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From the Mishnah to Maggid 
 

Part 2: How Many Questions are in Ma Nishtana? Are They Even 
Questions? 

 
1) Devarim 6:20-21 
 

ר צִוָּ֛ה ה'  ים אֲשֶׁ֥ חֻקִּים֙ וְהַמִּשְׁפָּטִ֔ ת וְהַֽ ה הָעֵדֹ֗ ר מָ֣ ר לֵאמֹ֑ ˃֛ מָחָ֖ ˃֥ בִנְ י־יִשְׁאָלְ ה כִּֽ ינוּ לְפַרְעֹ֖ ים הָיִ֥ ˃֔ עֲבָדִ֛ ם׃ וְאָמַרְתָּ֣ לְבִנְ ינוּ אֶתְכֶֽ אֱ˄הֵ֖
ה:  יִם בְּיָ֥ד חֲזָקָֽ נוּ ה' מִמִּצְרַ֖ יִם וַיּוֹצִיאֵ֧  בְּמִצְרָ֑

 
When, in time to come, your children ask you, “What mean the decrees, laws, and rules that the 
LORD our God has enjoined upon you?” you shall say to your children, “We were slaves to 
Pharaoh in Egypt and the LORD freed us from Egypt with a mighty hand. 
 
2) Pesach Haggadah – Ma Nishtana 

 
שֶׁבְּכָל   )(?).(כֻּלּוֹ מַצָּה –שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין חָמֵץ וּמַצָּה, הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה  )?( מַה נִּשְׁתַּנָּה הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה מִכָּל הַלֵּילוֹת

הַלַּיְלָה  –הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה (כֻּלּוֹ) מָרוֹר. שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אֵין אָנוּ מַטְבִּילִין אֲפִילוּ פַּעַם אֶחָת  –הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין שְׁאָר יְרָקוֹת 
(?)   הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה כֻּלָּנוּ מְסֻבִּין –הַזֶּה שְׁתֵּי פְעָמִים. שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין בֵּין יוֹשְׁבִין וּבֵין מְסֻבִּין   

 
 עֲבָדִים הָיִינוּ לְפַרְעֹה בְּמִצְרָיִם, וַיּוֹצִיאֵנוּ ה' אֱ˄הֵינוּ מִשָּׁם בְּיָד חֲזָקָה וּבִזְרֹעַ נְטוּיָה 

 
I. Four Questions or One Question? 
 
3) Shibolei ha-Leket (13th century) 
 

 
 
And on it [the fourth question] we respond first, as we say: “We were slaves to Pharaoh in 
Egypt” etc., which is an answer only to the leaning, as we went from slavery to freedom, and 
leaning is a sign of a free person. And because it is tied to all the questions, we answer it first. 
And the answer to the other questions are at the end of the Haggadah: “R. Gamliel used to say, 
anyone who doesn’t say three things on Pesach doesn’t fulfill his obligation: Pesach, Matzah, 
and Maror.” And it explains as it goes… 
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4) Tanya Rabati (13th century) 
 

 
 
We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt. This is the answer to “Ma Nishtana.” The child asks: why 
the differences? And his father answers him: we were slaves [and then freed], and therefore this 
night is different in the eating of Matza, Maror, and leaning from all other nights. 
 
5) Pnei Ephraim (19th century) 
 

 
 
The child’s question isn’t about the reason for matzah and pesach and maror. … Rather, he is 
asking like a child about the changes at this time – why is this time different from all other 
times? And it’s all only one question. … And on this comes the answer that we were slaves to 
Pharaoh in Egypt and Hashem took us out on this night, therefore we were commanded to do all 
these laws … The child’s question isn’t about the specifics, only on the time. 
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II. Questions or Statements (or Answers)? 
 
6) Venice Haggadah (1609) with Judeo-Spanish translation 
 

 
 
How this night has been changed more than all 
other nights! That on all other nights we eat 
leavened bread and unleavened bread, and this 
night, all unleavened… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7) Pesachim 116a (Mishnah Pesachim 10:4) 
 

They mixed him a second cup, and here the son questions 
his father. If the son lacks the intelligence to ask, his father 
instructs him: How different this night is from all other 
nights! [Alternatively: his father instructs him to ask: 
Why is this night different from all other nights?] On all 
other nights we eat hametz and matzah, tonight only 
matzah. … 
Gemara: The Sages taught: If his son is wise, his son asks 
him. And if he is not wise, his wife asks him. And if not, 
he asks himself. And even if two Torah scholars who 
know the halakhot of Passover are sitting together [and 
there is no one else present to pose the questions], they ask 
each other. Why is this night different from all other 
nights? As on all other nights we dip once; however, on 
this night we dip twice. Rava asks: Is that to say that on 
every other day there is no alternative but to dip once? 
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8) Rabbenu Chananel Pesachim 116a 
 

 
 
…And even two scholars who know the laws of Passover ask each 
other Ma Nishtana… 

 
9) Otzar ha-Geonim, R. Natronai Gaon (9th century) 
 

 
 
And the one who said kiddush recites Ma Nishtana… 
 
10) Siddur R. Saadya Gaon (10th century) 
 

 
 
And this is the question: Ma Nishtana … And this is the answer: Avadim Hayinu… 
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11) Rambam (12th century), Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Chametz u-Matzah 8:2 
 

בִּין עִמּוֹ כָּל אֶחָד וְאֶחָד אֵין מַתְחִיל וּמְבָרֵ˂ בּוֹרֵא פְּרִי הָאֲדָמָה וְלוֹקֵחַ יָרָק וּמְטַבֵּל אוֹתוֹ בַּחֲרֹסֶת וְאוֹכֵל כְּזַיִת הוּא וְכָל הַמְסֻ 
אוֹכֵל פָּחוֹת מִכְּזַיִת. וְאַחַר כָּ˂ עוֹקְרִין הַשֻּׁלְחָן מִלִּפְנֵי קוֹרֵא הַהַגָּדָה לְבַדּוֹ. וּמוֹזְגִין הַכּוֹס הַשֵּׁנִי וְכָאן הַבֵּן שׁוֹאֵל. וְאוֹמֵר 

הַקּוֹרֵא מַה נִּשְׁתַּנָּה הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה מִכָּל הַלֵּילוֹת שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אֵין אָנוּ מַטְבִּילִין אֲפִלּוּ פַּעַם אַחַת וְהַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה שְׁתֵּי פְּעָמִים. 
בְּשַׂר צָלִי שָׁלוּק וּמְבֻשָּׁל וְהַלַּיְלָה שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין חָמֵץ וּמַצָּה וְהַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה כֻּלּוֹ מַצָּה. שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין 
ת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין בֵּין יוֹשְׁבִין בֵּין  הַזֶּה כֻּלּוֹ צָלִי. שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹת אָנוּ אוֹכְלִין שְׁאָר יְרָקוֹת וְהַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה מְרוֹרִים. שֶׁבְּכָל הַלֵּילוֹ

 מְסֻבִּין וְהַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה כֻּלָּנוּ מְסֻבִּין 
 
And they pour him [the leader of the Seder] a second cup and here the son asks. And the reader 
says Ma Nishtana… 
 
12) Hilchos Chametz u-Matzah 7:3 
 

וְצָרִי˂ לַעֲשׂוֹת שִׁנּוּי בַּלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּרְאוּ הַבָּנִים וְיִשְׁאֲלוּ וְיאֹמְרוּ מַה נִּשְׁתַּנָּה הַלַּיְ לָה הַזֶּה מִכָּל  הַלֵּילוֹת עַד שֶׁיָּשִׁיב לָהֶם  
וְיאֹמַר לָהֶם כָּ˂ וְכָ˂ אֵרַע וְכָ˂ וְכָ˂ הָיָה. וְכֵיצַד מְשַׁנֶּה. מְחַלֵּק לָהֶם קְלָיוֹת וֶאֱגוֹזִים וְעוֹקְרִים הַשֻּׁלְחָן מִלִּפְנֵיהֶם קֹדֶם שֶׁיּאֹכְלוּ 

וְחוֹטְפִין מַצָּה זֶה מִיַּד זֶה וְכַיּוֹצֵא בִּדְבָרִים הָאֵלּוּ. אֵין לוֹ בֵּן אִשְׁתּוֹ שׁוֹאַלְתּוֹ. אֵין לוֹ אִשָּׁה שׁוֹאֲלִין זֶה אֶת זֶה מַה נִּשְׁתַּנָּה 
 הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה. וַאֲפִלּוּ הָיוּ כֻּלָּן חֲכָמִים. הָיָה לְבַדּוֹ שׁוֹאֵל לְעַצְמוֹ מַה נִּשְׁתַּנָּה הַלַּיְלָה הַזֶּה 

 
And one needs to make a change on this night so that the children will see and ask and say: “why 
is this night different from all other nights?” Until he replies to them: “This and this occurred; 
this and this took place.” … If he does not have a wife, [he and a colleague] should ask each 
other: “Why is this night different?” This applies even if they are all wise. A person who is alone 
should ask himself: “Why is this night different?” 
 
13) Chatan Sofer (19th century) 
 

 
 
And I saw in many commentators that their approach to this passage is that that the main 
question is: “Why is this night different from all other nights?” And what it says after that: “For 
on all other nights…” is the answer to the question. 
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III. Or Maybe Three Questions? 
 
14) Mishnah Pesachim 10:4 (Parma Manuscript) 
 

 
 
15) Mishnah Pesachim 2:6 
 

וּבְמָרוֹר  וּבְחַרְחֲבִינָה וּבְתַמְכָא וּבְעֻלָשִׁין בַּחֲזֶרֶת ,בְּפֶסַח חוֹבָתוֹ יְדֵי בָהֶן יוֹצֵא שֶׁאָדָם יְרָקוֹת וְאֵלּוּ  
 
And these are the vegetables with which a person can fulfill his obligation to eat bitter herbs 
on Passover: One can fulfill his obligation with ḥazeret, with chervil [tamkha], and with field 
eryngo [ḥarḥavina], and with endives [olashin], and with maror. 
 
16) Mishnah Pesachim 10:3 
 

תַבְשִׁילִין  וּשְׁנֵי וַחֲרֹסֶת וַחֲזֶרֶת מַצָּה לְפָנָיו הֵבִיאוּ .הַפַּת לְפַרְפֶּרֶת שֶׁמַּגִּיעַ  עַד  ,בַּחֲזֶרֶת מְטַבֵּל ,לְפָנָיו הֵבִיאוּ  
 
The attendants brought vegetables before the leader of the seder prior to the meal, if there were 
no other vegetables on the table. He dips the ḥazeret into water or vinegar, to taste some food 
before he reaches the dessert of the bread. They brought before him matza and ḥazeret and 
ḥaroset, and at least two cooked dishes in honor of the Festival. 
 


