacles in the way of penitents.1:

Gittin 36a

HILLEL INSTITUTED THE PROSBUL. We have learnt elsewhere: A prosbul prevents the remission of debts [in the
Sabbatical year]. This is one of the regulations made by Hillel the Elder. For he saw that people were unwilling to
lend money to one another and disregarded the precept laid down in the Torah, Beware that there he not a base
thought in thine heart saying, etc.22 He therefore decided to institute the prosbul The text of the prosbulis as
follows: 'l hand over to you, So-and-so, the judges in such-and-such a place, [my bonds], so that | may be able to
recover any money owing to me from So-and-so at any time | shall desire’;22 and the prosbul/ was to be signed by
the judges or withesses.12

Do We Follow Hillel or Shammai Today? Who Gets the Last Word?

Eiruvin 13b

R. Abba stated in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between Beth Shammai and Beth Hillel,
the former asserting, ‘The halachah is in agreement with our views’ and the latter contending, ‘The halachah is in
agreement with our views’. Then a bath kol issued announcing, ‘[The utterances of] both are the words of the living
God, but the halachah is in agreement with the rulings of Beth Hillel’. Since, however, both are the words of the
living God’ what was it that entitled Beth Hillel to have the halachah fixed in agreement with their rulings? Because
they were kindly and modest, they studied their own rulings and those of Beth Shammai, and were even so [humble]
as to mention the actions of Beth Shammai before theirs....
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The Sephardic rabbis belong to Beit Hillel; they lean toward kindness and recoil from strictness. They travel on the
well-worn path. The Ashkenazi rabbis, by contrast, take the stringent approach of Beit Shammai. Certain people fear
that we are zealots. | wish to dispel the view that come from the House of Shammai. Quite the opposite: | am from
the House of Hillel. If only all of the Ashkenazim were like us.

Rabbi Dr. Benny Lau, The Sages: Character, Context, and Creativity, Volume I, page 233

Even though the Halakhic world has accepted that “the Halakha is in accordance with Beit Hillel,” the position of
Beit Shammai still plays a dominant role in religious life, regardless of the conflict between Orthodoxy and the
demands of modernity. Hillel’s doctrine, which strives to merge the holy and the secular in all realms, has proven
difficult, if not impossible. This doctrine is thus one of Hillel’s stringencies, in a sense, since it demands a constant
awareness of God’s presence and the sanctification of everyday life. Paradoxically, the bifurcation of the sacred and
the secular actually makes life easier and facilitates the individual’s survival in both worlds.

Torah Musings — Rabbi Gil Student

We need more people like Hillel. This is the central theme of R. Joseph Telushkin’s eloquent and thoughtful Hillel: If
Not Now, When? and | cannot imagine anyone disagreeing with it. A fractured community like ours desperately
needs leaders who, like Hillel, model themselves after Aaron, constantly loving and pursuing peace, loving people
and bringing them close to Torah. In this age of selfishness we surely need to ask that if we are only for ourselves,
what are we? And in this informationally overloaded society we must overcome the art of skimming and diligently
study.

But when it comes to conversion, | wonder whether R. Telushkin has misunderstood Hillel’s legacy. Hillel famously
converted three candidates whom Shammai rejected — one who wished to learn the entire Torah while standing on
one foot, another who rejected the Oral Torah and a third who wished to become the High Priest. Hillel evidently
did not have hard and fast rules on who could convert to Judaism. He instead used his vast stores of wisdom to
assess each candidate.

Rabbi Telushkin compares this attitude to that of an instructor in Yeshiva University who tells rabbinical students not
to convert people unless they, the rabbis, would be willing to bet $100,000 of their own money that the candidate will
be fully observant on conversion. The contrast is stunning. Or is it? | contend that Hillel converted those three
candidates, and presumably others, because he was confident that they were sincere and would quickly become fully
observant. He had a keen sense of human nature and understood these people to their core. If he had been rich
enough to have the first century BCE equivalent of $100,000, he would have been willing to bet that these converts
would be fully observant.

The relevance of Hillel’s attitude to conversion is questionable when dealing with the complex problems we face
today. Unlike in Hillel’s time, Jewishness is sadly no longer inherently connected in people’s minds with obeying
God’s word or even believing in His existence. What would Hillel do about insincere conversion candidates? Perhaps
he would still be lenient, as was Rav Uziel (whom R. Telushkin quotes). Perhaps he would not. Hillel’s passion and
talent was for opening up the doors of Judaism to sincere seekers of God. That is not the big conversion problem on
our communal agenda.

Other examples

1. Beit Hillel, Attentive Spiritual Leadership, is a Torah leadership organization made up of over 170 Religious-
Zionist Rabbanim and Rabbaniot located throughout Israel, each and every one serving in meaningful Torah
leadership community roles.

2. Beit Hillel (Hebrew: 59n n»3) is a moshav in northern Israel. Located on the west bank of the Hasbani River,
about 5 kilometres from Kiryat Shmona, its 3,500 dunams fall under the jurisdiction of Mevo’ot HaHermon
Regional Council. As of 2019 it had a population of 775.[1]...It was named after Hillel Yaffe, a doctor who
immigrated to Mandatory Palestine during the Second Aliyah.

3. Hillel International - What is Hillel? As the largest Jewish student organization in the world, Hillel builds
connections with emerging adults at more than 550 colleges and universities, and inspires them to direct their
own path. During their formative college years, students are challenged to explore, experience, and create
vibrant Jewish lives.

4. Beit Hillel Theater Workshop at Hebrew University Performance Art Theatre in Jerusalem, Israel
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