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Words to the wise at the seder

Early on the Haggadah has a couple of “words to the wise” – or, more precisely, to the ‘hacham’.

It first tells him (or her) that they are not excused. “Even if we were all ‘hachamim’ … we would still have to tell the story of the exodus from Egypt”. Beneath the surface of this insistence that the hacham has to take part, too, lies a small problem which the Haggadah is grappling with: how actually do you tell a story to someone who has “seen the movie” (in modern parlance)? Seen from this perspective, many of us are ‘hachamim’ on seder night: we know the story; we did this last year. But the Haggadah has an early message for our inner hacham. You have to look deeper in your ‘wisdom’ to find the story to tell – and to do so is “praiseworthy”.

Then, shortly afterwards, the hacham appears in his celebrated guise of seder evening: the first of the four sons. The question of the hacham - “What (‘mah’) are the testimonies, statutes, judgments …” etc -  is, like those of the other sons, taken verbatim from the Torah (in his case, Devarim 6:20, towards the end of Va’ethanan). Accordingly, the hacham’s question is unimpeachable. But what is remarkable is the Haggadah’s response. 

The Haggadah responds as if ‘mah’ in the hacham’s question simply meant “What?”. It interprets the hacham’s question as: “Tell me what the rules are here”. And so it responds with all the laws governing the korban pesach. There is at first glance no perception that ‘mah’ here may mean not just ‘What?’ but perhaps the deeper ‘Why?’ This does not appear, at least at first glance, to be the question of an incisive or quick-witted mind. 

This becomes doubly curious when one realises that the Haggadah’s answer to the hacham is quite different from that given by the Torah itself to the very same question. The Torah’s answer is not a list of the laws of the korban pesach. Its answer is “avadim hayinu” – “we were slaves to pharaoh in Egypt” – which, funnily enough, the Haggadah has already adopted and stated by the time we come to the question of the hacham. This is because, it would appear, the Torah does see the ‘Why?’ in the word ‘mah’ at the beginning of the hacham’s question. The Torah here wants to explain the roots of what we are doing on Pesach. 

All then a bit puzzling: a question from a hacham that does not seem all that wise, at least judging from how the Haggadah answers it; and an answer that seems oblivious to the depth in the question that is acknowledged in the source text in Vaethanan.

One of the classic late commentators, the Ha’amek Davar (the ‘Netziv’; 19th century), has an interesting angle on the Vaethanan source text. His opening observation is that both the question and the answer in the Torah are ‘amazing’ (‘nifla’ah’) – the question is amazing because (reading ‘mah’ as meaning more ‘why?’ than ‘what?’) it seems almost to be questioning G-d to ask for the reasons behind the mitzvot; and the answer is amazing because it might imply that the mitzvot have no good reason (we just have to do them because G-d took us out of Egypt); moreover, the answer does not really match the terms of the question. 

The commentary therefore recasts both the question and the answer: the refocused question, as it relates to ‘edot’, is why there is a multiplicity of mitzvot (relating, for example, to preparation to do the mitzvah, as well as the mitzvah act itself); as it relates to ‘hukim’ and ‘mishpatim’, the refocused question is why the Torah does not present halachic rules (but rather leaves it to us to derive such rules through talmud torah). The answer to both questions is – that this is for our own good (and this links into the Torah’s words - “tzedakah tihye lanu”). The multiplication of mitzvot gives us more opportunity to do good; and the process of deriving laws from the Torah through talmud torah, purifies our otherwise brazen natures.

This perhaps gives us a key to unlock the question of the hacham on seder night. If we look at his question through the prism of the Netziv’s commentary, what seems to characterise the ‘hacham’ is not how much he knows but what he spends his time doing. Hence, the answer to him on seder night is not conceptual but practical: here are the rules of the korban pesach. And this ties in with his very presence at the seder table: Jewish wisdom is not knowing how the story ends, but rather finding new depths in the story.
