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THE LIGHT OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

Series |V Lecture #10

THE WISDOM OF HILLEL AND SHAMMALI:
THE POWER OF LOVE AND HUMLITY

l. Hillel and the Herodian Era

A. Now upon the liberty that was given to the Jewish ambassadors to speak, they
who hoped to obtain a dissolution of kingly government, betook themselves to accuse
Herod of hisiniquities; and they declared that he was indeed in name a king, but that he
had taken to himself that uncontrollable authority which tyrants exercise over their
subjects, and had made use of that authority for the destruction of the Jews, and did not
abstain from making many innovations among them besides, according to his own
inclinations; and that whereas there were a great many who perished by that destruction
he brought upon them, so many indeed as no other history relates, they that survived were
far more miserable than those that suffered under him, not only by the anxiety they were
in from hislooks and disposition towards them, but from the danger their estates werein
of being taken away by him. That he did never leave off adorning these cities that lay in
their neighborhood, but were inhabited by foreigners; but so that the cities belonging to
his own government were ruined, and utterly destroyed; that whereas, when he took the
kingdom, it was in an extraordinary flourishing condition, he had filled the nation with
the utmost degree of poverty; and when, upon unjust pretences, he had slain any of the
nobility, he took away their estates; and when he permitted any of themto live, he
condemned them to the forfeiture of what they possessed. And, besides the annua
impositions which he laid upon every one of them, they were to make liberal presentsto
himself, to his domestics and friends, and to such of his slaves as were vouchsafed the
favor of being his tax gatherers, because there was no way of obtaining a freedom from
unjust violence, without giving either gold or silver for it. That they would say nothing of
the corruption of the chastity of their virgins, and the reproach laid on the wives for
incontinency, and those things acted after an insolent and inhuman manner; because it
was not a smaller pleasure to the sufferers to have such things concealed, than it would
have been not to have suffered them. That Herod had put such abuses upon them as a
wild beast would not have put on them, if he had power given him to rule over us; and
that although their nation had passed through many subversions and altercations of
government, their history gave no account of any calamity they had even been under, that
could be compared with this which Herod had brought upon their nation. Antiquities
Book XVII 11:2
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Our Rabbis taught: This halachah was hidden from [i.e., forgotten by] the B'nel Basaira.
On one occasion the fourteenth [of Nisan] fell on the Sabbath and they did not know
whether the Passover overrides the Sabbath or not. They said, "Is there any man who
knows whether the Passover overrides the Sabbath or not?' They weretold, "Thereisa
certain man who has come up from Babylon, Hillel HaBavli (the Babylonian) is his
name, who served (studied under) the two greatest men of the time, and he knows
whether the Passover overrides the Sabbath or not." [ Thereupon] they summoned him
[and] said to him, "Do you know whether the Passover overrides the Sabbath or not?"
"Have we then [only] one Passover during the year which overrides the Sabbath?' he
replied to them, " Surely we have many more than two hundred Passovers during the year
which override the Sabbath!" They said to him, "How do you know it?" He answered
them, " Initsappointed time' is stated in connection with the Passover, and ‘ In its
appointed time' is stated in connection with the tamid; just as ‘Its appointed time’ which
is said in connection with the tamid (the continual offering) overrides the Sabbath, so *Its
appointed time’ which is said in connection with the Passover overrides the Sabbath.
Moreover, it followsaminori, if the tamid, [the omission of] which is not punished by
kareth (premature death and destruction), overrides the Sabbath, then the Passover,
[neglect of] which is punished by kareth, isit not logical that it overrides the Sabbath!"
They immediately set him at their head and appointed him Nasi [Patriarch] over them.
Pesachim 66a

C. But Pallio, the Pharisee, and Sameas, a disciple of his, were honored by him
above al the rest, for when Jerusalem was besieged, they advised the citizensto receive
Herod, for which advice they were well requited; but this Pollio, at the time when Herod
was once upon histrial of life and death, foretold, in way of reproach, to Hyrcanus and
the other judges, how this Herod, whom they suffered now to escape, would afterward
inflict punishment on them all which had its completion in time, while G-d fulfilled the
words he had spoken. Antiquities Book XV 1: 1

D. He endeavored also to persuade Pollio the Pharisee, and Sameas, and the greatest
part of their scholars, to take the oath; but these would neither submit so to do, nor were
they punished together with the rest, out of the reverence he boreto Pollio.  Antiquities
Book XV 10:4
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Our Rabbis taught: A man should aways be gentle like Hillel, and not impatient like
Shammai. It once happened that two men made a wager with each other, saying, "The
one who successfully makes Hillel angry will receive four hundred zuz. One of them
said, "I'll go and infuriate him." That day was Sabbath eve, and Hillel was washing his
head. He went, passed by the door of his house, and called out, "Is Hillel here, isHillel
here?' Thereupon, [Hillel] robed and went out to him, saying, "My son, what do you
need?' "l have aquestion to ask," said he. "Ask, my son," he prompted. Thereupon, he
asked, "Why are the heads of the Babylonians round?’ "My son, you have asked a great
guestion,” he replied, "because they have no skillful midwives." He departed, tarried a
while, returned, and called out, "Is Hillel here; is Hillel here?' He robed and went out to
him, saying, "My son, what do you require?’ "l have a question to ask," said he. "Ask,
my son," he prompted. Thereupon he asked: "Why are the eyes of the Palmyreans
bleared?' "My son, you have asked a great question, he replied, "because they live in
sandy places." He departed, tarried awhile, returned, and called out, "Is Hillel here; is
Hillel here?' He robed and went out to him, saying, "My son, what do you require?' "|
have a question to ask," said he. "Ask, my son," he prompted. He asked, "Why are the
feet of the Africans wide?' "My son, you have asked a great question,” said he; "because
they livein watery marshes." "l have many questions to ask," said he, "but fear that you
may become angry." Thereupon, he robed, sat before him and said, "Ask all the questions
you haveto ask," "Are you the Hillel who is called the Nas (prince) of Israel?' "Yes," he
replied. "If that isyou," he retorted, may there not be many likeyou in Israel." "Why, my
son?' he asked. "Because | have lost four hundred zuz through you," he complained. "Be
careful of your moods," he answered. "Hillel isworth it that you should lose four hundred
zuz and yet another four hundred zuz through him, yet Hillel shall not lose his temper."

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
aproselyte 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 thefirst day, he taught him, "Alef, beth, gimmel, daleth;" the following day he
reversed [the order] to him. "But that isn't the way you taught them to me yesterday," he
protested. "Must you then not rely upon me? Then rely upon me with respect to the Oral
[Torah] too."

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 onefoot." 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." On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen was passing behind a Beth
Hamidrash, when he heard the voice of ateacher 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, "I 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,
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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," wasthe
answer. Thereupon that proselyte reasoned within himself afortiori: if Israel, who are
called sons of the Omnipresent, and who in His love for them He designated them, "I srael
ismy 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 aHigh
Priest; isit 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.” Shabbos 30b-31a

. Hillel's Teachings
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Hillel and Shammai received the oral tradition from them (Shemaya and Avtalyon):
Hillel says, "Y ou should become disciples of Aharon: Love peace and pursue peace, love
one's fellow creatures and bring them close to the Torah." Avos 1:12
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He used to say: He who seeks renown will lose his reputation; One who does not add to
his Torah knowledge causesiit to decrease. He who refuses to study Torah is condemned
to death. Whoever exploits the crown of Torah shall pass away. Avos 1:13
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He used to say: If | am not for myself, who will be for me? And if | am for myself, what
am |. And if not now, when? Avos 1:14
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1. Shammai's teachings
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Shammai says. Treat your Torah study as a permanent part of your life; say little and do
much; and receive everyone with a pleasant face. Avos 1:15
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V.  Rabban Gamlidl's Teachings
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Rabban Gamliel used to say: Appoint ateacher for yourself and remove doubt, and don't
make a habit of tithing by guesswork. Avos 1:16

V. The Teachings of Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel, the Elder
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Shimon, his son, used to say: | have grown up among Sages my entire lifeand | haven't
found anything better for a person than silence. Study is not the essential thing but rather
implementing it into action. Whoever indulges in too many words brings about sin. Avos
1:17

VI.  Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel of Yavneh's Teachings
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Rabban Shimon, the son of Gamliel says: The world endures through three things: On
justice, on truth and on peace, asit is stated in Scripture (Zechariah 8), "Truth and a
verdict of peace shall you adjudicate in your gates." Avos 1:18



