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Structure, history, and meaning
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What is different
about this night than
all other nights,

such that on all other
nights we dip once,
and tonight twice;

such that on all other
nights we eat
leavened and
unleavened bread,
and tonight only
unleavened;

such that on all other
nights we eat roasted,
boiled, and broiled

meat, and tonight
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https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-ADD-00470-00001/100
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ON THE ORIGINAL STRUCTURE AND MEANING
OF MAH NISHTANNAH AND THE HISTORY OF ITS
REINTERPRETATION

RICHARD C. STEINER"

TOOWTI TR 12 59 N1 Y
[. INTRODUCTION

How many questions are there in the Four Questions? Contrary to
appearances, this 1s not the Jewish equivalent of Groucho Marx’s
famous no-brainer, “Who’s buried in Grant’s tomb?” Some scholars
would reply that although the most common versions of 71nw1 7n In
the Haggadah and the Mishnah have four questions, there are also
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The four children

Part 3




1: Exodus 12:26-27
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And when your children ask you, ‘What is this service to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who passed
over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians.”

2: Exodus 13:7-8
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Unleavened bread shall be eaten during those seven days... On that day tell your child, ‘I do this because of what the Lord did for
me when | came out of Egypt.

3: Exodus 13:14-15
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In days to come, when your child asks you, ‘What is this?’ say to him or her, ‘With a mighty hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt,
out of the land of slavery....”

4: Deuteronomy 6:20-24

N 1KY DMIXN2 NPI9T 11N DITIY 712D NINRY RI LDINR ITOR N MY YR DVIYND DIPNDY NTYD NN IR NN 712 THRY-D D

IR 1Y NNY ANR X227 1YY DYR RORIN NN 1D umv‘: 172-5229 NPI92 DI¥NT DY DYTI NAM NI N 1IN 20 IR T2 DN
-MNN NRTIN N NN DN unvn‘:v D'N- '73 15 2909 TR “N-NR IRTY NYRD DIPND- ‘73 MR MIVYY ' MR T APNIRY YIVI YR PIRD
AN YR 1J’j‘72§ 0| 7;9'_7 NRID M¥NN-72-NR mm_g'_y hYI- NY

In the future, when your child asks you, “What is the meaning of the stipulations, decrees and laws the Lord our God has
commanded you?” 21tell him or her: “We were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty
hand...”
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishma‘el Pisha §18
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Yerushalmi Pesahim 10:4
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Haggadah
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The Torah speaks of four children: One is wise, one is wicked, one is simple and one does not know how to ask.
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The wise one, what does s/he say? “What is the meaning of the stipulations, decrees and laws the Lord our God has
Icombmanéjed you?” You, in turn, shall instruct them in the laws of Passover: one may not add anything on after the paschal
amb as dessert.
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The wicked one, what does séhe say? “What is this service to you?” S/he says ‘to you,” but not to him or her! By thus
excluding themselves from the community, they have denied that which is fundamental. You, therefore, blunt their teeth

and saK to them: “It is because of this that the Lord did for me when | left Egypt”- “for me” — and not for them. Had they
been there, they would not have been redeemed!
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The simple child, what does s/he say? “What is this?” Thus you shall say to him or her: “With a strong hand the Lord took
us out of Egypt, from the house of slaves.”
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As for the one who does not know how to ask, you must initiate open for him or her, as it is said: “You shall tell your child
on that day, ‘It is because of this that the Lord did for me when | left Egypt’.”
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