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אבות ה:יז

כָּלָ מַַחֲֲלֹקֶֶֹת שֶֶׁהִִיא לְשְֵֵׁם שָָׁמַַיִםִ, 
סוֹפָהָּ לְהְִִתְְקַַיֵּםֵ. וְשְֶֶׁאֵיֵנָהָּ לְשְֵֵׁם 

שָָׁמַַיִםִ, אֵיֵן סוֹפָהָּ לְהְִִתְְקַַיֵּםֵ.

 Avot 5:17

Any disagreement (mahloket) that is for the sake of 
Heaven (le-shem shamayim) – it is destined (lit. its 
end is) to endure. And one that is not for the sake 
of Heaven – it is not destined to endure. 

Constructive disagreements endure. Destructive disagreements do not. At first glance, 
this mishnah seems straightforward. Upon reflection, however, one phrase jumps out as 
needing explanation: “it is destined to endure (ֵסוֹפָהָּ  לְהְִִתְְקַַיֵּם).”

What, exactly, is the "it" that endures?

The continuation of the mishnah brings archetypical examples of the two types of 
mahloket:  

One of the best-known mishnayot in Pirkei Avot offers a deceptively simple distinction 
between types of disagreement:

אֵיֵזוֹ הִִיא מַַחֲֲלֹקֶֶֹת שֶֶׁהִִיא לְשְֵֵׁם 
שָָׁמַַיִםִ? זוֹ מַַחֲֲלֹקֶֶֹת הִִלֵּלֵ וְשְַַׁמַַּאי.

וְשְֶֶׁאֵיֵנָהָּ לְשְֵֵׁם שָָׁמַַיִםִ? זוֹ 
מַַחֲֲלֹקֶֶֹת קֹֹרַַח וְכְָלָ עֲדֲָָתוֹ.

Which is a disagreement that is for the sake of Heaven? 
This is the disagreement of Hillel and Shammai.

And which is one that is not for the sake of Heaven? This 
is the disagreement of Korach and all of his assembly.

Point to ponder:

What endured in the case of Hillel and Shammai’s disagreement that did not endure 
in the case of Korach and his assembly’s disagreement?

Truth & Consequences
The fifteenth-century Italian commentator Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura (known 
as “the Bartenura”) offers two different opinions as to what endures in a case of 
disagreement for the sake of Heaven. The second explanation is more intuitive:

According to this explanation, what endures is the end result of the disagreement. 
Attainment of truth is the purpose of a disagreement for the sake of Heaven. It is 
this discovered truth that ultimately endures.

קולחמהות שיהא לשם שימם, 
התילכת הוסוף מהבקוש מאותה 

קולחמת הלשיג האמת, וזה 
מתייקם, ומכ שאורמ מתוך חוכיוה 

יתברר האמת, ומכו שנתברר 
בקולחמת ללה ושמאי שהכלה 

כבית ללה.

Disagreement which is in the name of Heaven, the 
purpose and its desired outcome (ָּסוֹפָה, lit. its end) 
is to attain the truth, and this endures, as they said, 
that from a disagreement the truth will be clarified, 
as was clarified in the disagreements between Hillel 
and Shammai that the law was like Beit Hillel.
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רמול שאנשי קולחמהת יההא 
מתימייקם ואנים אובידן, 

קולחמכת ללה ושמאי שלא 
אבוד לא תידימל בית שמאי 

לוא תידימל בית ללה. אבל חרק 
ועדתו אבוד.

That is to say that the people involved in this 
disagreement will endure and not perish, as with 
the disagreement of Hillel and Shammai, for neither 
the students of Beit Shammai nor the students of 
Beit Hillel perished. But Korach and his assembly 
perished.

The Bartenura precedes this explanation with another, less expected take on what 
endures from mahloket le-shem shamayim:

According to this explanation, what endures is the participants in the disagreement. 
In a mahloket le-shem shamayim, the people engaged in the disagreement are not 
destroyed as a result of it. 

It’s important to note that “not destroyed” does not necessarily mean that the parties 
emerge unchanged. Nor unchallenged. Perhaps not even unharmed. Serious disagree-
ments often leave relationships bruised. But there is a profound difference between a 
relationship that is bruised and one that is destroyed.

The Bartenura's language suggests that the hallmark of a holy disagreement is that 
neither side walks away diminished in dignity or excluded from the community. The 
participants, and the relationship between them, survive. They may require healing. 
They may require time. But they are not sacrificed on the altar of being right.

In your experience…

What is the impact of destructive disagreement on:

•	 the individuals involved?

•	 the relationship between the parties?

What is the impact of constructive agreement on: 

•	 the individuals involved?

•	 the relationship between the parties?

Endurance Training
As Tisha B'Av approaches, we naturally recall the rabbinic teaching that the Second 
Temple was destroyed because of sinat chinam (baseless hatred). Yet the Mishnah 
and the Bartenura invite us to imagine not only what caused the destruction, but what 
might have prevented it. 

Judaism has never aspired to a world without disagreement. Varied interpretations 
of Torah abound and Rabbinic literature is built upon disagreements. Our tradition is 
sustained by generations of Jews learning in havruta, challenging one another in the beit 
midrash in pursuit of truth.

The Bartenura's reading suggests that a mahloket le-shem shamayim is measured in two 
ways: by whether it brings us closer to the truth and by whether the participants remain 
whole in the process. Those are not competing goals. They are the twin aspirations of a 
disagreement conducted for the sake of Heaven.
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How did Hillel and Shammai and their students – the parties identified in our archetypal 
mahloket le-shem shamayim – nurture a constructive approach to disagreement?  
How did they pursue truth without destroying people or their relationship?

עירובין יג:

מִִפְּנְֵיֵ מָָה זָכָוּ בֵֵּית הִִלֵּלֵ לִקְְִבּוֹעַַ 
הֲֲלָכָָהָ כְּמְוֹתָָן? מִִפְּנְֵיֵ שֶֶׁנּוֹחִִין 
וַעֲַלֲוּבִִין הָָיוּ, וְשְׁוֹנִיִן דִִּבְְרֵֵהֶֶין 

וְדְִִבְְרֵֵי בֵֵּית שַַׁמַַּאי, וְלְֹאֹ עוֹד אֶלֶָּאָ 
שֶֶׁמַַּקְְדִִּמִִיין דִִּבְְרֵֵי בֵֵּית שַַׁמַַּאי 

לְדְִִבְְרֵֵהֶֶין.

 Eiruvin 13b

Why were Beit Hillel privileged to have the halakha 
established in accordance with their opinion? Because 
they were gentle and humble, and taught their own 
statements and the statements of Beit Shammai. 
Moreover, they would teach the statements of Beit 
Shammai before teaching their own.

Before presenting their own position, Beit Hillel first demonstrated that they had 
taken Beit Shammai's position seriously enough to articulate it fairly. In doing so, they 
affirmed that Beit Shammai's voice had a legitimate place within the conversation itself.

This intellectual and ideological respect is more than good manners. It is a way 
of preserving the relationship while pursuing the truth. It is a way of engaging in 
disagreement such that, even when the conversation ends without consensus, the 
participants do not leave feeling destroyed by the encounter.

The context of the next statement about Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai is a disagreement 
between them about the status of rival wives and levirate marriage. Their opinions are 
mutually exclusive, causing a situation where the halakhically appropriate action according 
to one opinion would be a transgression with ramifications affecting future generations 
according to the other, and vice versa.

יבמות יג:

אַַף עַלַ פִּיִ שֶֶׁאֵלֵּוּ אוֹסְְרִִים וְאְֵלֵּוּ 
מַַתִִּרִִיין, אֵלֵּוּ פּוֹסְְלִיִן וְאְֵלֵּוּ מַַכְשְִִׁרִִיין 

— לֹאֹ נִמְְִנְעְוּ בֵֵּית שַַׁמַַּאי מִִלִּיִשָָּׂא 
נָשִִָׁים מִִבֵֵּית הִִלֵּלֵ, וְלְָאָ בֵֵּית הִִלֵּלֵ 

מִִבֵֵּית שַַׁמַַּאי.

 Yevamot 13b

Although these prohibit and those permit, these 
disqualify and those deem fit, Beit Shammai did not 
refrain from marrying women from Beit Hillel, nor did 
Beit Hillel [refrain from marrying women] from Beit 
Shammai.

רש"י שם:

אע"פ שבינ הצהר 
שנתייבומ כב"ש 

ממזירם הם לב"ה… 
אפ"ה לא נמנעו ב"ה 
ילמשא נשים מב"ש 

יפל שויה ידומעים 
הלם אותן הבאות מן 

הצורת רופושים:

 Rashi:

Even though the children of rival wives who performed 
levirate marriage according to the opinion of Beit Shammai 
are considered offspring of a forbidden union (mamzeirim) 
according to the opinion of Beit Hillel (and therefore forbidden 
to marry under most circumstances)... even so Beit Hillel did not 
refrain from marrying women from Beit Shammai, because they 
(Beit Shammai) would inform them (Beit Hillel) “these women 
came from rival wives” and they would stop pursuing [the 
potential match].
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There were members of the school of Beit Shammai whom Beit Hillel considered 
forbidden to marry, and vice versa. Moreover, a marriage would affect the halakhic 
(Jewish legal) status of the couple’s future offspring. Wouldn’t it have been easier for Beit 
Hillel and Beit Shammai to play it safe and marry exclusively within their own schools? 

They didn’t take that route. Beit Shammai made sure to inform members of Beit Hillel 
whenever a potential match would be prohibited according to Beit Hillel’s view, and Beit 
Hillel did the same for Beit Shammai. Their mutual transparency and honesty created 
trust: each side knew the other would disclose any halakhic concern, allowing them to 
marry into one another’s families with confidence where no relevant concern existed. 

This practical and functional respect of the other party’s opinion is more than a nice 
gesture. It communicates louder than any words that I care about what’s important to 
you – even if it seems unfounded or is inconvenient for me. It creates deep trust, which 
is key in any relationship, but especially one where disagreement exists.

In your experience…

What impact does first acknowledging the other’s opinion have on:

•	 the individual?

•	 the conversation?

•	 the relationship between the parties?

What impact does acting with respect and consideration for the other’s 
opinion have on:

•	 the individual?

•	 the conversation?

•	 the relationship between the parties?

What specific expressions of respect for the other’s opinion are most 
powerful in creating trust?

In CONCLUSION
On Tisha B'Av, we mourn the devolving of disagreement: when it no longer connected 
and strengthened the Jewish people, but fractured them. 

During this time period, it is especially relevant to reflect on the deeper promise of an 
authentic mahloket le-shem shamayim: not that disagreement disappears, but rather all 
that is involved in disagreement – the truth, its seekers, and their relationship – endures.
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