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Combining deep knowledge of Jewish tradition with decades of experience as a senior diplomat, Daniel Taub has written a book that is erudite, insightful and unexpectedly hopeful. With its understanding of the power of story to touch the places logic alone cannot reach, it offers an approach to conflict - whether between nations or within a family - that is both readable and practical. It’s part Malcolm Gladwell, part Talmudic essay and completely compelling. 


Jonathan Freedland, author of The Escape Artist


 


Our debates have become truly toxic, making it hard to understand the positions and outlooks of others, as each group and sector closes itself off and the walls of divisiveness and hostility grow only higher. In today’s divisive climate, the approach Daniel Taub offers, that it is actually in difference that the potential for inspiration and creative thinking lies, is as vital as the air we breathe.


Isaac Herzog, President of the State of Israel


 


Beyond Dispute is beautifully written with humour, wonderful anecdotes, and powerful quotes. Using the timeless wisdom of the Old Testament and the Jewish commentaries on the Scriptures, as well as his own experience representing Israel as Ambassador and diplomat at the United Nations, this book is packed full of treasures from both the ancient sources and the modern world.


Reverend Nicky Gumbel, developer of the Alpha Course  


 


All too often we see our faith traditions as forces that divide us. This book is a timely reminder that they have the power to bring us together. With deep understanding  and concrete examples drawn from a life spent in negotiation and mediation, Daniel Taub shows us how, as individuals and as a society, we can bring the wisdom of our traditions into our hardest conversations.


Sheikh Dr. Eyad Amer, Imam, Kafr Qasim, Israel 


 


Beyond Dispute is an essential guide to navigating and mastering the dying art of civil disagreement – and doing so in a time riven by deep cultural, religious, and political divides. Drawing on classic Jewish wisdom and modern social psychology, it will be an indispensable resource for Jewish and non-Jewish readers alike.


Dan Senor, co-author of Start Up Nation, host of Call Me Back podcast


 


A timely and inspiring book speaking directly to one of the greatest challenges of our time. A wonderful combination of big-picture wisdom and nitty-gritty practical advice. No-one is better positioned to speak to this issues with hard earned wisdom and menschly humanity.


Nancy Katz, Professor of Public Policy Emeritus, Harvard University


 


At a time when civil discourse is under extreme attack, veteran diplomat and lifelong Talmud scholar Daniel Taub has produced perhaps the most important guide ever written to arguing not to vanquish but to reach truth. With wit and wide-ranging expertise, the book helps remind us that those with whom we argue are our opponents, not our enemies – and sometimes can even, through argument when conducted properly, become our allies and friends. 


Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, author of Words that Hurt, Words that Heal


 


Daniel Taub makes a compelling case that the wisdom of the Talmud has much to teach us for our toughest negotiations and most difficult conversations. He draws on his experience as a negotiator and diplomat and shows how arguments, done well, can help us learn not only about ideas, but about ourselves.


Natan Sharansky, Russian Prisoner of Zion and human rights activist


 


We have stopped speaking to each other, because we have also stopped listening. Beyond Dispute mines the richness of one of the world’s most ancient traditions for wisdom about one of our most pressing current problems. Like Daniel Taub himself, this book makes us clearer thinkers, better listeners and more optimistic about the world it is still not too late to fashion.


Daniel Gordis, author of We Stand Divided 
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Introduction










Can We Talk?


Moscow, Russia, 1985.


A frosty early morning. I am standing at a busy intersection surrounded by bleak communist-era buildings. It is well below zero. Passers-by in heavy coats hurry by, hunched and silent, their breath rising in columns in the freezing air. On the street corners, Soviet policemen in long grey coats and fur hats keep a lookout and blow sharp whistles at any hint of dawdling. 


Some fifty yards down the street a young man appears. Slight of build, with a wispy beard, and wearing a heavy anorak. Under his arm is a package wrapped in newspaper. This is the man I’ve been waiting for. With a slight nod of his head, he signals me to follow him. 


Keeping my distance, he leads me away from the main square and down side streets, these too lined with oppressive concrete apartment blocks. As we walk further away from the centre, I notice other people walking in the same direction as us, also with newspaper packages under their arms. 


Finally, the young man turns furtively into a nondescript apartment block. I follow and see that the other package-carriers are entering the building too. We climb several flights of stairs and enter a small apartment, crammed with people of all ages, including young children, sitting in groups around tables. One by one the newcomers unwrap their packages and take out the books they had been hiding inside them. The Talmud. And so they begin to study. 


Despite decades of suppression by the Soviet authorities, a handful of Jews in Moscow were secretly keeping the flame of Jewish study alive with samizdat study groups like the one I attended. They did this even though their study books were prohibited, and they could be arrested merely for having one in their possession. 


Even as a visiting westerner I had tasted the severity of the prohibition. I was in Moscow visiting ‘refuseniks’, Jews who had applied to leave the Soviet Union to live in Israel but who were not permitted to leave. Most had lost their jobs as a consequence, and were under close state scrutiny.1 I had been sent by a group of Jews in London who had campaigned for the Moscow refuseniks and regularly sent them basic necessities and Jewish items. Landing in Moscow my suitcase was full of kosher food and religious items, all of which, I insisted to the customs officials, were for my own personal use. But one item raised their suspicions. Since bringing in Jewish books was prohibited by the Soviet authorities, some friends had given me a copy of a tractate of the Talmud on small microfiche slides (this was before floppy disks or USB sticks) in the hope that the Moscow group could project these slides and study from them. From the customs guards’ panicked reaction, it was clear they had never seen something like this before, and I was taken to a side room for investigation. When I was asked what was on the microfiche, I answered truthfully: ‘That’s a tractate of the Babylonian Talmud’. They picked up the phone and passed on the message. From what I could tell it sounded as though they had an expert on Judaica on the other end of the line, explaining the significance of the text. After a lengthy interrogation, I was released, but the microfiches were confiscated. 


What was it about the Talmud, an Aramaic text dating back close to two millennia, that was such a threat to the mighty Soviet Union? Did the powers that be perhaps realise something about its potency and subversive nature that I hadn’t fully grasped? Fifteen years later, during an encounter with another authoritarian regime, it became clearer to me  where this power might lie. 


Shepherdstown, USA, 2000.


Israeli military service had by no means prepared me for the luxury of the Shepherdstown US military base where our peace talks with Syria were to take place. More like a resort than an army base, it had been chosen precisely because it was idyllic and discreet yet still close enough to Washington for the President and Secretary of State to pop in. The US officials hosting the talks hoped that the pastoral setting might help Middle East negotiators imagine a different future for our peoples. 


After decades of hostilities, this was the first direct negotiation ever between Israelis and Syrians. One of the few things we shared was a certain bemusement at the naïve idealism of our American hosts. They had invited us to attend in ‘casual dress’, and showed up, Secretary of State included, in jeans, plaid shirts and cowboy boots. The Syrians continued to wear formal suits and ties (they were all men), while our Israeli delegation hovered in a grey area of semi-formal attire. And one morning, after it seemed that our delegations might have made a smidgen of progress, the US State Department officials brought in a large basket of fruit, to represent, they said coyly, ‘the fruits of peace’.


Beyond this shared bemusement at the Americans, there was little common ground. The delegation heads declaimed talking points across the table in the formal negotiation sessions, but that was the sum of the engagement between the sides. The Syrians were under firm instructions that there be no other interaction: no small talk, no handshakes, nothing beyond the most formal prepared statements by the delegation heads. The Americans had hoped that we would tackle issues like water and security as we indulged in leisurely walks among the trees, or exercised together on the gym treadmills, but the Syrians point-blank refused to enter any of the common spaces if any Israelis were present (one morning I went to the gym and was annoyed to discover that it had been closed ‘for the use of the Syrian delegation’).


I was taken aback. Our negotiations with the Palestinians, and with the Egyptians and Jordanians with whom we had previously reached peace treaties, were no less charged, but over coffee breaks and after hours we had long and lively discussions, not just about the conflict between us, but about literature, philosophy, sports, and our families. We were negotiators, but we were people too. 


Not the Syrians. Occasionally a member of their team would forget himself and give a slight nod of the head, or a hand would begin to move forward in greeting, but a glance from another delegation member would quickly quash any move towards human engagement. 


At first, I assumed this was simply a stark expression of the anti-normalisation policy of the Syrian regime towards Israel. But as it went on, I suspected that it was something else too. Fear of where such a real conversation might lead. Talking, without a safety net as it were, might open minds or, even worse, hearts. If the talks were even for a moment to step off the agreed line and depart from the official talking points, we might, heaven forbid, begin to develop a human relationship. Who knows how seditious that might be, and where it might lead? 


A Talmudic principle asserts that from a ‘No’ you can learn a ‘Yes’, that is, from a prohibition you can derive a positive value. Did the ferocity with which the Soviet regime sought to supress Talmud study, and the insistence of the Syrian authorities on preventing any genuine personal interaction, suggest that they recognised a subversive power here? If so, what might it be? I was reminded of these questions two decades later, hidden behind a one-way mirror in Tel Aviv. 


Tel Aviv, Israel, June 2022. 


I am seated behind a one-way mirror, gazing into a small room. On the far side, oblivious to my presence, are a dozen students representing a diverse spectrum of Israeli society: Jews and Arabs, religious, ultraorthodox, and secular. They have been brought together to discuss a new online course we are developing on contentious issues within Israeli society: the exemption of the ultraorthodox and Arab communities from military service, the role of religious law in marriage and divorce, limitations on freedom of expression. Can we hope to nurture thoughtful and respectful discussion of these hot-button issues? The signs are not positive. Even through the thick glass, their raised voices can be heard. Tension is high and the tone is fraught - there are few if any grounds of consensus among the group. At some point in the discussion, one of the participants bursts out: ‘I hate having discussions with people who don’t agree with me!’ Sadly, this seems to be almost the only thing the group can agree on.


When did ‘Can we talk?’ become a threat rather than an invitation? My focus group’s tense discussion is not happening in a vacuum. From my travels abroad it is clear that Israel is not alone in seeing a harsher tone enter debates over sensitive issues, making constructive discussion much harder. I am often invited to speak on university campuses about my experiences as a diplomat and peace negotiator in the Middle East, and so get to see first-hand how toxic the discussion of Israeli-Palestinian issues has become. In many places the debate has shifted from being about what you can say, to whether you can say anything at all. Particularly concerning is the lack of ability or even will on the part of university administrations to articulate and fulfil their primary responsibility of creating spaces which are safe for ideas and not from them. Salman Rushdie made the point forcefully in a 2015 speech:


 


The university is the place where young people should be challenged every day, where everything they know should be put into question, so that they can think and learn and grow up. And the idea that they should be protected from ideas that they might not like is the opposite of what a university should be. It’s ideas that should be protected, the discussion of ideas that should be given a safe place. The university should be a safe space for the life of the mind. That’s what it’s for.2


 


Over the years, the list of toxic issues in the academic arena has grown far beyond the Middle East, with taboo subjects now encompassing gender, race, immigration, law enforcement, and more. There are, to be sure, legitimate grounds for challenging orthodoxies, and for recognising historical asymmetries reflected in our institutions and even our language. All too often, though, the tone is less corrective and more intimidating and unforgiving, often seeming to insist simultaneously, you must understand me, and you can never understand me.


This trend is not limited to academia. The media often plays a significant role in fanning the flames of anger and hostility and downplaying or marginalising models of consensus and agreement. I was a witness to this myself when heading the Israeli side of the Israel-Palestinian Culture of Peace negotiations in the late 1990s. When approached by journalists with questions about progress behind the door of the negotiating room, I explained that I wasn’t permitted to divulge the content of the negotiations. However, I added, if they were interested in reporting on peace-building efforts between Israelis and Palestinians, I would be happy to introduce them to courageous organisations bringing together people on both sides – activists, bereaved families, children - so that they could write articles about these green shoots. I was surprised and disappointed that I had no takers. None at all. When I mentioned this to one of the journalists he looked at me as if I was a child, before explaining: ‘No one wants to read about good Israelis and good Palestinians.’


 Even more than traditional media, the rise of social media has ramped up these levels of toxicity. It seems paradoxical that social media, which many hoped would result in greater dialogue and empathy between different groups, should in fact have aggravated the situation. But, spurred by commercially-driven algorithms, the platforms’ individually curated feeds continually assure us not only that we are right in our views, but stir up in us an ever-greater anger at those who oppose us. A recent Pew survey in the US reported that two thirds of social media users now say they find it ‘stressful and frustrating’ to talk about politics with people they disagree with. Even more troubling was the finding that dialogue, when it does happen, seems to actually decrease empathy and understanding.3


As worrying as what is said is the prevailing sense that some things cannot be said. A recent study by the Cato Institute found that over 60 per cent of respondents agreed with the statement, ‘The political climate these days prevents me from saying things I believe because others might find them offensive’, and that as many as one third feared losing their job or job prospects if their true opinions became known.4 


Flight or fight 


Look in your local bookshop or online bookstore, and you will find we are not only polarised in relation to the issues we discuss, but we are polarised in relation to the very idea of argument itself. It quickly becomes clear that books on the subject of argument predominantly fall into one of two categories. 


One group sees argument as a conflict to be avoided at all costs. With titles like How to Stop Arguing, and How to Have Argument-Free Relationships, they see argument as a threat to friendly and productive interacations. Indeed an early  example of this approach is Dale Carnegie’s 1936 best-seller How to win friends and influence people, which remains popular today. Alongside much considered and valuable advice, Carnegie writes: ‘I have come to the conclusion that there is only one way under high heaven to get the best of an argument – and that is to avoid it.’ Warning that any argument is bound to damage our relationships, he explains: ‘You can’t win an argument; you can’t because if you lose it, you lose it; and if you win it, you lose it.’5


The second, and by far the larger, group, is of books which see argument as a battle to be won, and offer purportedly infallible tools and tricks to outsmart and defeat the opposition. A recent example is a book by British-American journalist and television host Mehdi Hasan. A fiercely sharp debater and interviewer, the book is revealingly titled Win Every Argument – a title which raises the intriguing question as to which side of an argument will win if both sides have read the book. While the book does contain practical advice on subjects like preparation and fact-checking, for Hasan argument is unquestionably a competition to be won. The goal is not to learn, but to shine. As Hasan advises his readers: ‘Get it right, and you’ll intimidate your opponent from the get-go while dazzling any audience in attendance.’6 


Argument, so much of the current wisdom suggests, is a battle to be won or a conflict to be avoided – fight or flight. Is there another way?


I believe there is a third model of conducting our most difficult conversations, one that requires neither browbeating nor soft-pedalling. And I found it in my own tradition, in the distinctively Jewish approach to argument. 


Here all along


Shortly after observing the Tel Aviv focus group, I was invited to help mediate an acrimonious dispute between two Jewish communal organisations (the precise bone of contention is of little relevance). Both sides were convinced of the rightness of their case, with their mutually shared conviction that they were serving a higher purpose only adding intensity to their fervour. 


I was struck by the fact that both sides of the dispute chose to frame their positions in terms of traditional Jewish values. They were not, it became clear, so vehemently at odds despite their shared tradition, but rather because of it. Beyond the specific issue at hand, the dispute touched on deeply engrained issues of loyalty, identity, and insecurity. As with the focus group students, the subjects under discussion were real and substantive, but they were also trapdoors  into hidden depths of perception and loyalty that unleashed intense levels of emotion. 


Might those same deep streams of loyalty and identity that resulted in acrimony also contain insights and practices for handling differences? 


Many tribal and indigenous societies have their own traditional rituals and processes for dealing with conflict. Among the Kpelle people of Liberia, for example, disputes are often settled through a ‘mo-meni-sai’ or palava hut meeting, while in New Zealand, the Maori practice of ‘Whakawhanaungatanga,’ involves the entire whanau or extended family in a process that seeks to restore relationships and ensure future harmony. While these processes have practical value in themselves, much of their force derives from the fact that they derive from the same deep well of tradition as the loyalties and group identities playing out invisibly beneath the surface of the conflict of the moment, and so embody some of the moral and psychological force needed to help outweigh those differences. They hold out the possibility that by engaging constructively with views that differ from our own we are not necessarily betraying our tribal traditions; we may in fact be channelling them.


I was witness to a striking example of the force of traditional conflict resolution methods when co-mediating a dispute in a community mediation centre in Jerusalem. The dispute was between two Arab residents of the city, and my co- mediator was the highly respected Sheikh Dr Eyad Amer. The two disputants were making little progress, and one in particular, a passionate young man, was clearly about to explode into violence. At this point Sheikh Eyad asked me if I would mind if he departed from our agreed mediation protocol and adopt a different approach. With nothing to lose, I agreed. The Sheikh moved from speaking Hebrew to Arabic and spoke to the young man not as a mediator to a disputant, but in the caring but authoritative tone of a father to a son. The change in the young man’s attitude was extraordinary. Before long he was no longer insisting on his position but humbly asking the Sheikh’s advice on how he could extricate himself from the situation in which he found himself.


Considering the dispute I had witnessed between leaders representing Jewish organisations, I began to wonder what might it mean for the argument to be conducted in a Jewish manner, that is to say, in accordance with insights on addressing differences taken from within the Jewish tradition? 


The very idea might seem comical to anyone with the remotest familiarity with the raucous nature of Jewish life (‘That’s the synagogue I don’t pray in!’) or the colourful imagery of Yiddish curses (‘May all your teeth fall out except one – and that one should give you toothache!’). Broyges – emotive arguing with a heavy dose of grievance and umbrage - sometimes seems to be a Jewish national sport. 


It might seem surprising too to anyone who has followed the fraught public debates in Israel over recent years, where arguments over issues like the powers of the Supreme Court to review governmental decisions or, more painfully, the price that should be paid for the return of the hostages taken in the tragic massacre of October 7, 2023, have at times threatened to tear Israeli society apart. But the wisdom of the Jewish approach to argument should not be judged by the behaviour of Jewish communities or the Jewish state. Twentieth century American Jewish leader and rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel may have been poignantly accurate when he described the Jews as  ‘A messenger who has forgotten his message’.  


A key part of this message is the value of the right kind of argument, both as a way of containing the disparate elements of fractured societies, and as an engine of intellectual creativity. A history of arguing and scholarly wrangling has given birth to great Jewish works, including the Talmud, an extraordinary compendium of constructive debate. Over the millennia, this rigorous but adaptable corpus of wisdom has maintained Jewish life, survived dispersions, generated scholars, and nurtured Jewish innovation and creativity. Jewish tradition, and particularly the rabbinic or post-biblical tradition, seems to have developed an alchemy for turning difference into insight, and passionate debate into a source of renewable intellectual energy. 


I had studied the Talmud since childhood but I had never before thought of it as a source of practical guidance for dealing with contentious contemporary debates. This was even more striking since so much of my work as a diplomat and negotiator (not to mention home life as the parent of six lively and opinionated kids) should have encouraged me to keep my eyes open for better ways of handling difference and discussion of fractious issues. But when I revisited its pages in this new frame of mind I was struck by how fresh and relevant its approach seemed to be. Could an ancient tradition really help us talk about the things that matter most? 


A third way 


The approach I rediscovered within Jewish tradition rejects both flight and fight. Rather than advising, like Carnegie, that you should avoid arguments because there is no way can you win, the Jewish approach suggests the opposite, that if you seek the truth, you cannot fail: either you win the argument, or, if you lose, you learn and grow. 


Nor does the Jewish tradition see argument as a battle to be won. It is not so much a combat zone but more a joint enterprise, and its disputants are not sole custodians of the truth but collaborative explorers in search of it. Argument is not a fight but a process, an opportunity to engage in a joint expedition. It’s a framing that seeks to create a safe space not by outlawing controversial opinions, but by welcoming them, helping us to build communities and societies that are resilient enough to face new and challenging ideas without fear. 


From this perspective flow several tools and practices which characterise debate within the Jewish tradition. Many of these are ancient; others have developed over time and been honed through centuries of intellectual engagement. Looking at them again I was struck by how many these practices presage insights and techniques proposed today in cognitive theory and decision-making analysis.


Strikingly, many of these tools and practices are not designed to sharpen our intellects or tighten our logic. Rather they focus on the personal or moral sphere – humility, joy, admitting our influences, telling our personal stories and so on – reflecting a conviction that tempering rigour with compassion doesn’t compromise our search for truth but is a critical element of the process. 


Still, from the Aramaic pages of the Talmud to today’s noisy debates on Facebook and Twitter/X seemed like an awful long journey. So, after researching and teaching some of the ideas I was rediscovering in different colleges in Israel, I suggested that we might road-test them in practice, by setting up a Difficult Conversations ‘laboratory’ to bring together students from different parts of the ideological spectrum. Israeli society provided fertile ground for finding vocal disputants, from left and right wing, religious and secular. There was no shortage of contentious issues, from the demand of the ultra-Orthodox sector to allow gender segregation, to rewriting the national anthem to be more inclusive of minorities, and from permitting racial profiling for reasons of security to imposing limits on the immigration of Ukrainian refugees. The goal of the laboratory was not, the participants learned, to resolve these issues, or even to change people’s minds, but rather to see whether new ways of thinking and talking could lead to deeper understanding and help preserve and even deepen relationships between the disputants. 


I have since facilitated ‘laboratories’ of this kind among many different and diverse groups. It has been an extraordinary learning experience and often an inspiring one. I am enormously grateful to the participants who, with courage and openness, have entered into uncharted waters. Participant feedback suggests that, while it is rare for students to flip sides on the most charged issues, it is also uncommon for them to leave such a process without having acquired an extra dose of understanding regarding the nuance of the situation, or an element of unexpected respect for the alternative viewpoint. 


These tools and approaches, I should make clear at the outset, will not resolve every conflict, or defuse all tensions within our difficult conversations. As we will see, our differences are rooted in the core of our most deeply embedded identities and loyalties and no simple technique, or trick of the mind, will sidestep these ties, nor would we want them to. Still, these ways of thinking about difference, and of talking about it, have the potential to make our arguments more focused and effective. When we disagree, they can help us identify where the difference actually lies, and whether indeed this is a difference that needs a practical solution. While they are unlikely to dissolve frictions across the barricades in fiery campus protests, they may help us identify when and why these environments are unable to offer productive conversations, and help develop alternative environments which can. They can, importantly, help us identify at an early stage when what appears to be an argument is not really an argument at all, but rather a form of political performance art or a protestation of identity, such that it might be better avoided. They can also help us overcome our cultural obsession with the ‘bottom line’, or immediate practical outcome of the discussion,  and help us capture the value and wisdom in the rest of our debates, which frequently gets left behind. Finally, they give us a tentative road map on how to educate a new generation, and how to keep educating ourselves and refining our own skills, for the sake of argument – in the best sense of the word.


A different kind of book


This book is hard to categorise. It draws on ancient insights, largely from the world of the Talmud, but it is by no means a compendium of rabbinic wisdom. It references research and best practices from the world of social psychology, but it is not an academic survey. And it offers advice and  practices from the fields of negotiation theory and conflict resolution, but it is not a ‘How to’ handbook for negotiators. Nor, I should admit, does its author fit into a neat category. I am far from being a rabbinic authority, a social psychologist, or an authority on conflict resolution. But the challenge that is presented by the toxicity of our arguments today is itself a multidisciplinary challenge: it draws on ancient loyalties, preys on our psychological blind spots, and plays itself out in tribal and sectoral powerplays. So perhaps the perspective of a diplomat who has found himself in many difficult conversations and negotiations, and who has a love and fascination with his own, Jewish, tradition of constructive argument, may have something to offer.   


With this in mind, I have tried to distil the wisdom in my own tradition, to test it against contemporary social and psychological insights, and to draw on my own practical experiences as a negotiator and mediator to see how it fares in practice in some of our hardest conversations. 


My hope is that the result offers an insight into a sensibility and set of practices which can help others in navigating their own fraught debates, and that the exercise itself may encourage readers of other faiths and traditions to look at their own with an open eye for intuitions and tools that can enrich their own difficult conversations. 


Arguing in three dimensions


The book opens with three chapters that set out the fundamental approach to thinking about argument in the Jewish tradition, breaking it down into three conceptual underpinnings, each of which is very different to our general way of thinking today.


First we will look at a radical reimagining of the idea of truth. Here we focus on the vertical dynamic, the tension between the conviction that there is a universal and absolute truth in a world above us, and a recognition that as individuals our grasp of this absolute truth is necessarily partial and incomplete. We will see how to develop confident humility, being humble about our certainties but confident in our capabilities, and we will consider the ways in which this reframing can help us re-examine our core convictions. 


Second, we will move from a vertical axis to a horizontal one, with a reconceiving of the idea of difference, and the relationship between our own core convictions and those we are engaging with. Here too, a radical rethinking encourages us to develop a perspective in which differing truths can coexist, and to foster interpersonal practices of collaborative truth seeking. 


Thirdly we will bring the horizontal and vertical axes together, with a concept that became known as Argument for the sake of heaven, a recognition that our path towards truth is integrally entwined in our engagement with others. To this end, we need to learn how to cultivate and capture not agreement but dissent, and how to build relationships and identities resilient enough to withstand difference and be strengthened by it.


After establishing these underlying concepts, in the chapters which follow we will look at the tangible tools and practices that have arisen from these approaches and which are critical to any genuine dialogue. We will start with practices that look inwards, at our own identities and influences. We will then turn to practices that shape the interaction between ourselves and our counterparts, strengthening both our arguments and our relationships. We will go on to look at the vital but imperfect tools that are the only way we have to convey our ideas, and think about how to become more effective listeners and communicators. And finally, we will consider how these insights can be used to nurture and sustain societies of effective arguers. 


In the concluding section, we will think more broadly about what it means to live in difference, not as a fallback option when other avenues have failed, but as a positive choice, and the criteria for success that may tell us whether our arguments have truly been ‘for the sake of heaven’.


But first, in a brief prologue, we will ask: why should a set of ideas developed in a distant land nearly two millennia ago be relevant to the challenges we face today? You can feel free to skip this historic detour if you like. In case you choose to do so, I’ll just note that the answer I suggest is that these radical ideas, which saved a civilisation then, were born against the background of a social crisis strikingly similar to the one we face today.










Prologue










From Crisis to Conversation


Never let a good crisis go to waste.


Winston Churchill


 


I once invited some Christian friends to join me in synagogue. As we left, I had a sense that their daughter, a precocious nine-year-old, was a little disappointed. I asked her what she thought of the proceedings. ‘It was all very interesting,’ she said hesitantly, ‘but where was the grand service of the Temple – the ceremonies of the High Priest and the singing of the Levites’ choir?’


She was right to be puzzled. In fact, if she was looking for the temple rituals she had learned about in Sunday school, she would be more likely to find them in the services of the Catholic Church, or even in the ceremonials surrounding the British monarchy, whose coronation service includes rites anointing with oil and a changing of vestments taken directly from the service of the priests of ancient Israel.


But for the Jews, the modern Israelites, the religious tradition underwent a radical transformation, a fundamental reimagining of the core of the faith. This dramatic upheaval, which ultimately ensured the survival of the Jewish people, was born not in times of calm but in crisis. To understand the Jewish approach to dealing with difference and argument, we need to understand the trauma from which it arose.


Ancient Israel, around 70 ce


The people of Israel were confronting the greatest crisis they had faced in their history. Since the conquest of the land by the Roman general Pompey in 64–61 bce, the Israelites had been subject to a new ruler – Rome. Jewish rebellions against the brutality of the so-called Pax Romana had been ruthlessly quelled by Roman forces, killing tens of thousands and making many more homeless. When those displaced people took refuge in Jerusalem, the Romans besieged the city and then sacked it. Now the Temple itself, the historic centre of Jewish faith and communal life, lay in ashes. As the trail of refugees left the ruined city, it seemed that hope had been banished too. The trauma was unspeakable. Homeless and spiritually adrift, the Israelites found themselves facing an acute crisis on three levels: spiritual, theological and social.


On the spiritual level, with the loss of the Temple, the priesthood and the prophets before them, the people had nowhere to turn for guidance, nor any way to atone for their sins. From the theological point of view, the apocalypse they had witnessed presented a critical challenge to their faith. How could God have so abandoned his chosen people? But most serious of all, and exacerbated by the spiritual and theological challenges, was the social crisis. The Jewish people was breaking apart. Even while the Temple was still standing there had been friction between rival Jewish sects. Now, with the Temple’s destruction and the people’s exile, these disputes threatened to destroy any sense of cohesion and peoplehood that remained.


Exiled, broken, fragmented, it seemed that the people of Israel were poised to disappear into the pages of history, like so many other peoples before them. But they refused to go away. Instead, whether by accident or design, in the centuries that followed, one Jewish sect would reinvent their faith and communal life in a way that would enable them to survive and even thrive over the course of centuries spent in exile, in a way that no people had ever done before.


During the centuries that followed this exile, the life of the ancient Israelites would change beyond all recognition. Audacious innovation would reinvent the core structures of the faith. Without a physical centre in Jerusalem, Jewish religious life would become portable, built around the synagogue and the study house. Prayer and good deeds would become a substitute for Temple sacrifices. And, without priests to intercede for the people, every individual would effectively become their own High Priest, responsible for their own repentance and atonement.


But perhaps the most radical innovation was a daring attempt to address the dangers of sectarianism and prevent total fragmentation. The stroke of genius was to present difference, even fundamental divides, as a positive value – in today’s terminology, not a bug but a feature. Argument, which had always been considered a danger and threat to social cohesion, would now come to be seen as something to be cherished, and dissent not as treachery but an asset to be welcomed. The rabbis would develop a new conception of truth, as something that could not be known authoritatively by any single individual or sect, but as something to be divined through collaborative effort.


No longer would leadership fall to the Priests and Levites by virtue of their lineage, but rather to the brightest scholars by virtue of their learning and wisdom. With the individual as the new High Priest, and collaborative study and argument the new model of revelation, over time the Beit Midrash or study hall would become the new Temple. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks describes it:


 


How do you create fraternity in a people as fractious as the Jews? The rabbis’ answer lay in translating conflict into argument, and making argument itself the pulse of intellectual life. Having inherited a world in which, through internal conflict, Jews had brought disaster on themselves, the rabbis took disagreement and relocated it within the house of study.1


 


At a time when the Jewish people was at its most fragile and fragmented, the rabbis’ radical reformulation of the essence of faith successfully preserved the cohesiveness and continuity of the community. To this end they reimagined the nature of that community. The tumultuous history of the time had taught them that community born of agreement is fragile. But community united by its commitment to joining in the same raucous conversation as each other would prove real and lasting.


A sense of how radical this reformation was, and how critical to Jewish survival, can be gained from looking at other Jewish sects that adopted different approaches and subsequently disappeared into history.


The Sadducees, the most aristocratic Jewish sect of the Second Temple period, made little effort to adapt to the post-destruction environment. Far from welcoming a plurality of views, they remained entrenched in the confidence of their own opinions (the very name ‘Sadducees’ comes from the root sadak – to be right). The Talmud recounts that the Sadducees even established days of celebration to mark their victories in arguments against their rivals the Pharisees. Seeing besting others in argument as a cause for celebration, and presumably, by contrast, seeing losing an argument as a cause for mourning, are not the foundations of an agile ‘growth mindset’, and today, not only is there no trace of their days of celebration but barely any record of their teachings survives.


Another group, the ascetic Essenes, seem to have been a breakaway sect from the Sadducees, though there was no love lost between them, with the Essenes repeatedly describing the Sadducees as ‘wicked’ and ‘deserving to perish’. Not lacking in spiritual confidence, the Essenes saw themselves as a divinely appointed elect, the ‘Sons of Light’, who would, in an apocalyptic forty-year war, defeat the ‘Sons of Darkness’. Sadly, the forces of darkness seem to have been more resilient than the Essenes, who would also have been almost entirely lost to history were it not for the remarkable discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls in the middle of the twentieth century.
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