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Hillel and Shammai - these and these are the words of the Living God

Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 13b
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Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed.
These said: The law is in accordance with us, and these said: The law is in accordance with
us. A Divine Voice emerged and proclaimed: These and those are the words of the living
God. However, the law is in accordance with Beit Hillel.

NN N220 V1Ap2 29N MM NR 119N, D70 DPON 1ATIINIIIRY INRN
TRAY KON TIV N1, )KRY N2 M12NN0MAT 1,100 10001 1Ny 1)an
ANMATY NRY N2 M7
Since both these and those are the words of the living God, why did Beit Hillel merit to
have the law established in accordance with them? Because they were agreeable and
forebearing, and would teach both their own statements and the statements of Beit

Shammai. Moreover, they put the statements of Beit Shammai prior to their own
statements.
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As we learned: “One whose head and most of their body were in the sukkah, but their
table was in the house, Beit Shammai deem this invalid; and Beit Hillel deem it valid. Beit
Hillel said to Beit Shammai: Wasn’t there an incident in which the Elders of Beit Shammai
and the Elders of Beit Hillel went to visit Rabbi Yochanan ben HaChoranit, and they found
him sitting with his head and most of his body in the sukkah, but his table was in the
house? Beit Shammai said to them: From there a proof?! They too, said to him: If that’s
how you normally do this, you have never fulfilled the mitzva of sukkah in all your days.”
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This is to teach you that anyone who humbles themselves, the Holy Blessed One exalts
them, and anyone who exalts themselves, the Holy Blessed One humbles them. Anyone
who seeks greatness, greatness flees from them, and anyone who flees from greatness,

greatness seeks them. And anyone who forces the moment, the moment forces them. And
anyone who yields to the moment, the moment stands for them.
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The Sages taught: For two and a half years, Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed. These
said: It would have been preferable had humanity not been created than to have been
created. And those said: It is preferable for humanity to have been created than to have
not been created. They were counted and they concluded: It would have been preferable
had humanity not been created than to have been created. But now that humanity has
been created, they should examine (yepashpesh) their actions. And some say: They should
scrutinise (yemashmesh) their actions.

Guiding Questions

-What was the argument between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel?

-What do you think the argument was like between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel? What do
you think it felt like at the time to each side? What about to people who weren’t on either
side?

-What do you think it means that a divine voice called out? How do you understand that?
-What does it mean for both sides to be ‘the word of the living God’?

-Who wins the argument, if anyone? Why does the divine voice declare who the law
follows?

-According to the Talmud, why did Beit Hillel win?

-What do you think of those reasons? Does one seem more important than the others?
-Does this change your sense of what the argument was like?

-Do you think that Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel were able to be in community with each
other? If so, what made that possible?

-Which kind of Sukkah does Beit Shammai forbid which Beit Hillel permits?
-How does the incident seem to prove Beit Hillel’s point?

-What is Beit Shammai’s retort?

-How does this paragraph connect to the one preceding it?

-How does the discussion of Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel prove the point raised here?
-Do you think these statements are true all of the time, some of the time or none of the
time?

-True or not, do you think they are good advice?

-How does this paragraph inform your view of the disputing schools?

-What argument are Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel having at the end?
-Who wins the argument?

-What conclusion are we supposed to draw from this?

-How does this inform our view of disagreement within community?
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Extra Sources

1] Babylonian Talmud Yevamot 14b
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Come and hear: Even though Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed [on many cases about the
status of marriages] Beit Shammai would not hold back from marrying women from Beit Hillel, nor
Beit Hillel from Beit Shammai. This serves to teach you that they practiced affection and
camaraderie between them, to fulfil that which is stated: “Love truth and peace” (Zechariah 8:19).
Rabbi Shimon says: They did refrain in the certain cases, but they did not refrain in the uncertain
cases.

2] Mishnah Berachot 1:3
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Beit Shammai says: In the evening all people should recline and recite [the Shema], and in the
morning they should stand, since it says (Deut. 6:7), “When you lie down and when you arise.” But
the school of Hillel says: Each person may recite it in their usual way, since it says (ibid.), “When
you walk on the road.” If so, why does it say “when you lie down and when you arise”? —[It
means:] at the time when people are lying down, and at the time when people are arising.

Said Rabbi Tarfon: “I was once traveling on the road, and | reclined to recite in accordance with the
view of Beit Shammai, and | put myself in danger of bandits.” They [the other Sages] said to him:
“You would have deserved to be guilty for your own fate, since you went against the view of Beit
Hillel!”

3] Mishnah Shabbat 1:4
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And these are among the laws that the Sages said in the upper storey of Chananya ben Chizkiya
ben Garon, when they went up to visit him. That day they counted and Beit Shammai
outnumbered Beit Hillel, and they issued decrees about eighteen matters on that day.
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4] Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 14a
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Shammai said to [Hillel]: If you provoke me and insist that there is no difference between gathering
olives and grapes, then | will decree impurity on the gathering of olives as well! They stuck a sword
in the study hall, and they said: One who seeks to enter the study hall, may enter, and one who
seeks to leave may not leave. That day Hillel was bowed and was sitting before Shammai like one
of the students.

And that day was as difficult for Israel as the day the Golden Calf was made. And Shammai and
Hillel issued the decree, and the people did not accept it from them. And their students came and
issued the decree, and the people accepted it from them.

5] Jerusalem Talmud Shabbat 1:4
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That day was hard for Israel like the day the Golden Calf was made...
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Rebbi Joshua from Ono stated: The students of the House of Shammai were standing downstairs
and killing the students of the House of Hillel. It was stated, six of them went up; the rest were
standing around them with swords and lances.

6] Humble conviction by Rabbi Shuli Passow - Eruvin 13 on myjewishlearning.com
This well-known passage teaches the profoundly significant lesson that the manner in which one
disagrees is as important as one’s argument. Beit Shammai’s legal rulings are just as valid as Beit
Hillel’s, but we follow the latter because of the civility and deference they demonstrated.

In our climate of ever-increasing polarization, this passage is often cited as a plea for intellectual
and political discourse that is respectful and intellectually humble: Like Beit Hillel, we should seek
to understand opposing arguments and relate to them with respectful disagreement. Yet earlier on
today’s daf, there is another passage that can be seen as cautioning against taking such a stance
too far... [discussion of Rabbi Meir’s views] ...the talmudic assessments of these towering
intellectual figures suggest that respect and deference in debate need not mean abandoning our
commitments. We need to seek both understanding of the other side and make our views clear.
Today’s daf is an argument for what we might call humble conviction — something our world could
use more of right now.
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