The Enduring
Power of
Disagreement

A Look at
Mahloket Le-Shem Shamayim
for the Three Weeks
and Tisha B’Av

_ D119
%PARDES

YOUR TORAH. YOUR |JOURMEY,




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

Avot 5:17 71 NIAX
Any disagreement (mahloket) that is for the sake of ,0My DYy X'NY Nignn 72
Heaven (le-shem shamayim) - it is destined (lit. its Y7 NI'RYI .D*PNNT N9I0
end is) to endure. And one that is not for the sake DIEnnY AYio 'K DY

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 (n'znnY n9io).”

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

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

mahloket:

Which is a disagreement that is for the sake of Heaven? DY X'NY NF70N XN TR
This is the disagreement of Hillel and Shammai. ANyl 770 nignn it 20y
And which is one that is not for the sake of Heaven? This it ?0'0Y DYY7 NN
is the disagreement of Korach and all of his assembly. n7Y 721 My ninn

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:

Disagreement which is in the name of Heaven, the ,0'Y DY X'NY NIzl
purpose and its desired outcome (nvio, lit. its end) NNIXN YRIaNN 91001 N'7ONN
is to attain the truth, and this endures, as they said, NTILINRD 2'WN7 Ni7nn

) . . NI2'IN YINN NRY D ,0"PNNn
that from a disagreement the truth will be clarified, N :
1M2MW 31 ,NRKA YA

as was clarified in the disagreements between Hillel AdYNY RN Y90 Nvnna
and Shammai that the law was like Beit Hillel. 590 1D

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.




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

That is to say that the people involved in this N'DD NRIZNNN 'WIRY 1Y
disagreement will endure and not perish, as with |"TAIR DRI D'M"'ZNN
the disagreement of Hillel and Shammai, for neither N7W 'RnWI 770 NInnd

'NNY N TN NYT TN
NP 72K 770 N TN XY
JTAN INTYI

the students of Beit Shammai nor the students of
Beit Hillel perished. But Korach and his assembly
perished.

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.



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?

Eiruvin 13b A Py
Why were Beit Hillel privileged to have the halakha viapy 790 N2 19T Nn 90
established in accordance with their opinion? Because I'niag on 2jnind N2
they were gentle and humble, and taught their own DT Qi1 17 2171
statements and the statements of Beit Shammai. N7X TV N71,'RRY N QT

'RAY N2 T MY

Moreover, they would teach the statements of Beit
11277

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.

Yevamot 13b :a' ninat
Although these prohibit and those permit, these 1781 D0IX 178U 19 7y X
disqualify and those deem fit, Beit Shammai did not ["'¢dn 191 7019 19X "R
refrain from marrying women from Beit Hillel, nor did NY'7M 'NAY N 1YIN1 N7 -
Beit Hillel [refrain from marrying women] from Beit 70 N KL 770 n'an DY)
Shammai. HINEL R )
Rashi: :0Y U0
Even though the children of rival wives who performed AANR MY D YN
levirate marriage according to the opinion of Beit Shammai YD 1N M
are considered offspring of a forbidden union (mamzeirim) ...N"2%7 DN DTN
according to the opinion of Beit Hillel (and therefore forbidden N2 1Y X7 N"OKR

to marry under most circumstances)... even so Beit Hillel did not w"1n D'l kYN
D'Y'TIN I'NY 194

refrain from marrying women from Beit Shammai, because they B g
(Beit Shammai) would inform them (Beit Hillel) “these women B
came from rival wives” and they would stop pursuing [the

potential match].




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 | 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:
* theindividual?
* 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.



