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Elu V'Elu: Pluralism in Jewish Tradition

Kaya Stern-Kaufman

Shabbat 31a

The rabbis taught: It happened that a
gentile came before Shammai and asked:
“How many Torahs do you have?”
[Shammai] replied, “Two. A Written Torah
and an Oral Torah.” [The gentile] said: “I
trust you regarding the Written Torah, but I
do not trust you regarding the Oral Torah.
Convert me on condition that you teach me
the Written Torah.” [Shammai]
admonished him and angrily removed him.
[The gentile] came before Hillel. He
converted him. The first day, [Hillel] taught
him “Alef-bet-gimel-daled.” The next day,
he reversed the order. [The convert] said to
him, “But yesterday you did not say that!”
[Hillel] said to him, “Didn’t you rely on
me? Rely on me regarding the Oral Law as
well.”

It happened again that a gentile came
before Shammai and said: “Convert me on
condition that you teach me the whole
Torah while I stand on one foot.” He
pushed him away with the yardstick in his
hand. He came before Hillel. He converted
him. He said: “What is hateful to you, do
not do to your friend — this is the entire
Torah. The rest is commentary. Go learn.”

... He came to Hillel and said, “Patient
Hillel, blessings on your head, for you
brought me under the wings of the divine
presence.” The [converts] eventually met in
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one place. They said: “Shammai’s severity
sought to drive us from the world. Hillel’s
patience brought us under the wings of the
divine presence.”

2. Eruvin 13b
Rabbi Abba said in the name of Shmuel,
For three years, the House of Hillel and the
House of Shammai argued. One said, 'The
halakha is like us,' and the other said, 'The

halakha is like us.' A heavenly voice spoke:

"These and these are the words of the
living God, and the halakha is like the
House of Hillel." A question was raised:
Since the heavenly voice declared: "Both
these and those are the words of the Living
God," why was the halacha established to
follow the opinion of Hillel? It is because
the students of Hillel were kind and
gracious. They taught their own ideas as
well as the ideas from the students of
Shammai. Not only for this reason, but
they went so far as to teach Shammai's
opinions first. Like that which we taught,
One whose head and majority of his body
are in the Sukkah and his table are in the
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[adjacent] house, Beis Shamai said it is
invalid, and Beis Hillel said it is valid. Beis
Hillel said to Beis Shamai, Is there not a
story in our hands that the elders of Beis
Shamai and Beis Hillel went to visit R’
Yochanan ben HaChornis, and they found
him sitting with his head and majority of
his body in the Sukkah and his table in the
house? [Doesn't this imply it's
permissible?] Beis Shamai said back to
them, From there you bring a proof? Even
they said to him that if this is how you act,
you never fulfilled the mitzvah of Sukkah
in your life! [This story is] to teach you
that whoever degrades himself, Hashem
raises him, and whoever raises himself,
Hashem degrades him. Whoever runs
toward greatness, greatness flees from him,
and whoever flees from greatness,
greatness runs toward him. Whoever uses
his time wisely, the time stretches out, and
whoever procrastinates, the time stands
still. It was taught in a Braisa: For two-and-
a-half years the house of Shammai and the
house of Hillel argued. These said: Better
for man never to have been created than to
have been created. And these said: Better
for man to have been created that not to
have been created. They counted and
decided: Better for man never to have been
created than to have been created. Now that
he has been created, he should sift through
his actions. And there are those who say he
should examine his actions.

Pirkei Avot 5:17

(17) Every argument that is [for the sake of]
heaven's name, it is destined to endure. But
if it is not [for the sake of] heaven's name --
it is not destined to endure. What [is an
example of] an argument in the name of
heaven? The argument of Hillel and
Shammai.
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4. Yevamot 14a N T Ay
Come and hear: THOUGH THESE 299°07 19X 2°70IX 1OXRY 5"YR w'n
FORBADE WHAT THE OTHERS Heion mos ; "

PERMITTED ... BEIT [The school of] K1 7" D01 RGN "2 1"173733 Tb
SHAMMAI, NEVERTHELESS, DID NOT whan ata

REFRAIN FROM MARRYING WOMEN
FROM THE FAMILIES OF BEIT
HILLEL, NOR DID BEIT HILLEL
[REFRAIN FROM MARRYING
WOMEN] FROM THE FAMILIES OF
BEIT SHAMMAL
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