
BS”D 
 

What Happened the Night Hillel Sat on the Aruba of the Beit Midrash 
Shiur by Rav Chanani Etrog, Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat Shavei Hevron 

 
In Memory of Yosef Yitzhak Goodman, z”l 

 
Summary by R. Mois Navon 

 
You say you were poor and so couldn’t learn Torah?!  Go learn from Hillel 
HaZaken:  Everyday he would work for a tropaik (i.e., sum of money) – half of 
his wage would pay the guard at the Beit Midrash and half would go to feed 
himself and his family.  Once he didn’t find work to earn his daily wage and 
the guard at the Beit Midrash wouldn’t let him in.  So he climbed and hung 
and sat on the opening of the chimney in order to hear “Divrei Elokim 
Hayim” from Shmaya and Avtalyon.  It is said that that day was Erev Shabbat 
during the Tevet season (i.e., winter), and snow came down on him.  When the 
“Amud Hashahar” came up, Shmaya said to Avtalyon: Brother, everyday the 
house is lit up, and today it is dark, perhaps today its cloudy?  They looked up 
and saw a figure of a man on the chimney.  They went up and found three 
amot of snow on him.  They cleared it off and washed him and annointed him 
and put him in front of the fire.  They said, “This one is worthy of breaking 
Shabbat to save.” 
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Though this is a relatively well known story its true depth cannot be plumbed without 
realizing that it is loaded with more questions than one might at first imagine: 
 

• What kind of guard won’t let in the daily student because he can’t pay one 
day?   

• And why would one have to pay such a sum to enter a Beit Midrash?   
• Why didn’t the guard not only let him in, but offer him money to help his 

family (i.e., if Hillel doesn’t have the half for the Beit Midrash so he also 
doesn’t have the half for his family)? 

• If it was Erev Shabbat, why weren’t they all home, at least for kiddush, but 
instead spent the whole night learning?  It could be answered that such is the 
way of Torah scholars, but nevertheless it is strange. 

• If it was winter, so why did the Amud Hashahar (first light of dawn) light up 
the place EVERY DAY?  That is, in winter there are sunny days and rainy 
days. 

• What kind of Beit Midrash is it where one can’t tell if it’s day by simply 
looking out the window, but only from the light of a chimney? 

• And if these great leaders are learning all night, why are they so easily 
distracted by the cloudiness of the day?  One is not to interrupt one’s learning 
for anything, certainly not nature, e.g., saying, “How nice is this tree makes 
one liable for death”. 

• Three amot (1.5m) of snow in one night, is unheard of; as such, we’re talking 
about the most massive blizzard imaginable.  If so, what kind of Beit Midrash 
is it from within which they didn’t hear the thunder, the winds, etc.? 

• Why did they refer to Hillel as “this one” – wasn’t he their daily student? 



• Why did they say he was worth breaking Shabbat for – isn’t the halacha clear 
that one breaks the Shabbat for any Jew, whether Saint or Sinner? 

 
At the outset it must be made clear that the Gemara is talking about Shmaya and 
Avtalyon who were the President and Head of the Sanhedrin.  If so, their Beit 
Midrash was in the Lishkat HaGazit in the Beit Hamikdash.  But then why were there 
no windows, no doors, only light through a chimney?  And how could they not hear 
the massive snow storm, such that they would ask, “Perhaps there are clouds today?”  
As such, we must conclude that they were not in the Lishkat Hagazit but in some deep 
dark cave that had a chimney like air chute.   
 
And what were they doing in a cave?  The Gemara tells us that it was the middle of 
winter (Tevet) and yet they said that it was light EVERY DAY at Amud Hashahar.  
Amud Hashahar is when there is the time in the morning when a thin bar of light 
appears just over the horizon.  For this first ray of light to make an impression the sky 
must be perfectly cloudless.  Given this, we must conclude that it was a year of 
terrible drought, so much so that in the midst of the winter there had not been a cloud 
in the sky even one day!   
 
Rain in the land of Israel is seen as a blessing from Heaven, and conversely, drought 
is interpreted as a Divine indication that the people are not in a good place.  It is an 
indication that teshuva (repentance) – on a national scale – is demanded.  Shmaya and 
Avtalyon being the leaders of the people, took upon themselves the responsibility of 
doing personal teshuva.  There are many ways to deal with national teshuva (e.g., 
setting up booths to encourage mitzvah observance, giving public Torah classes, etc.), 
but true leaders accept personal responsibility, and thus act upon themselves.  
Teshuva doesn’t necessarily mean that one is bad, but rather that one could do more.  
Indeed, everyone can always improve – we say in the Amida prayer everyday, “return 
us in teshuva”.  They decided they needed to simply dedicate themselves to learning.   
 
However, if they stayed in the Lishkat Hagazit they would never be left alone, given 
that the people would always come with questions and issues.  So they found 
themselves a cave and they set up a guard.  A guard – not to collect an entrance fee – 
but a guard to keep everyone out.  And this the guard did, until Hillel came along.   
 
Hillel begged the guard, but the guard would not budge, for his own livelihood was 
dependant on fulfilling his task.  Finally Hillel, being relentless in his desire to learn 
Torah, bribed the guard with half his daily wage in order to sneak into the cave where 
he hid in a corner quietly listening – the leaders never saw him (and thus when they 
later found him in the snow they did not refer to him by name).   
 
When Hillel could not come up with the bribe, the guard felt no compunctions to 
follow through with his strict orders to keep all comers out.  Hillel climbed and hung 
himself perched upon the air chute (notice that the words match his having to perch 
himself a non-standard structure – climb, hang, sit instead of climb, sit).   
 
Here he sat to listen to “Divrei Elokim Hayim” – this expression is found in only 
ONE other context place in the Gemara (twice in Eruvin 13b and once in Gittin 6b) 
where it says “these and these are the words of the living God”.  The point is that 
Hillel didn’t just come to learn Torah or to listen to a shiur, rather he came to hear the 



words of the living God, he came to imbibe spirituality.  Nothing would stop him 
from participating in this lofty and enchanting experience.  Indeed, so engrossed was 
he, that he remained undeterred by the blizzard of epic proportions.   
 
On the following morning, Shmaya and Avtalyon noticed that the cave wasn’t lit – 
this was the moment that they had been waiting for!  They were not interrupting their 
daily learning in order to observe nature, rather, they looked enthusiastically to see if 
there efforts had been rewarded from Heaven.   
 
It was then that they saw that a person was blocking the air-chute, buried under 1.5m 
of snow.  How could there have been so much snow?  We could analogize the 
phenomenon to the opening of a pipe after massive pressure had been built up over a 
long period of time – here now all the rain fall that had built up for the entire winter 
came down in one night, as it were.  All in response to the great learning, not only of 
Shmaya and Avtalyon, but for the great mesirut nefesh to hear the words of the living 
God.  Shmaya and Avtalyon learned with great mesirut in order that Heaven would 
rain, but Heaven rained because Hillel learned with great mesirut.   
 
And why did they say that for such a one it was worthwhile to have desecrated the 
Shabbat when one is to do so for any Jew?  The answer is that, though one must break 
Shabbat for any Jew, it is under the assumption that by breaking one Shabbat the 
victim will keep many more Shabbats.  Though one can never be sure of this, here 
there was no question.  Indeed, Hillel later became the head of the people due to his 
great mesirut nefesh to imbibe the words of the living God from the Torah greats: 
Shmaya and Avtalyon. 


