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Rabbi Dr. Daniel Roth, Pardes Center for Judaism and Conflict Resolution

1. The Constructive Conflict “for the Sake of Heaven” between

Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai

Mishnah Avot, 5:17 (3" Cen. CE)

Every controversy (machloket) that is for the sake of Heaven will continue to
exist; but one that is not in the name of Heaven will not continue to exist.
Which is the [kind of] controversy that is for the sake of Heaven? Such as was

the controversy between Hillel and Shammai.

What exactly will “continue to exist” in conflicts for the sake of Heaven?
How did the various commentaries on the Mishnah disagree on this question?

Bertinoro, Avot 5:17

(R._ Ovadiah Bertinoro, Italy and Land of
Israel, 1440-1530)

Every controversy that is in the name of
Heaven, the end thereof will continue to exist
— (1.) That is to say that the people of
controversy are destined to exist and not be
destroyed, as with the dispute between Hillel
and Shammai that were not destroyed.
Neither them nor the students of Hillel and
Shammai.

(2.) And | heard the explanation of “the end,”
—'its purpose’, and 'the matter that is
needed'. The controversy which is in the
name of Heaven, the purpose and its
desirable end is to obtain the truth, and this
continues to exist, as they said that from a
disagreement the truth will be revealed, as
was revealed in the disputes between Hillel
and Shammai - that the law was like the
school of Hillel. And a controversy which is
not for the sake of Heaven, its purpose is to
achieve power and the love of victory, and its
end will not continue to exist.

Magen Avot, 5:17

(R. Shimon Ben Zemach
Doran, Algeria, 1361-1444)
‘Controversies for the Sake of
Heaven’ will continue to exist
... (3.) means that they will
concede to each other, for they
have no intentions to defeat the
other, rather only to clearly
establish the matter, and when
the proofs of one are upheld,
those of the other will be
annulled, as we learned, the
school of Hillel reverted to
instructing in accordance with
the school of Shammai (Gittin
41b). (4.) And it is possible to
explain that the opinion of both
will continue to exist, the one
who forbids and the one who
permits, because both are the
words of the living God. (Eruvin
13b).

In your opinion, what are the key components necessary for conflicts to be
constructive? What can be learned from the various interpretations on the

mishnah regarding this question?
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2. The Destructive Conflict Between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai

Mishnah Shabbat 1:4

And these are some of the regulations enacted in the attic of Hananiah
b. Hezkiyah b. Gorion, when the rabbis came to visit him. They did a roll

call and found that the disciples of Shammai were more numerous than
those of Hillel, and they enforced eighteen regulations on that day.

How is the conflict between Beit Hillel and Shammai on that day
portrayed differently in the two Talmuds?

Babylonian
Talmud, 17a
They (Beit
Shammai) thrust
a sword into the
study house and
declared:
“Whoever wants
to enter may
enter, but no one
may leave!” And
on that day Hillel
sat in submission
before Shammai,
like one of the
disciples, and it
was as wretched
for Israel as the
day on which the
[golden] calf was
made.

Jerusalem Talmud, Shabbat 1:4 (3c)

That day was as wretched for Israel as the day on
which the [golden] calf was made.

It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua Oniya:
The students of Beit Shammai stood below them and
began to slaughter the students of Beit Hillel.

It was taught: Six of them ascended and the others
stood over them with swords and lances.

What exactly did Beit Shammai do to Beit Hillel?
How did the commentaries on the Jerusalem Talmud
disagree on this question?

Korban Edah, Jerusalem Pney Moshe,
Talmud 1:4 Jerusalem Talmud
Rabbi David ben Naftali Hirsch Frankel 1:4

(1707-1762, Berlin)

“And they began to
slaughter the students of
Beit Hillel” — Only if they
(Beit Hillel) wanted to go up | students of Beit Hillel,
[to vote], however G-d as we will see further
forbid, they did not [actually] | on.

kill anyone, so it seems to
me.

Rabbi Moshe Margalit
(1710-1780, Lithuania)

‘That day’- ... because
Beit Shammai killed
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What were the 18 things Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai disagreed over,
according to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (2" century, Land of Israel)?*

Jerusalem Talmud, Shabbat, 1:4 (3C)*

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai taught: On that day they decreed - (1.) on
their (non- Jews) bread, (2.) on their cheese, (3.) on their wine, (4.) on
their vinegar, (5.) on their sauces, (6.) on their (cooking) salts, (7.) on
their pickled food, (8.) on their boiled (foods), (9.) on their salts, (10.) on
their spelt, (11.) on their fist, (13.) on their language, (14.) on their
testimony, (15.) on their gifts, (16) on their sons, (17.) on their daughters,
(18.) on their first (born).

Historical Context:

Many historians (since Gretz) have understood that the context for the
disagreement between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel over these 18
decrees was between the years 66 — 70 CE, during the great revolt
against Rome. This disagreement reflected deep ideological and
political divides between those who believed in making peace with
Rome, Beit Hillel, and those who believed in revolting against Rome,
Beit Shammai.®
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! For alternative lists of the 18 matters see, Babylonian Talmud 13b-17b, and Kehati Commentary on
Mishnah Shabbat 1:4. According to these alternative lists, the vast majority of the 18 relate to matters
of purity, and only the last few relate to distancing Jews from non-Jews.

? There are several disagreements amongst the commentaries regarding how to translate what each
of these decrees refer to exactly.

’ See S. Safrai’s article brought here in Hebrew.
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3. The Destructive Conflict Between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai
— A Controversy between Rabbis and Karaites?

How did Karaites, who opposed the Rabbis
in medieval times, relate to the possibility
of a violent conflict between Beit Hillel and
Beit Shammai?

How did the Rambam,
portray the events of that
day?

Solomon ben Yerucham
(10" cen. Karaite)

And the Pitomi (R. Sa’adya Gaon, 892-
942, Babylonia) denied (this, claiming) that
there was no war or killing of one another
between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel. And
| brought the Talmud of the people of the
Land of Israel, and opened up the laws
where this incident is mentioned there.”

Sahal, Tochachat Meguleh
(10™ Cen. Karaite)

And how is it acceptable to go on the path
of the masses on all matters, and the
Torah states “Do not go after the masses
to do evil.” And also after the end of the
time period of prophecy the hand of the
leaders was firm and conflicts increased
between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai, and
they killed each other until the nation was
killed in accordance to their desires, and as
it was good in their eyes.

Rambam, Commentary

on Mishnah Shabbat 1:3

(Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, 1135,
Spain -1204, Egypt)

And a great gathering of
occurred there, of the
students of Shammai and
Hillel, and there was not
left any one of that
generation who was worthy
of teaching that was not
there. And they counted,
and there was more of Beit
Shammai....And Beit
Shammai and Beit Hillel
aligned their opinions on
that day regarding the
eighteen laws, and no
disagreement fell between
them not even on one of
them..

Why, in your opinion, would Rabbis and Karaites portray the events of

the day in different ways?

* See B. Ratner, Ahavat Zion ve Yerushalim, J.T. Shabbat, Vilna, 1901, p. 24-25.
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4. The 9™ of Adar — the Fast of Hillel and Shammai

Hilchot Gedolot, Laws of TishaB’Av
(Rabbi Shimon Kayyara, 9" Cen. Babylonia)

These are the days that one fasts on from the Torah....
On the 9™ of the month (Adar), they decreed a fast day because Beit
Hillel and Beit Shammai had conflict with each other. °

Shulchan Aruch, Laws of Fasts (580)

(Rabbi Yosef Karo, 1488-1575, Spain/Land of Israel)

These are the days that tragedies befell our forefathers and it is worthy
to fast on them....

On the 9" (of Adar) Beit Shammai and Hillel disagreed.

What was the disagreement amongst the commentaries on the Shulchan
Aruch regarding the reason for decreeing the 9" of Adar a fast day?

Levush, Orach Chayim, 580 Eliyvah Rabba,
(R.Mordechai Yaffe,1530-1612, Poland) Orach Ch avim

On the ninth [of Adar], Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel 580:7
disagreed with one another, and since a machloket | ¢ o1 Eiivahu Shapiro

[disagreement] fell between the scholars of Israel, (1660-1712, Prague)
even though their disagreement was for the sake of | "On the (9th) of
heaven, nevertheless the Torah had become, G-d Adar they

forbid, as if it was two Torahs, this one forbids and disagreed: And

this one permits, this one declares a matter impure, | three thousand
and the other declares it pure, and no law is known of the students
completely. Behold this is like a tragic day and we died."

fast on it.

Beit Yosef, 580 (Rabbi Yosef Karo, 1488-1575, Spain/Land of Israel)
All of the fast days mentioned in this section.... | have never seen or
heard of anyone who had the custom of fasting on them.

® This is the earliest known source for this list of fast days found in several rabbinic sources. In some
textual variants of this source it is added in the end “and some of them killed some of them”, “and
three thousand students were killed,” “and each side killed the other.”

Rabbi Eliezer ben Yoel Halevi (1140-1225, Germany), Ravya, Part Ill, Laws of Fasts, 889, version is
"On the 9" (of Adar) they decreed a fast day because Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed, and

that day was as difficult as the day the [golden] calf was made.” In one textual version written by the

famous Muslim scholar AbG al-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-BirGn1 (973- 1048) it is said that
28,000 students were killed on that day.
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What is known about this day from the Cairo Geniza?

R. Yinnon bar R. Pinchas
Tzemach 1" HaCohen,
Cen.), Lamentation men fOI’

Our rabbis
decreed a fast
day on the ninth
of the month
(Adar) because

Sanctifying the
Months, Adar:
Purim we do on
it/ the fast of
Hillel and

A Lamentation

Fragment from

On the conflict
that befell the
children of the
wise they
declared a fast
day/ For the
fight between

Land of Israel

Prayer Book
(pre-9" Century)®

On the fourth of
Adar a dispute
erupted between
the students of

Beit Hillel and Shammai on the | Hillel and Shammai and
Beit Shammai | third of it (Adar). | Shammai over | Hillel and many
Disagreed truth was a were killed.
regarding their disgrace to the
study. Torah.
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® Hilkhot Eretz Yisrael min HaGeniza, Mordecai Margaliot, Jerusalem, 1974, p. 142.
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5. A Prayer at the End of the Studying about 9 Adar
How is the 9" of Adar (as well as other fast days) described as being in
the future?

Hilchot Gedolot, Laws of TishaB’Av
(Rabbi Shimon Kayyara, 9" Cen. Babylonia)

In the future, The Holy One Blessed Be He, will turn these days into
days of rejoicing and happiness as it is said (Jeremiah 31:12) “for | will
turn their mourning into joy, and will comfort them, and make them
rejoice from their sorrow. And so shall it be His will speedily in our days,
Amen!*
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What can be done in order to turn this day into a day of rejoicing and
happiness?

The following 7™ century piyut (hymn) describes scholars studying
peacefully at the pardes (lit. orchard, name for house of study) and Hillel
and Shammai as brothers who love each other.
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“ This last line is added in the version of the Tur, 580.
.398 'y ,1972 Antno 170 niTnn 'K 0 N7 nnin 15
, DN IR NMY7IY) NN N 0" XNYITR ,[Non on1'o 0 'orre .(6) 48 ,nta,no'j ,009TIA [NT13] 16
"Naynnl vI'PN ,NMIWN NIZIID'ON 'RNYI 770 |IND'T ,[101TIN 7R INY DT XKW 7w 10TV Ddon |17 .(T"own
46 — 27 'ny ,0"own ,wn ,129 o1y
"2 7109 ,T 719 DV'WN 1WA 71090 ' " 0w iR 'w (160 — 140 nmiw) ,niviaw "orpinn a7 ore” v
" NN 'MaY 1 '0'n7w 09’ L, 0MdNN FTNYNY 11D ".0'Tan M9 oy ,01iR0 0719 )'NY7Y
".0M2TN 0'NNIo " oW xR 'w P
".N7'NNN NNIMN DX 172 DNRENYN DR YT DY IR 'Y !
nIIoNN 'S 7y — 'RNYI 7702 NNTNoN X 719 NIANAY N7apn NYYIY 0'NR W7 ...n10n D" Dw IR 'y 2
d.59 ) ,x [n11]) ,25 nIw ,niviaw ,x'21 720n 917K IXY ".0'NXK Y I'D — D'9011 D'UI'D]I [KD NOPNYAN
".mwi1 770 0'NX 2 DN 1731/ "nivn T winT? nnn” ( 39-38 ,(2845

9
0

11



