
Constructive Conflict
A Lesson by Rabbi Raanan Mallek

Hillel and Shammai have different beliefs when 
it comes to how we should light the Menorah. 
Why is it that their differences are celebrated in 
Jewish tradition and the conflict between them 
is called a 'conflict for the sake of Heaven'? We 
will explore the sources behind the ideal and 
discover how to help transform our conflicts 
from those of ego to those that benefit the 
growth of our community.



Mishnah - Ethics of the Fathers 5:17

Click the above for the 
short clip from 

BimBam

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aL9pok2a41o&t=4s&ab_channel=BimBam


Advanced:

For participants acquainted with 
the Talmud, please reference the 
source sheet Shammai-Hillel.pdf



OR



Praying Together for Constructive 
Conflict Conference at the 

Tantur Ecumenical Institute 
Feb. 19, 2017

https://shalomcrafter.weebly.com/my-blog/pictures-and-an-article-on-the-interfaith-encounter-on-feb-19th-praying-together-for-constructive-conflict-in-jerusalem
https://shalomcrafter.weebly.com/my-blog/pictures-and-an-article-on-the-interfaith-encounter-on-feb-19th-praying-together-for-constructive-conflict-in-jerusalem
https://shalomcrafter.weebly.com/my-blog/pictures-and-an-article-on-the-interfaith-encounter-on-feb-19th-praying-together-for-constructive-conflict-in-jerusalem
https://shalomcrafter.weebly.com/my-blog/pictures-and-an-article-on-the-interfaith-encounter-on-feb-19th-praying-together-for-constructive-conflict-in-jerusalem


How can we disagree constructively?  
What can we learn from our different traditions?



Disagreement for the Sake of Heaven 
in Judaism

A Biblical View of Conflict in 
Christianity

Ethics of  Disagreement 
(Adeb Ihktilaf) in Islam  

Constructive Conflict in Conflict 
Resolution Studies

Howard Kaminsky, “Constructive 
Conflict in Jewish Tradition: Machloket 
L‘shem Shamayim” 

In elaborating upon the concept of a 
disagreement "for the sake of Heaven" 
(Ethics of the Fathers, 1:12) the Rabbis 
were not merely attempting to define it 
only on a theoretical level. Rather, they 
were intent upon prescribing practical 
standards of comparison to be used in 
testing and evaluating the true nature 
of real-life conflicts that one either 
encounters or engages in. That means 
to say, if one is involved in a conflict and 
finds that his or her attitude and actions 
conform to the [1st Century teachers 
and rivals] Hillel and Shammai 
paradigm—that one is doing such things 
as engaging in dialogue, being receptive 
to the other party’s opinion, 
maintaining benevolent feelings, and 
exhibiting goodwill towards the 
other—then one can be confident that 
one is promoting constructive conflict.

Ken Sande, The Peacemaker, p. 30-31 
A Biblical View of Conflict:
Conflict is not necessarily bad…
Since God has created us as unique 
individuals, human beings will often 
have different opinions, convictions, 
desires, perspectives, and priorities.  
Many of these differences are not 
inherently right or wrong; they are 
simply the result of God-given diversity 
and personal preferences.  Therefore 
… we should not demand uniformity 
(see Eph. 4:1-13).  Instead of avoiding 
all conflicts or demanding that others 
always agree with us, we should 
rejoice in the diversity of God’s 
creation and learn to accept and work 
with people who simply see things 
differently than we do….  Most 
importantly, the Bible teaches that we 
should see conflict neither as an 
inconvenience nor as an occasion to 
force our will on others, but rather as 
an …opportunity to glorify God, serve 
others and grow to be like Christ.  

Taha Alwani, Ethics of 
Disagreement in Islam, ch. 4
Ethics in the Pursuit of Truth: 
When differences of opinion 

were inevitable… They (the 

Companions of the Prophet,  

Omar, Ali and Abu-Bakr)

would remain firmly within 
the bounds of what is allowed 
in striving to reach the truth.  
They would admit their errors 
without any bitterness or 
embarrassment while always 
having a tremendous respect 
for people of virtue, 
knowledge, and 
understanding.  No one would 
overestimate himself or 
disparage the ability or the 
rights of his brother Muslim.  
The search for truth and for 
the correct judgment was the 
mutual endeavor, and they 
willingly accepted the truth 
from whichever quarter it 
came.

Johnson, Johnson and Tjosvold, 
“Constructive Controversy”, p 91,101
For controversies to be managed 
constructively, participants need both 
cooperative and conflict management 
skills.  The following skills are 
necessary for following and 
internalizing these norms: 
(1) I am critical of ideas, not people.  
I challenge and refute the ideas of the 
other participants, while confirming 
their competence and value as 
individuals.  I do not indicate that I 
personally reject them.  (2) I separate 
my personal worth from criticism of 
my ideas….  (3) I listen to everyone’s 
ideas, even if I don’t agree…..  (4) I 
change my mind when the evidence 
clearly indicates that I should do so…..  
Thomas Jefferson based his faith in the 
future of democracy on the power of 
constructive conflict…. Engaging in the 
constructive controversy procedure 
skillfully provides an example of how 
conflict creates positive outcomes.   



Discussion Questions for Zoom Hevruta

1. In pairs, choose at least 2 texts to read out loud 
together (if you have time read the other two texts).  

2. What are some of the similarities and differences 
between these texts?

3. Note the different role models for engaging in healthy 
disagreement are mentioned in these texts. Who are 
they? Who are your role models for healthy 
disagreement?   



I. Introduction (10min): 

a. Goal: Today’s learning is dedicated to the 9th of Adar Project, the week-long effort of 

individuals and communities around the country working together to raise awareness of 

how we can engage in disagreements and conflicts in a more constructive and sacred 

manner.  Together, we will be doing a multi-faith/ culture text study and discussion on this 

important topic.  (Note: 9th of Adar is recognized on Feb. 10 - One of the first activities as 

the Rabbi)

b. Introductions: Name and where you are coming from. 

c. Who was the last person with whom you had a (serious) argument/ disagreement?  What is 

one emotion that comes up for you when you think back to that moment?   

d. Introduction to text study: Over the next 15 minutes we are going to explore some of 

wisdom of our religious / cultural traditions, as well as our own life wisdom that may inform 

us on how we can engage in disagreements in a healthier manner.  There are four texts on 

your sheet, each one describes some of the wisdom of healthy disagreement in Judaism, 

Christianity, Islam and contemporary conflict resolution. Each of the texts are from major 

contemporary scholars who wrote articles, books based on their religious / cultural texts 

and traditions of how to engage in healthy disagreement / constructive conflict.   

https://www.9adar.org/


I. Text Study (15min): 

a. Split into small groups of 2-3 and study together at least 2 of the texts then come back together as a group to 

discuss.  

b. Always begin by reading the text aloud – sometimes more than once. Check that there are no words or 

phrases that are not understood by allowing people the opportunity to ask for explanations.

c. Question to think about while reading through the texts in pairs: 

i. What are some of the similarities between the different texts?  

➢ They all mention the idea of trying to be like “role models” (Hillel, Shamai, the companions of 

the Prophet, Jesus, Thomas Jefferson).  

➢ They all emphasize that conflict may not be negative but when done correctly can be positive. 

➢ That for disagreements to be healthy there needs to be good relations between the sides.

➢ Keeping an open mind and understanding the opinion and logic of the other side, sometimes 

admitting to being wrong.     

ii. What are some of the differences between the different texts?  

➢ They all point to different religious/ cultural role models. 

➢ The religious traditions speak more of searching for truth, Heaven/ God being part of how we 

disagree, the character of the people in the disagreements, while the conflict resolution text 

speaks more of rational skills.    



I. Group discussion (15min): 

i. Personal Reflection Questions: 

● Which texts did you read and what can you take from them to try 

and engage in healthier, sacred, constructive disagreements in our 

own lives?  

● What are some of the challenges in applying these texts in real life 

today?  (For example the issue of scope: only within each religious 

tradition or also between?  Are there times that we should not 

engage in constructive conflict and try to understand the other 

side?). 

ii. Ask each individual to write down and consider sharing one thing they 

would like to take with them from this session that may help them in 

their various disagreements and conflicts.    


