Ma Nishtana
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Source #1: Mishnah Pesachim 10:4

The attendants poured the second cup for the leader of the seder, and here the son asks his
father the questions about the differences between Passover night and a regular night. And if the
son does not have the intelligence to ask questions on his own, his father teaches him the
questions. The mishna lists the questions: Why is this night different from all other nights? As
on all other nights we eat leavened bread and matza as preferred; on this night all our bread is
matza. As on all other nights we eat other vegetables; on this night we eat bitter herbs. The
mishna continues its list of the questions. When the Temple was standing one would ask: As on
all other nights we eat either roasted, stewed, or cooked meat, but on this night all the meatis
the roasted meat of the Paschal lamb. The final question was asked even after the destruction of
the Temple: As on all other nights we dip the vegetables in a liquid during the meal only once;
however, on this night we dip twice. And according to the intelligence and the ability of the
son, his father teaches him about the Exodus. When teaching his son about the Exodus. He
begins with the Jewish people’s disgrace and concludes with their glory. And he expounds
from the passage: “An Aramean tried to destroy my father” (Deuteronomy 26:5), the
declaration one recites when presenting his first fruits at the Temple, until he concludes
explaining the entire section.

7% QMOD Mawn

THI 12790 MW 10,570 AR 122 NPT 1R ORY,17AR DRIW 120 IRDY 7w 092 17 1R (1)
PYIIX IR NIYiT b::uu 13 192 T 179 ,7E0 pIn P93I 1K Ni9Thn bnnw Ni??91 930
92 1 17791 bw:m P19 9% A2 1*731& 1IN NiP7%7 923w 1R N wb’b-l NP7 IR
ST AN 12 2w ARy Y59 .00y PR M1 A9790  NNX 0B 1797a0n 18 m’vvb-l ’73:w R
‘o3 MWID 99 AW TP 7N TR TRIND WA ,Mawa 0vont maa v nnn

Source #2: Pesach Haggadah (Maggid)
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Source #3: Exodus Ch. 13

(1) The LORD spoke further to Moses, saying, (2) “Consecrate to Me every first-born; man and
beast, the first issue of every womb among the Israelites is Mine.” (3) And Moses said to the
people,“Remember this day, on which you went free from Egypt, the house of bondage, how the
LORD freed you from it with a mighty hand: no leavened bread shall be eaten. (4) You go free on
this day, in the month of Abib. (5)So, when the LORD has brought you into the land of the
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, which He swore to your
tathers to give you, a land flowing with milk and honey, you shall observe in this month the
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following practice: (6) “Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the seventh day there
shall be a festival of the LORD.(7) Throughout the seven days unleavened bread shall be eaten; no
leavened bread shall be found with you, and no leaven shall be found in all your territory. (8)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.” (9) “And this shall serve you as a sign on your hand and as a reminder on your
forehead—in order that the Teaching of the LORD may be in your mouth—that with a mighty
hand the LORD freed you from Egypt. (10) You shall keep this institution at its set time from year
to year. (11) “And when the LORD has brought you into the land of the Canaanites, as He swore to
you and to your fathers, and has given it to you, (12) you shall set apart for the LORD every first
issue of the womb: every male firstling that your cattle drop shall be the LORD’s. (13) But every
firstling ass you shall redeem with a sheep; if you do not redeem it, you must break its neck. And
you must redeem every first-born male among your children. (14) And when, in time to come, your
child asks you, saying, “‘What does this mean?’ you shall reply, ‘It was with a mighty hand that the
LORD brought us out from Egypt, the house of bondage. (15) When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to
let us go, the LORD slew every first-born in the land of Egypt, the first-born of both man and
beast. Therefore I sacrifice to the LORD every first male issue of the womb, but redeem every male
first-born among my children.’ (16) “And so it shall be as a sign upon your hand and as a symbol
on your forehead that with a mighty hand the LORD freed us from Egypt.”
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Source #4: The Jonathan Sacks Haggadah, Magid, Four Questions

It can be said that this question, “Ma nishtana?” embodies a bigger and deeper question about the
Jewish people: Why are we different from all other nations —in our faith, in our mitzvot, in our
suffering, in our spiritual achievements, in our exile, and in our redemption? There is no complete
answer to this question. Only by contemplating the Exodus from Egypt and the election of Israel
can we understand that this is a divine matter; we are capable of understanding part of it, but we
will never understand it all. This same question spurs us on, toward infinitely deeper and more
sublime understanding. Perhaps this is why the Torah instructs us to tell the story of the Exodus
and of Israel’s singularity using questions and answers: the ideological basis of Jewish peoplehood
lies in a question that opens us to an endless profusion of ideas. If we do not impart the Torah and
the story of the Exodus to the children, no new questions would be asked and we would be unable
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to continue rising higher.

WHAT MAKES THIS NIGHT UNLIKE ALL OTHER NIGHTS? The history of Ma Nishtana
is fascinating. The text itself goes back some two thousand years. It is recorded in the Mishna and
was almost certainly the form of words used in Second Temple times. Everything else about it,
though, was different. It was said not before the meal but afterward. It was said not by the child
but by the parent. And it was not a set of questions but a set of statements. How so?

In Temple times the meal was eaten first. The sanctity of the moment was palpable. Families had
traveled from all parts of Israel to bring their sacrifice to the Temple and eat their meal in the
precincts of Jerusalem. The questions of the child arose naturally from acts done that night that
were done at no other point in the year. If the child was too young to ask, the father would prompt
him by saying, Ma nishtana halayla hazeh, meaning not “What makes this night different?” but
“See how different this night is from all other nights.” He would then enumerate the differences,
encouraging the child to ask, “Why?”

One of the most remarkable achievements of the sages was to preserve the continuity of Jewish
life through a series of tragedies — the destruction of the Temple, the end of the Paschal sacrifice,
and the loss of the entire atmosphere of collective celebration in Jerusalem. The narrative was
moved from after the meal to before it, so that words would do the work of place: the Jewish
people no longer had Jerusalem, but we still had the story. And instead of children asking
spontaneously, each in his or her own words (the “four sons” of the Haggada), the Ma
Nishtana became a standard formula that every child could learn. Old words took on a new
function. A ritual once celebrated in the vicinity of the Temple became a ceremony that
could be observed throughout the world without losing its original character. Everywhere
Jews gathered to celebrate Pesah became a fragment of Jerusalem. The city, the land, and the
sacrificial order lay in ruins, but the words remained.

One thing achieved by turning Ma Nishtana into a formula was that now there was no division of
children into the wise, the wicked, the simple, and the child unable to ask. In a beautiful and
deeply characteristic gesture, custom ordained that every child should ask in the same way, using
the same words, so as not to put any child to shame. All Jewish children are precious and we do
not distinguish between them.

Source #5: Peninei Halahka

It can be said that this question, “Ma nishtana?” embodies a bigger and deeper question about the
Jewish people: Why are we different from all other nations —in our faith, in our mitzvot, in our
suffering, in our spiritual achievements, in our exile, and in our redemption? There is no complete
answer to this question. Only by contemplating the Exodus from Egypt and the election of
Israel can we understand that this is a divine matter; we are capable of understanding part
of it, but we will never understand it all. This same question spurs us on, toward infinitely
deeper and more sublime understanding. Perhaps this is why the Torah instructs us to tell the
story of the Exodus and of Israel’s singularity using questions and answers: the ideological basis of
Jewish peoplehood lies in a question that opens us to an endless profusion of ideas. If we do not
impart the Torah and the story of the Exodus to the children, no new questions would be
asked and we would be unable to continue rising higher.
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