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Some religions define themselves as a group of people who all believe the same thing. 

Judaism is also a group of people, but certainly don’t all believe the same thing. In fact, Jewish 

tradition encourages us to hold different beliefs, even about such a central part of Judaism as the 

Torah. It says in Midrash Psalms 12 that for each statement in the Torah, there are 49 valid 

arguments both for and against it. To use lingo from when I worked as a software developer, 

disagreement is “a feature, not a bug.” 

So, how do we hold together a community of people who disagree? This is one of the 

most important issues of our time, and not only within our Jewish institutions. How do we work 

together on important issues as a congregation, a local community, or even as whole country, 

when we can’t agree? Rabbinic literature has an answer called mahloket l’sheim shamayim—

disagreement for the sake of Heaven. In more modern terminology, we might call this 

“constructive disagreement.” 

The elements of a constructive disagreement in Jewish traditions ranges from the abstract 

attitudes we about ourselves and the other, to concrete precedents such as how to set up the 

chairs around the table. Judaism encourages us to dialogue with those we disagree with and to 

learn their perspective, while also leaving a lot of space to “agree to disagree.” In the Torah, the 

reconciliation of the Jacob with his brother Esau is a perfect example of respect between people 

who have different perspectives. On the other hand, the story of Korach challenging Moses’ 

authority is the ultimate example of a disagreement that is not for the sake of Heaven. 

The Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, an educational center that has years 

of experience bringing together different types of Jews, has been teaching about this topic with a 

curriculum called Mahloket Matters. I was able to learn from their teachers about it, first in 

Jerusalem a few years ago and more recently online. I believe it's one of the most important 

lessons Judaism has for us in today’s world. This fall, I’ll be teaching it to my community in a 

series of adult learning sessions open to Temple Israel members and nonmembers, at no charge 



thanks to the support of Temple Israel and Pardes. The sessions will be on four Thursdays at 

7pm: November 10 and 17, and December 1 and 8. While you’ll get the most out of attending all 

sessions, you can also participate in only some of them. RSVP at templeisraelmht.org to receive 

the link to the online sessions or contact me at school@templeisraelmht.org for more 

information. While supplies last, those who RSVP will receive a printed booklet of material to 

follow along in the course. 
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