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“For the Sake of Heaven” 

Like so many of you, I live in a quiet, suburban neighborhood. There is 

great diversity in my neighborhood, lots of beautiful yards, and semi-decent 

sidewalks, good enough for long walks with kids and dogs. I’ve lived there 

for more than 2 years, the longest amount of time I have lived anywhere in 

the past 17 years. And, like some of you (or possibly many of you), I don’t 

know the vast majority of my neighbors. I always offer a cheery “good 

morning” when we pass each other walking our dogs, or a brief nod when 

I’m driving. Sometimes we say, “How are you?” if we’re really feeling chatty.  

But, on my mostly silent cul-de-sac, I have one neighbor who stands out. 

He is a very tall man, with a brilliantly white beard. He usually appears 

somewhat grumpy; he drives a big truck with a scowl on his face, and never 

seems to notice anyone around him. He doesn’t go outside much, so most 

of my interactions with him occur while I’m walking, and he is leaving our 

street. I know nothing about him; I don’t know his name, his place of work, 

his family situation. I don’t know if he has a boisterous laugh, or whether he 

can sing well. I don’t know if he is a Spurs fan, or if he loves the theater.  

So, based on my limited experiences with him, and my even more limited 

knowledge of who he is, I just assumed that this was an angry, dissatisfied, 

unkind man. I assumed he didn’t like other people, and that he wasn’t 

concerned about anyone else in the entire world. And then, last summer, he 

became the first person on my entire street, and actually in my entire 

neighborhood, to place a “Black Lives Matter” sign in a prominent position 

in his front yard.  



I was astounded. I was completely taken aback. This man, this grumpy, tall, 

focused man opened the door to our entire neighborhood to see that he 

was, in actuality, a kind and deeply concerned citizen of our society. In the 

past year, I have gotten to know this man a little bit more. He is not 

grumpy, but rather serious. He likes to take walks and bike rides, just a 

little later than I typically do. He noticed when Poppy was born and wished 

me a heartfelt congratulations. I still don’t know his name. I still don’t know 

what his hobbies include. But, I now know that he is a person who cares 

about the wellbeing and safety of other people. I know that he is someone 

with a good, decent, kind heart.  

I tell this story in the hopes that we can all think of moments in which we 

misjudged or misunderstood another. I know we each have one, two, or 

more experiences that are similar to my own situation. I also tell this story 

because in recent years, we have become such a divided country, a place 

filled with much pain and suffering. We have immense conflict with one 

another; we cannot see or hear each other. And due to that division, it has 

become increasingly difficult to do true tikkun olam, repair of the world.  

Frankly, I worry that the divisiveness we are witnessing not only in our 

state, not only in our country, but around the entire world will do 

irreparable damage to humanity for generations to come. And, so much of 

this divisiveness seems rooted in miscommunication, misunderstanding, 

and misjudging others, much like story in which I misjudged my neighbor.  

Unfortunately, misjudging others has occurred for centuries. In fact, a story 

in the Talmud showcases exactly what happens when a person 

misinterprets a situation.  



In the tractate known as Pesachim, we read the tale of Ulla, a 3rd and 4th 

Century Talmudist from the Amoraim period.  

It begins with Ulla stating that Am Yisrael, the people of Israel were 

exiled to Babylonia in order to enable them to eat the dates that grow 

there plentifully. These dates gave them strength and allowed them to 

engage in Torah study. Ulla visited Pumbedita, and his hosts brought 

him a basket [tirina] of dates. He said to them: How many baskets of 

dates like these can one purchase for a zuz? They said to him: One can 

purchase three for a zuz. He said: How can it be that it is possible to 

purchase a basketful of date honey for just a single zuz, and yet the 

Babylonians do not engage in Torah study more extensively? Since 

the cost of food is so low and they do not need to work hard to 

support themselves, the Babylonians should be more extensively 

engaged in Torah study.  

That night, the dates he ate afflicted him and he suffered from 

indigestion. In light of this, Ulla retracted his original assessment of 

the Babylonians and instead praised them and said: A basketful of 

lethal poison, i.e., the dates that cause indigestion, sells for a zuz in 

Babylonia, and despite the fact that they suffer its effects the 

Babylonians still engage in Torah study.1 

To summarize this story, Ulla, a renowned leader in the Jewish community, 

someone with expertise in Halakhah, felt that the people exiled to 

Babylonia should be able to study more Torah because food was so cheap. 

They clearly didn’t need to earn more money, due to the low cost of food, 

 
1 Pesachim 88a, Babylonian Talmud  



and therefore, all of their extra time should be put towards the study of 

Torah. It wasn’t until he ate the dates himself and suffered extensively from 

these cheap dates that he realized the people must have been suffering, too, 

and despite that, they continued to study Torah.  

Essentially, Ulla had to walk a mile in someone else’s shoes. He appears 

sanctimonious and self-righteous, sure that those with low food costs could 

put their time to better use. It took his own suffering to understand that 

perhaps his opinion, or his way, wasn’t the better way. Perhaps if he had 

inquired as to why the dates were so cheap first, rather than judge their 

minimal Torah study, he would have saved himself a lot of unnecessary 

pain and suffering? Perhaps, learning from others would create a deeper 

understanding of someone else’s situation?  

Ulla learned a difficult lesson that night. Yes, he learned that cheaper dates 

might cause stomach pain, but more importantly, he learned that stepping 

back and giving others the benefit of the doubt may actually lead to growth 

as a person, and more connectedness as a community. He learned that 

disagreements with others may also lead to deeper understanding of others 

and of humanity as a whole. 

In fact, Judaism not only accepts disagreements, it also encourages them to 

a certain extent. Our tradition utilizes the concept “machlochet l’shem 

shamayim,” disagreements for the sake of heaven, to learn how to engage 

in constructive conflict. Take the example of Hillel and Shammai, two of 

Judaism’s most famous houses of study. 2,000 years ago, Hillel and 

Shammai were the go-to teachers of Torah. They could interpret, expound, 

explain, and describe every single commandment. They were both learned 



experts. And, they almost always had differing opinions on just about every 

single thing. Most of the time, Hillel’s reasoning would win. And yet, BOTH 

Hillel and Shammai’s positions are included in the detailed description of 

each mitzvah in rabbinic literature.  

No matter the dispute, Hillel and Shammai conducted every conversation 

in the manner of machlochet l’shem shamayim, a concept that dates back 

to the Mishnah, the first major work of rabbinic literature. Now, you may 

be wondering what it is about these arguments that made them for the sake 

of heaven? The Mishnah gives 4 reasons why this form of communicating 

matters. Additionally, contemporary Jewish organizations utilize these 

reasons to help all of us better understand how to approach conflict and 

find constructive ways to end it. For example, the 9Adar Project is an 

ongoing program that, “…seeks to cultivate the culture of constructive 

conflict and healthy disagreement across personal, political, religious and 

other divides.”2 

The Mishnah’s first describes the importance of building a relationship with 

others. Hillel and Shammai maintained a close relationship with one 

another, eating and studying together, conversing, and learning about and 

from one another. This allowed them to create a meaningful relationship, 

one built on trust and respect. By knowing each other well, they were able 

to debate issues without attacking the other, and without damaging their 

relationship. This is something we should all strive to do in our own 

communities, and beyond. By building stronger, more in-depth 

 
2 The 9ADAR Project, www.9adar.org  

http://www.9adar.org/


relationships with others, we can often avoid miscommunications, 

misjudgments, and more.  

The second point the Mishnah mentions relates to motivation. It seemed 

that, rather than trying to win an argument or gain honor in winning that 

argument, Hillel and Shammai wanted to find a solution for everyone. 

Their approach to each mitzvah was not about being right, but finding a 

path, a halacha that worked best for the entire Jewish people. When we 

find ourselves in a debate, we must question our own motivation. Are we 

trying to win, or actually solve a problem? 

The next point the Mishnah made can be quite difficult to accept. Our sages 

suggested that Hillel and Shammai were successful in maintaining these 

healthy and constructive conversations because they were able to listen to 

one another. AND, they were open to the fact that they might be wrong 

when enough evidence supported the other’s opinion. I’m a firm believer 

that no one enters an argument with the purpose of losing. We all enjoy 

being right. We also usually believe we are right, or why else would we 

begin the conversation? But, instead of just assuming we know the correct 

answer, perhaps we can approach conversations with an open mind and 

really listen. Perhaps we will discover that we are, in fact, wrong. And while 

it may hurt, it takes great strength to admit that we are wrong. But, that 

pain and strength allows us to continue to grow and be better humans.  

The final point from the Mishnah may be the most challenging of all. In 

their great wisdom, the sages said that both Hillel and Shammai spoke the 

words of a living God, meaning that they were both correct, despite their 

differing opinions. It seems impossible that two people could be right in a 



debate. In the case of Hillel and Shammai, they were. They approached 

each situation with thoughtfulness and experience; they both considered 

every angle, and came to two different conclusions. They might not have 

agreed, but they could agree to disagree. Therefore, the last suggestion for 

maintaining constructive conflict is to consider that both parties may be 

right, even if they have different opinions.  

So, why is constructive conflict so important? Why does it matter if we find 

new ways of engaging with our fellow human beings? What difference will it 

actually make in our world? It seems fairly obvious, but I’ll say the words 

anyway. We have to join together so that we can have a future, so our 

children can have a future, so that the generations to come will be able to 

thrive.  

We must come together to make this next year better. We must figure out 

how to talk to one another, how to embrace each other, how to put our 

differences aside and really see our neighbors. It won’t be easy. It won’t be 

simple. It will potentially be painful. It will probably be frustrating. It will 

definitely be worthwhile. 

On Yom Kippur, we atone for the mistakes of the past year. We make 

promises to be better, to do better, to be kinder, to dig deep and find 

patience. As we begin this new year, let’s also undertake the daunting task 

of connecting with others, of getting to know one another, of disagreeing for 

the sake of heaven.  

By this time next year, I will know my neighbor’s name. I will know more 

about him than the truck he drives, and that he stepped up to post an 

important sign in his front yard. I will also get to know my other neighbors, 



and hopefully other people in this community, too. And I will do this, not 

just for the sake of heaven, but for the sake of humanity. Amen.  


