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1. Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel

Bavli Shabbat 21b
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The Sages taught in a baraita: The basic mitzva of
Hanukkah is each day to have a light kindled by a
person, the head of the household, for himself and his
household. And the mehadrin, i.e., those who are
meticulous in the performance of mitzvot, kindle a light
for each and every one in the household. And the
mehadrin min hamehadrin. Beit Shammai say: On
the first day one kindles eight lights and, from there
on, gradually decreases the number of lights until, on
the last day of Hanukkah, he kindles one light. And Beit
Hillel say: On the first day one kindles one light, and
from there on, gradually increases the number of
lights until, on the last day, he kindles eight lights.
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Ulla said: There were two amora’im in the West,
Eretz Yisrael, who disagreed with regard to this
dispute, Rabbi Yosei bar Avin and Rabbi Yosei bar
Zevida. One said that the reason for Beit Shammai’s
opinion is that the number of lights corresponds to the
incoming days, i.e., the future. The reason for Beit
Hillel’s opinion is that the number of lights
corresponds to the outgoing days. And one said
that the reason for Beit Shammai’s opinion is that the
number of lights corresponds to the bulls of the
festival of Sukkot: Thirteen were sacrificed on the first
day and each succeeding day one fewer was sacrificed
(Bemidbar 29:12-31). The reason for Beit Hillel’s
opinion is that the number of lights is based on the
principle: One elevates to a higher level in matters of
sanctity and one does not downgrade.

2. Our Thirst for Light

Kedushat Levi, Kedushot for Hanukkah, Kedushah Revi’it 1
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It seems that they [Beit Hillel & Beit Shammai] disagree
about the following matter: It is known that when a
person lacks something he needs—if he is hungry or
thirsty or lacking clothing—he has a yearning for his
desire and his lack to be fulfilled. He suffers both
because the object he longs for is missing and because

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.
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of the hunger or thirst itself. If bread and water arrive
from a distant place, even before he has eaten or
drunk, he already feels joy simply from knowing that
something is now present that can fill his lack. Yet even
then, he is still hungry and thirsty; after he eats and
drinks, he then has a further joy—the pleasure of being
satisfied, and that God, blessed be He, has
quenched his thirst.
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This is the case for someone who is lacking and does
not know how his need will be filled—like a person
walking in the desert, whose soul is parched, with no
bread or water and no garment to wear. He suffers from
two kinds of distress: (1) his soul longs intensely for his
needs to be fulfiled—food, drink, clothing, and (2) the
physical hunger and thirst themselves. When God
arranges that someone comes from afar bringing him
what he lacks—bread, water, and clothing—then as
soon as he sees that the things that can fill his needs
are now before him, as soon as there is “bread in his
basket,” he immediately has joy, because he sees that
he now has the means to satisfy his hunger and thirst.
Even though he has not yet eaten, drunk, or dressed,
he is already obligated to give praise and thanks to the
Creator of heaven and earth, who has provided
sustenance for his soul, because he now has “bread in
his basket.” Nevertheless, he still feels some pain from
the actual hunger and thirst. But after he eats, drinks,
and puts on the clothing, he then experiences the
additional pleasure of being satisfied, of being full and
refreshed, and with a good heart. And he must bless
the Creator for this satisfaction, as the verse says:
“When you eat, and you are satisfied, you shall bless
the Lord your God...” (Devarim 8:10).
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But someone who lives settled in his home, where
everything is already prepared for him—in his case,
before he eats or drinks he has no deep longing except
for the simple desire to eat and drink, and after eating
and drinking he is satisfied and blesses God. For those
travelers and people lacking everything, however, they
have two kinds of yearning, as explained above, and
two kinds of joy: (1) the joy of discovering how their
need will be met, and (2) the joy of the actual
fulfillment of that need.

Devora Steinmetz, Why Rain Comes from Above: Explorations in the Religious Imagination, 46

The dispute between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai has always puzzled me...as alternative positions about how to
light the candles, Beit Hillel's position, the one that is universally followed, seems quite sensible, and Beit
Shammai’s position seems almost incomprehensible...

But perhaps we can understand Beit Shammai’s position in light of the notion that Hanukkah moves us from a
stance of alienation from the world to a belief in the possibility of having an impact on the world. Beit Hillel's
position has us reflecting the light that is about to increase, or perhaps modeling the increase that we anticipate we
will soon experience. But Beit Shammai asks us to do something different. Beit Shammai asks us, in the very
darkest time, when the last sliver of light is about to disappear, to put a blast of light into the world...
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