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Over the generations, the Rasha has been variously depicted as a soldier, a communist, a gambler, a 

horseman, and revolutionary. In a Haggadah from the 1920’s he’s made out to be a boxer. It shouldn’t 

surprise us that the image of the wicked son changes with time, but this morning I’d like to explore the 

question of just what the Rasha is all about. Who is he? And just what is it that he’s done to warrant 

being singled out and called a name reserved for our faith’s most odious religious offenders?  

 

So first let’s put things in context: We’re all familiar with the four children in the Haggadah. But you’ll 

notice right away that one of them, quite simply, is not like the other. The חכם, the תם and the  שאינו

 all line up along an intellectual spectrum. We move from the wise son, to the simple son, to יודע לשאול

the child who’s not even sophisticated enough to formulate a question.  

 

Strangely inserted into this pattern is the Rasha. His title is not a cognitive description; it’s a moral 

judgment. Of the four, the author of the Haggadah seems to be paying special attention to the Rasha; so 

perhaps we should be doing the same.  

 

In addition to grappling with who the Rasha is, let me add a second question:   

 

 

The Torah speaks of four children: One is wise, one is 

wicked, one is simple and one does not know how to ask.  

.1 נוסח ההגד  

כנגד ארבעה בנים דברה תורה. אחד חכם, 
   ואחד רשע, ואחד תם ואחד שאינו יודע לשאול.

  

There’s no mention of this notorious Rasha in the Torah. The four children are rabbinic in origin. But it’s 

important to recognize that the rabbis didn’t invent them out of whole cloth. These four sons represent 

a solution to peculiar textual problem. And that is – in the course of telling us about the mitzvah of  סיפור

  .the Torah records four conversations between parents and children ,יציאת מצרים

 

2. The Torah’s Four Questions 

And when your children ask you, “What do 

you mean by this rite?” you shall say, “It is 

the Passover sacrifice to the Lord because 

he passed over the house of the Israelites in 

Egypt when He smote the Egyptians, but 

saved our houses.”   

  שמות פרק יב 
  מה העבדה הזאת לכם:(כו) והיה כי יאמרו אליכם בניכם 

פסח הוא ליקוק אשר פסח על בתי בני (כז) ואמרתם זבח 
ישראל במצרים בנגפו את מצרים ואת בתינו הציל ויקד 

 העם וישתחוו:

 רשע

And you shall explain to your child on that 

day, “It is because of what the Lord did for 

me when I went free from Egypt.”  

  שמות פרק יג 
וא לאמר בעבור זה עשה יקוק לי (ח) והגדת לבנך ביום הה

 בצאתי ממצרים:

שאינו 
יודע 

 לשאול

And when in the future your child asks you, 

“What is th?is” you shall say to him, “It was 

with a mighty hand that the Lord brought us 

out from Egypt, from the house of bondage.  

  שמות פרק יג 
(יד) והיה כי ישאלך בנך מחר לאמר מה זאת ואמרת אליו 

 בחזק יד הוציאנו יקוק ממצרים מבית עבדים:

 תם

When in the future your child will ask you, 

“What mean the decrees, laws and rules that 

the Lord our God has commanded you?”  

  דברים פרק ו 
מה העדת והחקים (כ) כי ישאלך בנך מחר לאמר 

 :והמשפטים אשר צוה יקוק אלהינו אתכם

 חכם

 
It’s inconceivable to חז"ל that the Torah would repeat itself over and over again without purpose. The 

children we’ve come to know in the text of our Haggadah are in fact an elegant solution to an otherwise 

difficult quandary. How are we to understand the Torah’s repetition? The Torah is not referring to a 

single child, but rather four types of children. 
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All of this is very clear and very easy to see. My question is – if you look at the query of the Rasha as it 

appears in the Torah, it’s followed by a very cogent answer. The child is asking about our service – about 

the paschal lamb. So we explain it to him: This is the Korban Pesach and we eat it to commemorate that 

great moment of Passover – when God passed over our homes and smote the Egyptians.  

 

If the Torah itself furnishes us with a perfectly serviceable answer, why don’t we use it at the Seder?  

According to the Haggadah, we start berating this child, breaking his teeth and telling him that had he 

been in Egypt he never would have been redeemed. Where does the author of the Haggadah get the 

audacity to substitute his answer in place of the Torah’s? 

 

  ההגדה וסח. נ3

The wicked child – what does he say: What is this service to 

you? To you and not to him. And because he excludes 

himself from the community, he denies the essence [of 

Judaism]. So you should blunt his teeth and say to him, “on 

account of this did God take me out of Egypt: me and not 

him. Had he been there, he would not have been redeemed.” 

 הזאת העבודה מה: אומר הוא מה רשע

 את שהוציא ולפי, לו ולא לכם, לכם

 אתה אף, בעיקר כפר הכלל מן עצמו

 עשה זה בעבור לו ואמור שניו את הקהה

 ואילו, לו ולא לי, ממצרים בצאתי לי' ה

 .נגאל היה לא שם היה

 

 

What I’d like to propose this morning is that there are fundamentally three ways to think about the 

Rasha and the role he plays at our Seder. We can view the rasha through the lens of history, theology or 

psychology. Each approach is essentially independent and what we see on one reading may stand in 

contradiction to what we see in another. That said, my hope is that by addressing these specific 

questions about the Rasha and by unpacking some of the complexities of the text, we’ll gain a deeper 

appreciation for just what it is we’re trying to accomplish on Seder night.  

 

I. History: 

 

To understand the Rasha from the perspective of history, we first need to know something about 

history. So let me ask you this: Who wrote the Haggadah? Who’s the author? 

 

It’s actually a trick question inasmuch as historians don’t really know the answer. What’s the oldest 

Haggadah we have? The oldest complete manuscript of the Haggadah is the Haggada of Rav Sadia Gaon 

and it appears as part of R. Sadia Gaon’s siddur. But that only gets us back to the 10
th

 century. Based on 

the characters we find in the Haggadah and some evidence in the gemara, our best guess is that the 

Haggadah was composed around the third century.  

 

Now, as we know, the author of the Haggadah was much more of anthologist than writer. Most of the 

texts in the Haggadah are not original compositions, but rather excerpts from earlier Jewish texts – of 

which there were really only three primary kinds in the 3
rd

 century: Tanach, Talmud and Midrash.  

 

The four sons as we’ve come to know them are found in only three early sources and I’ve excerpted 

them four you in your source sheets. If you read them closely, you’ll notice that none of them is an exact 

match with the text we know. What has become our standard text surely evolved from these sources 

over the course of many generations. If it’s helpful, you can think of these as early drafts of the 

Haggadah’s text that we now consider standard.  
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The first two come from early Midrashim; the third from the Yerushalmi. Let’s take a look at the first 

together:  

 

  כי והיה ה"ד יח פרשה דפסחא' מס - בא ישמעאל דרבי מכילתא. 4

רשע מה הוא אומר מה העבודה הזאת 
לכם לכם ולא לו ולפי שהוציא את עצמו 

מן הכלל וכפר בעיקר אף אתה הקהה 
את שיניו ואמור לו בעבור זה עשה ה' 

לי בצאתי ממצרים (שמות יג ח) לי ולא 
  לך אלו היית שם לא היית נגאל. 

The wicked child – what does he say: What is this service to 

you? To you and not to him. And because he excludes himself 

from the community and denies the essence [of Judaism], you 

should blunt his teeth and say to him, “on account of this did 

God take me out of Egypt: me and not you. Had you been 

there, you would not have been redeemed. 

  

 מכילתא דרבי שמעון בר יוחאי פרק יב פסוק (כו) והיה . 5

והיה כי יאמרו אליכם בניכם. עתידין 
לומר לכם מה העבודה הזאת לכם זה 
בן רשע שהוציא את עצמו מן הכלל 
אף אתה הוציאו מן הכלל ואמור לו 

בעבור זה עשה ייי לי (שמ' יג ח) לי 
  עשה ולא לך עשה. 

And it shall be when your children say to you: In the future 

they will say, What is this service to you? This refers to the 

wicked child who removes himself from the community. You 

should likewise remove him from the community and say to 

him: on account of this did God did this for me: for me He did 

it, but He did not do it for you. 

 

 תלמוד ירושלמי מסכת פסחים פרק י דף לז טור ד /ה"ד . 6

בן רשע מהו אומר מה העבודה הזאת 
לכם מה הטורח הזה שאתם מטריחין 

עלינו בכל שנה ושנה מכיון שהוציא את 
עצמו מן הכלל אף אתה אמור לו בעבור 
זה עשה יי' לי לי עשה לאותו האיש לא 
עשה אילו היה אותו האיש במצרים לא 

  .להיגאל משם לעולםהיה ראוי 

The wicked child – what does he say: What is this service to 

you? What is this toil that you bother yourselves with every 

year? And because he excludes himself from the community, 

you should say to him, “on account of this did God did this 

for me: for me He did it; for that particular man He did not do 

it. Had that particular man been in Egypt, he would not have 

been worthy of ever being redeemed from there.  

 
Let me put the question to you this way: From a historical perspective, we have to ask ourselves: What 

was brewing in the in 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 century of the common era in Palestine and Babylonia? Just what sort 

of character would drive the Rabbis to declare: Had he been with us in Egypt, he would have been the 

child we left behind?    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. RABBI JONTHAN SACKS’ HAGGADAH, page 110 
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The first approach is to read the character of the Rasha in the Haggadah as a traitor to Judaism. He’s not 

really at our Seder. And he’s not really a child. He’s an archetype – an idea. He’s joined the ranks of our 

most despised enemies. That’s why [illustration] the Rasha is so often depicted as a soldier. He’s not just 

a military man; he’s a soldier in an army that is not ours. It’s a metaphor for betrayal.  

 

 ג- הל' ב ג פרק ממרים הלכות ם"רמב. 8

Haggadah of Moses Loeb ben Wolf 

(Trebisch Moravia, 1716/17) 

 

Once one has denied the oral 

Torah, push him down and 

do not pull him up – for he 

has the same status as 

heretics and those who deny 

that divinity of Torah.  

 

What are the circumstances 

of which we speak? Of one 

who denies the Oral law both 

in principle and in practice 

and follows vanity and 

hedonistic pursuits and 

denies the origins of the 

Torah like Zadok and Boethus 

(famed heretics who led 

others astray). But those who 

were raised under such 

influences are like abducted 

children and should be 

encouraged to return to the 

ways of the Torah.  

 כופר שהוא שנתפרסם מאחר
] אותו מורידין[ פה שבעל בתורה

 כל כשאר הוא והרי מעלין ולא
 תורה אין והאומרין האפיקורוסין

, והמומרין והמוסרין השמים מן
 ואין ישראל בכלל אינם אלו שכל
 ולא התראה ולא לעדים לא צריך

 דיינים.

  

 שכפר באיש אמורים דברים במה
 במחשבתו פה שבעל בתורה

 אחר והלך, לו שנראו ובדברים
 לבו שרירות ואחר הקלה דעתו

וכופר בתורה שבעל פה תחילה 
כצדוק ובייתוס וכן כל התועים 

 האלה התועים בני אבל, אחריו
 אבותם אותם שהדיחו בניהם ובני

 אותם וגדלו הקראים בין ונולדו
 כתינוק הוא הרי, דעתם על

 . . .  וגדלוהו ביניהם שנשבה
 בתשובה להחזירן ראוי לפיכך

 עד שלום בדברי ולמשכם
.התורה לאיתן שיחזרו  
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The “Washington Haggadah,” Yoel ben Shimon, Central Europe, 1478 

 

 

The Rasha is our straw man. We hold him out as the character one could become if we’re not careful.  

 

Of course if someone just doesn’t know better, we pull him back in. But sectarians represent the 

greatest threat to the integrity and continuity of our tradition. Their actions make it impossible for us to 

embrace them as part of our community – so we fight them with a virulence and disdain reserved only 

for our most treacherous enemies.  

 

And in the text of the Yerushalmi, there may even be a subtle hint that this is what’s happening. Flip 

back for a moment to Source 6. In addition to the two Midrashic sources we saw, there’s one Talmudic 

source that mentions the four sons. Notice two important differences from the text we have in the 

Haggadah: First, the Rasha’s question is more developed and more biting. And second, refer to the 

Rasha as אותו האיש – as that man.  

 

 

9. RAV AMNON BAZAK, The Four Sons  

 

The Yerushalmi presents a lengthier question posed by the wicked son, 
adding to the earlier texts the clause, "What is this trouble that you are 

forcing upon each and every year?"  This question appears to address the 

exertion entailed in fulfilling the mitzvot each year, and likely reflects the 
Christian approach, which tended to undermine the importance of mitzva 
acts.  If so, then we could perhaps suggest a novel explanation for the 
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response given to the wicked son: "He did for me, and not for that person 

[oto ha-ish].  If that person had been in Egypt, he would have never been 
worthy to be redeemed from there."  As we know, the term oto ha-ish often 
refers to the founder of Christianity.  If this is the intent in this context, 

then the response "If that person had been in Egypt, he would never have 

been redeemed" takes on special significance.  "That person" represents for 

his followers the redemption of the world, yet had he been in Egypt, he 

himself would never have earned redemption. 

 

Earlier we noted that the Haggada's response to the wicked son is 
surprisingly harsh and unsympathetic.  According to what we have seen, we 

might suggest an explanation.  The Haggada speaks not of a son who simply 
ridicules Torah observance, but rather of a son who has rejected the Torah 

and joined a different faith.   
I happen to think this is a fascinating possibility to consider. The specifics are almost a little 

beside the point. It doesn’t have to be Jesus. It doesn’t matter. But on this reading, the Rasha 

isn’t the wayward child, he’s the Christian or the Saducee or the Essene. To the sectarian who 

has left the faith, we’re not embracing. We smash his teeth. We chastise him. We don’t invite 

dialogue. He’s excluded himself from the community; we accept this. And we seize upon this as 

an opportunity to demonstrate to the other children just what is at stake here. It’s a teachable 

moment. We make an example of him. 

 

They tell a story of a young Jewish man calls his mother and says, "Mom, I'm bringing home a 

wonderful woman I want to marry. She's a Native American and her name is Shooting Star." 

"How nice," says his mother. "And I have an Indian name too," he says. "It's 'Running Deer' and 

I want you to call me that from now on." "How nice," says his mother. "You should have an 

Indian name too, Mom," he says. "I already do," says the mother. "You can call me Sitting 

Shiva."  

 

It’s a pedagogical message and it applies to everyone at the Seder. We draw lines that may not be 

crossed and the innocents around our table – adults and children alike – should be made aware of 

them. To put it differently, referencing the Rasha helps us understand that we need to pay careful 

attention to the mitzvos at hand. If we don’t take our responsibilities seriously – if we don’t 

convey to the next generation the story of our past and the duties of the present, they – like so 

many over the course of the generations – will find meaning somewhere else. Essenes, Saducees, 

Christians, Karaites – they’re all the product of missed opportunities. 

 

The author of the Haggadah is so harsh here because he wants everyone around the table to 

recognize what’s at stake. From a historical perspective, too many Jews have succumbed to this 

fate. Too many have left the fold and adopted foreign religions or ideologies.  

 

Teasing the Rasha out of the psukim and including him in our text is a Jewish history lesson: 

This is what can happen if we fail to make a compelling enough case to remain loyal to Judaism.  
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II. Theology 

 
Now I’d like to ask you to park the historical theory at the back of your minds, and consider an 

alternative and contradictory theory. This second approach is a theological reading of the Rasha. We 

started out by asking the question: What makes the Rasha so bad – why we treat him so harshly and 

answer him with vitriol rather than embrace him? From a historical perspective, if we’re referring to the 

person who left the faith, we understand the answer to this question. But if he’s someone within our 

faith, what he could have possibly done to warrant being called a Rasha? 

 

Up until now we haven’t paid too much attention to it, but the author of the Haggadah tells us precisely 

his violation. הוציא את עצמו מן הכלל – he’s separated himself from the community. 

 

What’s the force of this line? If he comes to our Seder, just how distant from the community could he 

be? 

 

Allow me to share with you a radical re-interpretation of this statement by Rav Mordechai Rubenstein  

 

הרב מרדכי רובינשטיין, הגדה מר דרור. 10  

 
 

 

 
 

Sometimes the words עצמו is actually a reference to Hashem. And this is in fact Rubenstein’s prooftext. 

Remember Titus? The Talmud paints him as the villain who ravaged our Beis Hamikdash and did all kinds 

of profane things. But listen to the formulation of the following text: 

 

  ב עמוד נו דף גיטין מסכת בבלי תלמוד. 11

 צור אלהימו אי ואמר לטיטוס שדריה אזל
 וגידף שחירף הרשע טיטוס זה - בו חסיו
 ונכנס בידו זונה תפש? עשה מה. מעלה כלפי
 תורה ספר והציע, הקדשים קדשי לבית
 את וגידר סייף ונטל, עבירה עליה ועבר

, ויוצא מבצבץ דם והיה נס ונעשה, הפרוכת
  עצמו. את הרג וכסבור

[Vespasian] sent Titus who said, Where is their God, the rock in 

whom they trusted? (Deut. 32:37) This was the wicked Titus 

who blasphemed and insulted Heaven. What did he do? He 

took a harlot by the hand and entered the Holy of Holies and 

spread out a scroll of the Law and committed a sin on it. He 

then took a sword and slashed the curtain. Miraculously blood 

spurted out, and he thought that he had slain himself.   

 

Notice that the Talmud preserves the dignity of the Temple by using a more subtle formulation of what 

took place.  

 

  ב עמוד נו דף גיטין מסכת י"רש. 12

   .Himself: A euphemism for God  . כינוי כלפי מעלה -עצמו 

The commentators have said what separates the wise son 

from the wicked son is that the wise son mentions God while 

the wicked son never does. . . Support for this emerges from 

the story of Titus (Gittine 56b). . .  
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 is a euphemism for God. It would be almost blasphemous for the gemara to even record the עצמו

perceived death of God – so it reformulates it.  

 

What’s the sin of the Rasha? He considers himself very much a member of the Jewish people. 

Culturally and practically he function as a Jew. But he takes עצמו out – not that he removes 

himself from the community, but that he removes God. 

 

That’s what separates the Rasha from the Chacham. Unlike his pious brother, the Rasha never 

mentions God.  

  

Rabbi Wildes told me he has a participant at MJE who grew up on a secular Kibbutz in Israel. They 

celebrated Pesach, but they expunged all the references to Hashem.  

 

What makes the Rasha so odious is that he has removed God from the equation.  

 

According to this approach, we can gain a deeper appreciation for something else that’s going on at the 

Seder.  

 

This morning we just jumped right into the narrative of the four sons. But in the Haggadah, there’s a 

preamble – there’s an introductory paragraph. Anyone remember it? 

 

 נוסח ההגדה. 13

 לעמו תורה שנתןברוך הוא. ברוך  המקום ברוך

 דברה בנים ארבעה כנגד. הוא ברוך ישראל

  . תורה

Blessed is the Omnipresent. Blessed is He. Blessed is 

He who gave the Torah to His people Israel. Blessed is 

He.  

 

 

What’s this line doing here? It’s like saying the ברכות התורה, except we refer to Hashem as המקום. 

What’s going on?  

 

 

Why is the appellation Hamakom used 

in this benediction? What does it 

mean? The explanation is this: 

Whenever there is an issue of 

perceived divine abandonment – such 

as at a time of distress when God is 

perceived to be absent – and God is 

nonetheless present within us – at such 

a moment we refer to God as 

Hamakom [the Omnipresent one] to 

demonstrate that He occupies the 

entire world and there is no space that 

is devoid of Him. Wherever there is 

distress, God is present. In all human 

distress, God is distressed – He neither 

ביצ'ק, הררי קדם, רטו. הרב יוסף דוב סולו14  
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abandons us nor forsakes us. That is 

why we use the term Hamakom when 

we comfort mourners. . . .  

 
We make a bracha right before the mention of the four sons to impart this message:  

Even if the rasha is not with hashem, Hashem is with the rasha. 

 

On this reading, we understand why this person is considered a Rasha and we understand the 

overarching message of placing the Seder within the context of the divine command. To the Jew who 

doubts God, we remind him that Hashem is always present. 

 

But how do we now understand the Haggadah’s answer? In the historic approach, the Rasha is totally 

over the line and we have no sympathy for him. But when someone is struggling with God, why not be a 

little more compassionate? We have to knock out his teeth?  

 

If you do a little research, though, you’ll discover that it pays to know a little about Talmudic idioms. 

Look at the next source, the dictionary definition of the word קהא according to the great philologist and 

lexicographer Marcus Jastrow.  

 

15. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, The Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi 

and the Midrashic Literature 
 

 קהא, קהה, קהי
Hif. הקהה (with שן) to make blunt and loose; trnsf. to refute; 
to break the power of; to grieve; Mekh. Bo, s. 18  אף אתה
 thou, too, make his teeth blunt (refute his הקהה את שיניו
arguments).  

 

 is a figure of speech. It means: provide a vigorous answer. It’s fine to question; it’s fine to הקהה את שיניו

doubt. The Haggadah is telling us not to let those questions and doubts go unaddressed. Answer him. 

Tell him why you do believe. It’s all about בעבור זה – it’s because we were willing to take a leap of faith 

and follow God’s commandments that we were redeemed. Only those Jews that risked their lives 
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sacrificing the paschal lamb in Egypt merited redemption. Those who took God out of the equation were 

left behind.  Tell him that faith begets faith and it’s only on account of that faith that we’re here tonight.  

It’s a message directed to the “wicked” son, but it’s again a message for all the Seder 

participants: Let the תם and the שאינו יודע לשאול know that we don’t shrink away from difficult 

queries. We engage even the most challenging of questions.  

 

An agnostic was walking through the woods, admiring nature.  

"What majestic trees! What powerful rivers! What beautiful animals!" he says to himself. 

As he’s walking alongside the river he hears a rustling in the bushes behind him. He turns around 

and sees a seven foot grizzly bear charging towards him.  

 

He starts running as fast as he can. He looks over his shoulder and sees the grizzly closing in on 

him.  

 

He trips over a rock and falls to the ground. He’s about to get up, but by this point the grizzly 

bear is on top of him reaching for him with its paw. 

 

He screams: "Oh my God...!" 

 

And time stops. The bear freezes. The river stops running. The bear is frozen in time. 

 

A bright light comes down from on high. A voice comes out of the sky: "My agnostic friend: 

You’ve questioned my existence for all these years and challenged others to do the same. If you 

expect me to help you out of this predicament, I need to know that you’re a believer." 

 

The man looks directly into the light: “Well, to be honest I would feel a little hypocritical 

becoming religious after all these years. But perhaps you could make the bear religious?" 

 

"Very well" says the voice. 

 

The light disappears. The river begins to flow. The sounds of the forest resume. 

 

The bear clutches the man with his paw and with deep concentration says:  

 ברוך אתה ה' אלוקינו מלך העולם שהכל נהיה בדברו.

 

Yes – we have doubts; we have moments of agnosticism. Faith and belief aren’t static. They 

were never intended to be so.  

In fact, as you may have read about earlier this week, famed agnostic Warren Buffet even 

participated in a religious ceremony recently when he bought chametz from Rabbi Jonathan 

Gross in Omaha, Nebraska. There’s the photo. True story. If we ever find out that Warren Buffet 

is Jewish there are going to be some pretty unhappy people in Omaha who will have unwittingly 
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owned Chametz. Until then, nice to know that we can always hold out hope for agnostics of any 

religious stripe.  

 

 

 
Warren Buffet purchased Chametz from Rabbi Jonathan 

Gross, Omaha, Nebraska 

Warren Buffet Buys Omaha Rabbi’s Chametz 
Omaha, Nebraska, March 26 2012 
Staff Report 
JTA Wire Service 

A Nebraska rabbi symbolically sold some leavened bread 

products to the iconic investor Warren Buffet. 

Rabbi Jonathan Gross of Omaha had reached out to Buffet 

proposing that the billionaire buy his community’s chametz, 

the stash of leavened bread products that Jews traditionally 

sell to a non-Jew prior to Passover only to buy it back after 

the festival. 

While Buffet was receptive, he was unavailable to meet with 

the rabbi immediately before the holiday. 

So the sale of the rabbi’s community’s chametz—generally 

conducted on the day before Passover—to Buffett could not 

proceed. But a smaller, symbolic sale of some leavened products went forward anyway last month, partly to generate 

publicity for a local food bank, the Omaha World-Herald reported. 

On Feb. 23, Buffet, the CEO of Berkshire Hathaway and the world’s third-richest man, greeted Gross and two other 

rabbis at his offices in Omaha. 

In exchange for four 50-cent coins, Buffet received a bottle of scotch, a challah and a bag of (non-kosher) Cheetos, 

reportedly the investor’s favorite snack. The sale also included a box of chametz in the rabbi’s home and three large 

containers of chametz in his synagogue that were being donated to the Food Bank of the Heartland. 

Buffet joked that next year he would bargain down the price. 

Listen to the beautiful words of our very own Rabbi Lamm: 

16. Rabbi Norman Lamm, The Royal Table, pg. 41 
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The wicked son isn’t unredeemable. His questions must be answered. That’s why, if you look at 

the text of the Mechilta you’ll notice that we speak directly to him. It’s לך as opposed to לו. If 

he’s asking a theological question, it’s incumbent upon us to provide him with a theological 

answer. It’s in fact the opposite of the historical approach. Our response is not to lament the 

traitor who has abandoned us. It’s up to us to engage him in dialogue and reassure him that 

there are in fact legitimate conversations to be had about God and theology.  

 

III. Psychology 

 

On our historical reading, the Rasha’s not at the Seder. He’s deserted us. On the theological reading, 

he’s very much at the Seder. He just has deep questions. Before we begin to wrap things up, let me 

suggest one final approach: A psychological understanding of the Rasha, who he is, and what he’s doing 

at our Seder. Of the three approaches, it’s probably the most popular, but not necessarily the most well-

understood.  

 

On this reading, the Rasha is neither a traitor nor is he someone with deep philosophical reservations. 

He’s rather a kind of resentful scoffer. He comes to the Seder, not in search of answers, but rather to 

deride our outmoded rituals.  
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Syzk Haggadah, 1934 

משך חכמה שמות יג:יד. 17  

 

 
 

 

According to the משך חכמה, what separates the Rasha from the חכם is that the Rasha’s question is 

rhetorical. If you return to the other children in our original Biblical sources, you’ll notice that 

they present their words in the form of a question: כי ישאלך. It’s only the Rasha about whom the 

Torah writes, כי יאמרו – that he will say to you – rather than ask you.  

 

His question is not interrogative; it’s not formulated to produce a response. He’s angry and 

mocking. Hence the depiction on the cover page of the Rasha who comes to the Seder to blow 

smoke and literally poke fun at us.  

 

Which is exactly why the author of the Haggadah doesn’t use the Torah’s answer.  
 

 תורה תמימה הערות שמות פרק יב הערה רא . 18

ונראה דלא ניחא לי' לפרש דהאי ואמרתם הוא 
לתשובה על השאלה, משום דכיון דרשע הוא 
והוציא עצמו מן הכלל מה תספיק לו התשובה 
הזאת. כי הלא הוא רואה שזבח פסח הוא ויודע 
ענינו ובכ"ז שואל לכונה רשעית, ולכן מפרש 

לשאלתו מאומה וכמש"כ שבאמת אין משיבין לו 
אל תען כסיל כאולתו רק אומרים לו שאילו היה 
שם לא היה נגאל, משום דהרשעים מתו בג' ימי 
אפלה, כנודע, והלשון ואמרתם זבח פסח שבכאן 

הוא ענין מיוחד, שבכלל מצוה לומר לשון זה 
   בשעת הפסח וכפי שיתבאר:

It appears to me that [the author of the Haggadah] was 

uncomfortable accepting that you shall say it is a Passover 

sacrifice. . . is the answer to the question. For inasmuch as 

he is wicked and removes himself from the community, of 

what value will such an answer be? He sees that this is the 

Passover sacrifice and he knows all about it. Yet in spite of 

this, he asks from a place of defiance. That is why [the 

author the Haggadah] explains [implicitly] that in truth we 

are not to answer his question at all. As it is written: Do not 

answer a dullard in accordance with his folly (Proverbs 

26:4). Just tell him that he had been there, he would not 

have been redeemed.  

  

The father is instructed to respond to the child's question/statement - but not to address the child 

himself. The answer is not directed at the questioner. The Torah never says tell “him” as it does 

in the case of all the other children.  



15 

 

 

The author of the Haggadah actually remains entirely faithful to the form of the conversation. 

The Torah itself tells you not to address this child directly. 

 

Recognizing that it’s not really possible to have a dialogue with someone so angry, we talk past 

him just as he talked past us.  

 

And this is why our text says לי ולא לו and not לי ולא לך? On this reading, we’re not actually in 

conversation the Rasha! 

 

What’s amazing is that if you look in the Rambam, you’ll see he makes the selfsame point – 

albeit much more subtly:  
 

  ז פרק ומצה חמץ הלכות ם"רמב. 19

 הלכא א

 לאבותינו שנעשו ונפלאות בנסים לספר תורה של עשה מצות

 הזה היום את זכור שנאמר בניסן עשר חמשה בליל במצרים

 ומנין, השבת יום את זכור שנאמר כמו ממצרים יצאתם אשר

 ההוא ביום לבנך והגדת לומר תלמוד עשר חמשה שבליל

 ואף. לפניך מונחים ומרור מצה שיש בשעה זה בעבור לאמר

 לספר חייבים גדולים חכמים אפילו, בן לו שאין פי על

 זה הרי ושהיו שאירעו בדברים המאריך וכל מצרים ביציאת

  . משובח
 

 הלכה ב

, לבנך והגדת שנאמר שאלו לא ואפילו לבנים להודיע מצוה

 טיפש או קטן היה אם כיצד, מלמדו אביו בן של דעתו לפי

 זה עבד כמו או זו שפחה כמו עבדים היינו כולנו בני לו אומר

, לחירות ויוציאנו ה"הקב אותנו פדה הזה ובלילה במצרים

 במצרים לנו שאירע מה מודיעו וחכם גדול הבן היה ואם

   . בן של דעתו לפי הכל רבינו משה י"ע לנו שנעשו ונסים
Budapest 1924 

 

Rambam works in backward order: אפילו לא שאלו is code for the שאינו יודע לשאול. Then is the תם 

(variously referred to as טפש) and then the חכם. We’re willing to engage anyone who asks sincerely. Any 

kind of child is included. Conspicuously absent from the Rambam’s formulation, though, is the Rasha. His 

scoffing deserves no answer. Rather than engaging the Rasha, we’re waiting for him – waiting for the 

moment when he may be receptive to our response.  

 

In this context, I want to share with you what I believe is the Torah’s most profound teaching on 

how to respond to one who, from a place of anger, threatens the very core of what we believe. 

Remember Korach’s rebellion? He and 250 henchmen confront Moshe and Aharon and accuse 

them of wielding too much authority.  

  מדבר פרק טז ב. 20

(א) ויקח קרח בן יצהר בן קהת בן לוי ודתן 

  ואבירם בני אליאב ואון בן פלת בני ראובן:

(ב) ויקמו לפני משה ואנשים מבני ישראל 

Now Korah the son of Izhar, son of Kohath, son of Levi, and 

Dathan and Abiram the sons of Eliab, and On the son of Peleth, 

sons of Reuben, took men. 
2 
And they rose up before Moses, 
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נשיאי עדה קראי מועד חמשים ומאתים 
  אנשי שם:

(ג) ויקהלו על משה ועל אהרן ויאמרו 
אלהם רב לכם כי כל העדה כלם קדשים 

  ובתוכם יקוק ומדוע תתנשאו על קהל יקוק:

  (ד) וישמע משה ויפל על פניו:

(ה) וידבר אל קרח ואל כל עדתו לאמר 

וידע יקוק את אשר לו ואת הקדוש  בקר
והקריב אליו ואת אשר יבחר בו יקריב 

  :אליו

with a number of the people of Israel, 250 chiefs of the 

congregation, chosen from the assembly, well-known men. 
3 
 They assembled themselves together against Moses and 

against Aaron and said to them, “You have gone too far! For all 

in the congregation are holy, every one of them, and the LORD is 

among them. Why then do you exalt yourselves above the 

assembly of the LORD?” 
4 
When Moses heard it, he fell on his 

 In the morningand he said to Korah and all his company, “
 5

 face,

the LORD will show who is his, and who is holy, and will bring 

him near to him. The one whom he chooses he will bring near to 

him.  

 
Moshe’s response is so telling. It’s his first word: בוקר. 

We’re not talking about this right now. If your question, if your attack isn’t coming from a place 

of genuine interest in accomplishing something productive, then the best response is בוקר. Let’s 

table things until cooler heads can prevail. Imagine the collective aggravation we’d save 

ourselves if only we adhere to this ethic in our daily lives. But at the very least on the night of the 

Seder: When the angry Jew resentfully and scornfully asks why – rather than dignify his question 

by attempting to answer it – we instead choose to address neither the mocker nor his mockery. 

We look and talk past him, biding our time for the moment when he may perhaps return to us in 

the guise of the respectful questioner, genuinely interested in hearing our answer.   

 

But at the same time, we are not silent. For we recognize that the “wicked” son is not the only 

son around the table. The family dynamic is actually quite complex. We’re cognizant of two 

audiences simultaneously. To the person unwilling to engage, we accept this unwillingness and 

signal to him that conversation in such a state is not constructive. At the same time, we’re also 

intent on protecting the תם and the שאינו יודע לשאול. Our hostile response is a kind of righteous 

indignation – a kind of show – to demonstrate to the other Seder participants that mockery is not 

the kind of discourse we’re trying to promote. The Rasha is welcome at our table, but not at the 

expense of those sitting next to him.  

 

 
Conclusions: 

 

The text of the Haggadah is open to numerous interpretations. The Rasha may be understood from the 

perspective of history, theology or psychology. If you want to think about these theories as a continuum, 

the issue boils down to this question: Just how bad is the Rasha? 

 

On our historical reading, he’s off the reservation. The conversation never really begins. What makes the 

Rasha so bad is that he’s a heretic. He’s left the fold. He’s not really at our Seder. He’s a construct and 

we use him to help educate those around the table about lines that should never be crossed.  

 

On our theological reading, he’s on the reservation. He is at the Seder because he’s still in the game of 

Judaism and there is most assuredly a conversation to be had. The challenge he raises is a theological 

one. He sees Judaism but he doesn’t see Hashem. The goal is to knock out his teeth – that is – to refute 

his arguments – to remind him that ברוך המקום ברוך הוא – Hashem is never really absent.  
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And on our psychological reading, he’s most assuredly present. He may believe wholeheartedly in God 

and Jewish practice. But he’s hurt, he’s distressed, he’s resentful. He feels he’s being imposed upon, but 

he’s not ready to engage. So we don’t talk to him – not because we believe the conversation is hopeless. 

It’s not. It’ll just be more productive to engage him tomorrow.  

 

And any of these interpretations could surely stand on its own. 

 

But I’d like to conclude this morning by sharing with you what I think can be gained by recognizing these 

three layers of the Haggadah’s wicked child.  

 

The Seder is no small moment. Compressed into a single evening, it is the embodiment of our ongoing 

charge to transmit our mesorah to the next generation. What’s hanging in the balance is nothing less 

than the future of the Jewish people. 

The challenges the Rasha brings to the fore are real. We cannot blithely write them off or sweep them 

under the rug. Sometimes the questions are asked by people we know; more often, they go unasked 

and instead sit behind a flimsy veneer of accommodation; and sometimes the questions reside within 

us.  

 

In his forthcoming critique of Jonathan Safran Foer’s new Haggadah in the Jewish Review of Books, Leon 

Wieseltier writes the following:  

 

 

21. LEON WIESELTIER, Comes the Comer, Jewish Review of Books, 3:1, Spring 2012 

The New American Haggadah comes with four 

commentaries, which interpret ten passages of 

the text. They are sermonettes of varying 

quality, most of them keener on questions than 

answers. This is appropriate, I guess, for the 

night of the Four Questions; but those questions, 

remember, are for the children to ask. The 

adults are supposed to be less interrogative than 

instructive—to be unembarrassed by the claim 

that they are in possession of answers. Contrary 

to its contemporary reputation, the Haggadah is 

more about the prestige of answers than the 

prestige of questions. There is nothing tentative 

about its account of God, history, and freedom. 

The tradition that it describes does not shrink 

from certainties. 

 It is an argumentative tradition, to be sure, but 

not because certainty is impossible or illegitimate. 

(And there are limits to its admiration of 

argument: the son who asks the most challenging 

question of all is called wicked. His question is not 

answered, it is scorned.) The grandeur of the 

Seder is owed not least to the intellectual 

confidence of its text. But such confidence is not 

to our liking anymore. We believe that truth is a 

form of hegemony. We suspect that pluralism 

may require perspectivism, or at least a denial of 

the possibility of objectivity. We wish to be right 

without anybody else being wrong. We prefer 

questions. And we like commentaries to be 

comments. Yet riffing is hardly an adequate 

response to God, history, and freedom. 

 

 

 

The Rasha may not be politically correct. But we are nonetheless enjoined to take a stand. As 

soon as we start talking about Jewish tradition, all kinds of questions are going to emerge: 

• How do we relate to God these days? 

• What is the relevance of Jewish practice to our contemporary lives? 

• Why do we consider literacy in ancient texts to be such a priority?  
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When these questions arise, and they most assuredly will, we are duty-bound to have compelling 

answers at the ready.  

 

So we begin with history: We’re not thinking of the Rasha as someone literally at our Seder.  

The Rasha is a cautionary tale. He’s an archetype. And his lesson is simple: If we don’t take 

seriously our obligations to transmit a compelling message about Judaism – if we don’t give the 

members of the next generation a compelling reason to stay – they’ll leave.  

 

So before there’s even a conversation, the Rasha reminds us that our first obligation is to 

deepen our own Jewish knowledge and practice. Whether we’re modeling it for our children or 

grandchildren, or whether we’re modeling it for the junior associate or summer intern – the 

project of transmitting our mesorah begins with each of us. We first have to acknowledge the 

value of the treasure we call Jewish observance. And then with confidence, pride and humility, 

we have to live it. 

 

The New Yorker, 2003 

 
 

 

Next, we have to recognize that God matters. Theologically, the project we call living Judaism has to 

include a place for Hashem.  

 

I can’t tell you how many people have told me in a plethora of different contexts: Rabbi – I just don’t 

know what to believe anymore. My תפילות weren’t answered. I lost someone so dear to me. I had to 
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make an impossible life decision. My spouse was diagnosed with a terrible illness. Why is God doing 

this? Why is He punishing me? 

 

People have all kinds of doubts and all kinds of internal struggles. But how much room do we ever make 

to talk openly and honestly about our relationships with God. I’m not saying we have to find all the 

answers, but we at least have to be engaging the right questions.  

 

As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks said when he was here in the fall: The religious question is not: "Why did 

this happen?" but rather, "What then shall we do?" We cannot always understand God, but 

we can strive to imitate His love and care. 

 

That’s the meaning of הקהה את שיניו – it’s the Talmudic idiom for set him on the right path. Whether it 

means reminding ourselves of this point or actually opening a dialogue with someone struggling with 

God – this is an obligation that we’re made to feel most acutely on Seder night, but surely extends to 

every other night of the year as well.  

 

These days we’re so busy speaking a vocabulary of Jewish values that we’ve forgotten how to speak the 

language of God.  

 

Finally, while there is a place for dogmatism, there is also a place for sensitivity.  If we want to 

rededicate ourselves to Torah and Mitzvot, if we want to champion a winning message about the 

Judaism we love to the next generation, we need to pick our spots. Teaching from a place of anger is 

rarely constructive.  

 

If the Seder table is a microcosm of the Jewish family dynamic, we need to help everyone find their 

place. It’s not just that we address each audience according to its own strength. When we’re talking to 

the Rasha, we need to remember that his brothers are listening, too. The words we use matter more 

than we think. We need to choose them carefully.  

 

 

We have threats from without to be sure. The events in Toulouse, France last week were a sober 

reminder that בכל דור ודור עומדים עלינו לכלותינו – someone will always be after us. The pall of a nuclear 

Iran hangs menacingly over our national consciousness. And the shifting sands of the Middle East should 

impel us to be both vigilant watchers and motivated activists.  

 

But none of this is a substitute for the difficult and unending task of strengthening both our individual 

and communal Jewish roots and at the same time expanding the breadth of our reach. In addition to the 

explicit questions and answers of the Haggadah, the Seder gives each of us the opportunity to reflect on 

the place of God and Judaism in our lives. It presses us to examine our own readiness to be the pro-

active purveyors of our treasured tradition. The question is: Are we willing to accept the mandate of this 

exalted mission? If the answer is yes, then we can look forward to a time when the proverbial Rasha will 

join us not only on Seder night – but in every other Jewish observance as well. For in living and modeling 

the faithful and relevant Judaism we hold dear, there is no doubt that we will inspire others to join our 

sacred journey.   

 

I wish each and every one of you a חג כשר ושמח.  


