
 

THE ART OF FIGHTING by Priya Parker​
Jewish Conversation Guide​

with Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg and Life is a Sacred Text  

​

This is a guide to Priya Parker's important new book, The Art of Fighting: The Transforming 
Power of Conflict. It can be used as a standalone discussion program or in 
hevruta/paired discussion, keyed to the themes of the High Holy Days or beyond. ​
​
If you’re facilitating this discussion: A rich conversation is one that engages the right 
questions for your group, which might include all of them together. It might include 
some of these in hevruta/paired study and some as a group, and it might include 
choosing the questions selectively, depending on the flow of the conversation, the needs 
of the community, or the time you have available.​
​
While reading the book is not required for engaging with this conversation guide, we 
strongly recommend getting and reading the book to get the best possible benefit out of 
the material and the subjects it raises.  
 
If you haven't ordered the book yet, you can order it from your favorite bookstore here. 
And through September 8th, you can pre-order a personalized, signed copy from Books 
Are Magic here. 
​
Don't forget to register for Parker's session on Conflict as a Democratic Skill online 
September 2nd at lifeisasacredtext.com/learntodo.  

 
 

1) In the prologue to The Art of Fighting, Priya Parker admits that she's conflict averse:  
 
“I am 100 percent purebred, third-generation ostrich on both sides: I want to put my head in the 
sand until the fighting stops.”  
 

●​ How would you gauge your own comfort around conflict? 
●​ What are some of your early memories of conflict?  
●​ How, if at all, do you think your Jewishness has informed your relationship to 

addressing discomfort— culturally, religiously, or in some other way? 
●​ What conflicts currently exist in your life that you're avoiding? 

o​ (Optional: Write them down, whether or not you share with the group.)  

https://www.lifeisasacredtext.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/678581/the-art-of-fighting-by-priya-parker/
https://booksaremagic.net/preorders/priya-parker
http://lifeisasacredtext.com/learntodo


 
 
 
 
 
2) Parker explores the concept of “us-ness,” the shared motives or interests that 
define a group. 
 
 "Members know who they are and how they do things around here."  Or, as Buber put it, “Our 
relationship lives in the space between us.”  ​
 
Think about the groups in your life.  
 

●​ Can you identify the points of “us-ness” in them?  
●​ Can you articulate what the Jewish sense of "us-ness" is?  
●​ Do you think there's a distinct sense of "us-ness" in this specific community that 

differs from a larger sense of "us-ness" as part of the Jewish people? Why / why not?  
●​ Has your sense of Jewish "us-ness" changed over time? Why or why not?  
●​ Are there places where you feel tension with Jewish "us-ness"?  Are there places 

where that "us-ness" helps you feel more connected?  
 

 

3) Parker identifies four different types of conflict:  
 

1.​ Kerfuffles are low stakes, don't touch on any existential questions for the group.   
2.​ Hairline fractures are small eruptions that nonetheless touch on core questions 

about the group's identity or purpose.  
3.​ Brawls can be explosive but don't threaten any sense of "who we are" for a group. 
4.​ A rift, however, happens when people who had been bound to one another "begin 

to reexamine what it is they belong to, what they want it to be, whether it's for them." ​
 

●​ Can you think of some examples from your own life and/or contemporary 
community conversations in which this matrix might be relevant? 

 
Now let's look at some sources with this matrix in mind. Read each of the following four 
texts out loud, and with each, consider: 
 

●​ What kinds of conflicts might these sources be describing? (Kerfuffles? Hairline 
fractures? Brawls? Rifts?) 

●​ Might these sources help us address any of the conflicts in question? If so, how? 
●​ To what situations or contexts do you think each of these sources might not apply?​

​
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,שָׁמַיםִ, לְשֵׁם שֶׁהִיא מַחֲלֹקֶת כָּל     ֵינָה אֶ ְׁשֵ .וְׁש ל יִ ַ מָ   ן ס�   

Every argument that is for [the sake of] heaven's name is destined to endure. But if it is not 
for [the sake of] heaven's name -- it is not destined to endure. (Mishnah Pirkei Avot 5:17) 
 
 

 עובר לוקתחזיקכלדא לוקתיקיןשאין מכאן רלר...אמר
 

... Reish Lakish says:  ... one may not perpetuate a dispute, as Rav says: Anyone who 
perpetuates a dispute violates a prohibition.... [That is, even the aggrieved party must seek 
to end a dispute.] (Talmud Sanhedrin 110a) 
 
 

 אשתות [וות] ה [בצר ] כנגד] ש] כ ו בפ"אע"פ
 לישא ]נעולא נדקנעמלנ אשתו ת אוה]אשה [אתקדאת 

שא..והשלו האמתהגאלאההים [מי
 

Even though the School of Shammai were divided against the School of Hillel regarding 
[who was kosher to marry whom with regards to several points of Jewish law], the School of 
Shammai did not refrain from marrying women from the School of Hillel, nor did the School 
of Hillel from the School of Shammai. Rather, they conducted themselves with truth and 
peace between them...  [Similarly,] even though these prohibited and those permitted [in 
matters of purity], they did not refrain from the preparation of ritually pure foods [using 
the vessels of the other] ...  (Tosefta Yevamot 1:3) 
 
 

:שְׁמוּאֵל: אָמַר אַבָּא רַבִּי אָמַר  ש�  ש�    ב�   ש�  ו�  ַּלָלו ִי ,ה רְ מֹ או   ָּלה � וֹמְרִּ ,וְהַל
   ְקבו ּ.יָצְָה מָ אְ    ּו  ּּו ם �רֵי � ם יִ וַהֲל יִ ְּהןֵ , ִכ ה   ִי כְ לוּּ ו�ַַחר   לּו

 ֵי מפִהִיםרְ ים , ִּ י ה  בְ ִק  הֲ  מ ְּ    ֵי ש� ְּנ ן ו� יִ ִין ֹח ְהיָו ,ּושְׁ בּ בִ ּ ד  וְד   שׁ   ב�
עֹוד ,וְל      ָּא אֶל ן יִ ְִברִֵימ ֵית   אי ַּ מַ

 

Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years the School of Shammai and the School of 
Hillel disagreed. These said: Jewish law is in accordance with our opinion, and these said: 
Jewish law is in accordance with our opinion. Ultimately, a Divine Voice emerged and 
proclaimed: Both these and those are the words of the living God. However, Jewish law is in 
accordance with the opinion of the School of Hillel. The Talmud asks: Since both these and 
those are the words of the living God, why was the School of Hillel privileged to have the 
law established in accordance with their opinion? The reason is that they were agreeable 
and forbearing, showing restraint when affronted, and when they taught the law they 
would teach both their own statements and the statements of the School of Shammai. 
Moreover, when they formulated their teachings and cited a dispute, they prioritized the 
statements of the School of Shammai to their own statements, in deference to the School 
of Shammai. (Talmud Eruvin 13b) 
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4) Parker notes that “not all conflict avoidance is conflict aversion.” ​
​
In one example, she describes a group of adults with lifelong friendships struggling to 
reconcile their love for their friends with a sense of despair over their views. In the end, the 
women chose not to confront their friends because “they weren’t going to go in and renovate 
a worldview.” Likewise, the Book of Proverbs teaches: 

יםִ פּ֣וֹטֵֽר ית מַ֭ ע ולְִפְנֵ֥י מָד֑וֹן רֵאשִׁ֣ תְגַּלַּ֗ יב הִ֝  נטְֽוֹשׁ׃ הָרִ֥

Starting conflict is like opening a sluice; Before a quarrel flares up, drop it. (Proverbs 17:14) 

●​ What's the significance of addressing conflicts before they "flare up"? 
●​ What does "drop it" mean in the context of preventing disputes? 
●​ Has there been a time in your life when you similarly chose not to confront? Do you 

think you were right to do so? How do you think the other person experienced that 
situation? 

●​ How might one discern when to address conflict and not? What might the stakes be, 
and for whom?  

 
 

5) Parker also writes that one of the most important elements of artful fighting is 
making sure the group is having the “right fight.”  
 

●​ When’s a time when you’ve had the “right fight” in a relationship or group?  
●​ When’s a time that you thought or realized later that you were having the wrong 

fight (or debating over the wrong questions or frame)?  
 
Above, we saw a quote from the Mishnah about “arguments for the sake of Heaven.”  About 
this, the 15th c. Italian rabbi Ovadia ben Avraham of Bertenoro (known as the Bartenura) 
commented,  
 

,שָׁמַיםִ, לְשֵׁם שֶׁהִיא הַמַּחֲלֹקֶת                   זְֶ ַיֵּ,. ,ו קְ תִ ֹמ לֲ ַח מּ שֶׁאיֵנ .ו
ש מַ שָׁ    ת � ּצֶה ב�יִ הָ   ב� ִיא   ת ה� ַׁ רהָ � הַסּח ַ,ובַת � אֵ  מִתְקַ 

 

The argument which is for the sake of Heaven, the purpose and aim that is sought from that 
argument is to arrive at the truth, and this endures ... And [with] argument which is not for the 
sake of Heaven, its desired purpose is to achieve power and the love of contention, and its end 
will not endure... (Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 5:17) 
 

●​ Does this text feel like a useful starting place for figuring out whether or not you’re 
in the “right fight”? Why or why not? If not, what (text or idea) might be?  
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6) Parker notes that even if a conflict is non-violent, all conflict is physical.​
​
 “Our brains experience critique as if we were being physically attacked,” she writes.  
 

●​ Have you ever noticed how your mind and body feel during a conflict? 
●​ How does that impact how you experience a situation, the other person, and your 

willingness to engage with interpersonal challenges? 
●​ How might your own personal or our communal history impact that response? 
●​ What helps, and why? 

 
 
7) Parker introduces a term in the book from the conflict resolution facilitator, Sethu 
Nair: “relational longing,” which she describes as “one of the most important superpowers 
you can tap into when seeking to resolve and transform a conflict.”  
 
Parker defines relational longing as, “the residual desire within us to connect to someone or 
something, even when we’re hurt or mad.”  
 
In one example, she describes a church that chooses to learn a different way of being in 
conversation together as they approach the decision whether or not to allow same-sex 
marriage in their congregation. She describes how the pastor is able to get the congregants 
to talk through their own personal experiences across this divide while still yearning to be 
in community together.  
 

●​ Have you experienced a personal sense of relational longing when also deeply angry 
or hurt by someone in your life? If so, what was it like? 

●​ Have you experienced a feeling of relational longing while feeling hurt or angry 
about larger communal issues? What’s difficult about it? How, as Parker intimates, 
might it be useful?  

●​ How might you tap into that deeper river of longing even in conflict?  
●​ How might this sense of longing connect to the work of tshuvah, of returning, repair– 

that happens during the High Holy days and all year long?  
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8) In the book's epilogue, Parker muses on applying the practices of the book to her 
own most important relationships.  
 
There, she notes, "Fights aren't a calamity or a moral failure. Fights make and remake us."  
 
This feels particularly relevant to us as Jews during our autumn season of repair and 
returning, as we so often struggle to find our way back to one another authentically.  
 

●​ How do you see the themes discussed here addressing the work of the Jewish work 
of tshuvah, of repentance and repair?  

●​ In what sense is this a seasonal issue and in what sense is this an all-year-long issue?  
●​ Where does the work of accountability meet the work of resolving conflict? 
●​ Where does your own personal list of unresolved conflicts from Question 1 fit into 

this conversation? 

 

​
What's one concrete takeaway that you have from this conversation?​
​
​
​
​
​
​
You can purchase The Art of Fighting everywhere books are sold. 
But if it’s before September 8th, you can get a signed copy if you 
pre-order it through BOOKS ARE MAGIC.  
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