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Beit Hillel/Beit Shammai Smackdown | Class 1
Congregation Beth Shalom
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Pirkei Avot 1:1

(1) Moses received the Torah at
Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua,
Joshua to the elders, and the
elders to the prophets, and the
prophets to the Men of the Great
Assembly...
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Pirkei Avot 1:12-15

(12) Hillel and Shammai received
[the oral tradition] from them.
Hillel used to say: be of the
disciples of Aaron, loving peace
and pursuing peace, loving
mankind and drawing them close
to the Torah.

(13) He [also] used to say: one
who makes his name great causes
his name to be destroyed; one
who does not add [to his
knowledge] causes [it] to cease;
one who does not study [the
Torah] deserves death; one who
makes [unworthy] use of the
crown [of learning] shall pass
away.
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(14) He [also] used to say: If I am
not for myself, who is for me? But
if I am for my own self [only],
what am I? And if not now, when?
(15) Shammai used to say: make
your [study of the] Torah a fixed
practice; speak little, but do
much; and receive all men with a
pleasant countenance.
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3
Avot D'Rabbi Natan 2:9

[And raise up many students.] For
the House of Shammai, say: One
should teach only a person who is
wise, humble, of good pedigree,
and rich. But the House of Hillel
say: Teach everyone, for there
were many sinners in Israel, and
they were brought close to Torah
study, and they came out
righteous, kind, and proper.
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The actual picture of the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai is
shrouded in mystery. We know almost nothing about the organizational
structure of the Houses and the various institutions associated with them.
We do not know how they arrived at their halakhic positions, nor are we
familiar with the framework within which they met to debate each other.
The term ‘House’ may denote either a family or a dynasty, but the Houses of
Hillel and Shammai were neither. Neither the sages identified as affiliated
with the House of Hillel, nor those identified as affiliated with the House of
Shammai, belong to a single family. Though the dynasty of the Patriarchs
descended from Hillel, the Patriarchs themselves did not necessarily
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identify with the views of the House of Hillel. Rabban Gamaliel II of Yavneh
illustrates this well: a descendant of Hillel, on several issues he nonetheless
upheld—self consistently, it appears—the view of the House of Shammai...
The term ‘House’ can also denote a sect or a separatist group, but there is no
indication that the Houses were organized as closed frameworks.

- Haim Shapira, "The Schools of Hillel and Shammai"




