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Living with Conflict 

  

A few weeks ago, I asked people to complete the sentence “Never have I 

ever…” as it relates currently to their lives. 

 

I was heartbroken to read some of the responses. 

 

So many followed the sentiments of these two responses: “Never have I 

ever thought that an opinion I have would spew such hate and 

divisiveness” and “Never have I ever thought the country would be so 

divided and my friends and I would have such different opinions of what is 

right or wrong.”  

 

I am worried about our country being torn apart.  

And even more than that - I am heartbroken to see the devastating battle 

happening between and within our own people. 

 

I know my Jewish history too well. I know what happens when “Sinat 

Chinam” – baseless hatred - overtakes our conversations and gets the best 

of us. What happens when we find ourselves fighting each other? In 

Hebrew the term civil war is translated as Milchemet Achim - a fight 

between siblings. 

 

I feel that so many of us are feeling a deep sense of despair. But I refuse to 

give up on the hope, or on my faith, that we can still learn to live side by 



side even with people we cannot understand, even with people we believe 

the worst about, even with those we deem as wrong, or worse – as evil. 

 And I know I am not alone. 

 

Just recently I had the opportunity to engage in conversation with Senator 

Chris Coons - a person of deep faith, an ordained elder at the Presbyterian 

Church, with a degree from Yale’s Divinity School. Senator Coons is 

recognized by both political parties for his commitment to bipartisanship.  

 

During our conversation he shared that he regularly participates in a weekly 

Senate Prayer Breakfast. When asked “How can you pray standing by the 

side of those who are your political enemies? Those you know will later that 

day cast a vote against everything you believe in?”  

He answered, “It is probably the most difficult thing I have to do every 

week, to hold hands with people I most disagree with” but, he continued 

“Even harder than to sit and pray together is the thought that I or they 

would walk away, the thought that I have nothing in common with them and 

the thought that I cannot find a sliver of love within myself, love for another 

creature of God, who I believe is good in essence and who is my only 

partner if I am to bring about change to this country.” 

 

My friends, walking away from those who disagree with me, who hold on to 

a totally different set of priorities might seem much easier than not giving 

up, but I can’t bring myself to do it, the price is just too high. 

 



We know we cannot avoid conflict, in fact an honest reflection on our own 

4000 years of Jewish history, shows that we are riddled with conflict that 

we can study and learn from.  

 

Starting with the story of Cain and Abel and the horrible price they paid for 

their inability to reconcile, or Jacob and Esau from whom we learned that 

there is never one side that is 100% guilty or 100% innocent, or Joseph, 

who had every reason to write his brother’s off, and yet he finds it in his 

heart to forgive – our tradition and wisdom provides the do’s and don’ts for 

how to handle conflict resolution. 

 

So where do we get started? How can we use our Jewish wisdom to start 

the much-needed work of healing? 

 

Jonathan Haidt, Professor of Ethical Leadership at New York University is 

considered among the topmost influential living psychologists today. In his 

book, The Righteous Mind:, Why Good People are Divided by Politics and 

Religion, he argues that moral judgments arise not from logical reasons, 

but from gut feelings, asserting that liberals, conservatives, and libertarians 

have different intuitions about right and wrong because they prioritize 

different values. Our differences arise not from any one group lacking 

values, they are not always a question of good vs. evil, or right vs. 

wrong, but rather a question of prioritizing values differently. 

 

This idea is not new to us. We know that when two important values such 

as observing Shabbat and saving a life conflict - our obligation to save a life 

comes above all other commandments. 



 

But, what about a more difficult and more relevant conflict to 

our lives?  What about white lies?  What’s more important–telling the truth 

or making a person feel good? 

 

This topic is discussed between the schools of Hillel and Shammai trying to 

decide what guests should say to a bride on her wedding day.   

While Hillel argues that all brides should always be addressed in the same 

manner, “What a beautiful and graceful bride!”  Shammai challenges, “But 

what If she isn’t? If that is the case - are you really going to say to her, 

‘What a beautiful and graceful bride?’” Shammai’s scholars take a hard line 

against lying. Rather, they suggest, each bride should be described “as she 

is.” 

 

The value of honesty, and the value of not insulting a person, are both valid 

and important.  But the two schools simply prioritized them differently. They 

don’t claim their rivals are holding on to a wrong value. 

 

Second, we need to acknowledge that opposing viewpoints are critical to 

forming a complete perspective.  In fact, our Talmudic sages insisted on 

preserving both the majority opinion and the dissenting opinion. They did 

so for the sole reason of reminding us - throughout all generations - that we 

can get nowhere and achieve nothing - if we do not include all voices in a 

discussion, and leave an open door to accepting that the “other side” has a 

legitimate point, even if that point does not become the law.  
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The third point is the importance of keeping an open mind and showing 

respect even in the midst of the hardest arguments and conflicts. 

We are taught - “For three years there was a dispute between Beit 

Shammai and Beit Hillel, the former asserting, ‘The Jewish law is in 

agreement with our views’ and the latter contending, ‘The Jewish law is in 

agreement with our views’. Then a bat kol (a heavenly voice) spoke, 

announcing, ‘Both these and these are the words of the living God” 

 

Three years of arguing do not end with one side convincing the other they 

are wrong, they end up with an understanding that “both arguments are 

true, both are words of God. Both arguments are full of passion and might 

be originating in the gut and not in the mind, both sides believe they are 

right.” 

 

But what good does it do us? In order to move forward we need to 

eventually choose one side's arguments over the other. The Talmud 

continues telling us that JEWISH LAW - agrees with the rulings of Beit 

Hillel. 

 

But why? The answer can teach us a lot, “Because they – the House of 

Hillel - were kind and modest and they taught both their own rulings and 

those of Beit Shammai, and not only that, but would teach Beit Shammai’s 

opinions before their own.” 

 

Hillel wins the argument not because he was louder and more aggressive – 

the exact opposite - Hillel took the time to understand Shammai - not agree 



with him - just understand - to the point he could easily teach Shammai’s 

opinion as well as he could his own. 

 

The fourth and last point is remembering what Judaism has to say about 

humility. 

 

How can we so easily determine that 40 or 50 percent of the people living 

around us are absolutely wrong? What gives us the audacity to think we 

have all the answers? That we have figured it out and that we are 

absolutely right? That our team hardly makes any mistakes? That our 

positions and the policies we advocate for do not hurt people? Let’s not be 

hypocrites, let’s not blame the other side for something we ourselves do. 

 

Even when God declares that Jewish law is according to Hillel, there are 

still a handful of cases where we eventually decided to go with Shammai. 

Shammai is not always wrong. No one is always wrong or right. 

 

So, I want to suggest that you do one thing in the next ten days, the days of 

awe that lead us to Yom Kippur. What better time to engage in the hard -

true work of Tikkun Olam, of fixing our world? I want you to try to be a 

student of Hillel.  I want you to try and have a conversation with a person 

you disagree with, the person you unfriended on Facebook, the neighbosr 

with the sign on their lawn that irritates you, the family member you have 

been avoiding calling - but I want you to change the rules of the 

conversation. 

 



Do not have a typical Jewish conversation defined by essayist Joseph 

Epstein as: “Jews don’t listen. They wait.” 

 

I want you to have a 30-minute conversation in which EACH OF YOU HAS 

TO DEFEND THE OTHER PERSON'S opinion.   

 

This will not be easy. It will require you to read or watch news from outlets 

you don’t usually open. I believe that If you take this challenge upon 

yourself sincerely and wholeheartedly, you might discover that you have 

more of a common ground with the person you chose not to engage with 

than you realized. You will understand them better and they will understand 

you better. 

 

Let us follow the words of the prophet Micha who reminds us that all that 

God wants from us is “To do justice and to love goodness, and to walk 

modestly with your God.”  What does it mean to walk modestly? it is to 

admit that you can’t possibly be right all the time, that you cannot just write 

off anyone who is not on your side. It means to listen, to try to understand 

and to remain respectful even in the face of deep disagreement. 

 

Because, as the song you are about to hear teaches us:  

It's hard to live in color 

When you just see black and white 

In a world full of hate, be a light 

 

 May it be your will Adonai our God and God of our ancestors that you 

grant us the ability to listen, not just to wait, to understand even when we 



do not agree, to see the common places we can build together and to 

realize that true change can only begin with us. 

 


