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Every year on Pesah we recite the “four questions” at the Seder. But what is the significance of the
questions? More specifically, what is the meaning of the opening line of the questions: 7InWw1 77

N9 9on ara aoa?

I want to suggest that the language used to open the questions——»ah nishtanah—is in fact purposely
ambiguous. By playing with this ambiguity, the author invites us into a world in which meanings can
be multiple. And this, in large part, is the main point of the Haggadah: stories and symbols have
multiple meanings. The very idea of words having multiple meanings has a spiritual dimension as
well, which cuts to the core of this holiday: Freedom is the ability to explore more than one
meaning. In a slave’s world, there is no room for multiple possibilities; reality is flat. But free
people can spend time exploring and are not satisfied with only one explanation. All this, I believe,

is wrapped up in the words wah nishtanab.

Let’s explore the multiple dimensions of this phrase. The first challenge comes in translating the line
(left untranslated above on purpose). Is this phrase a question or, in fact, a statement (and this
should be referred to as “the four statements” or “the four exclamations”)? Specifically, should the
line be translated “How is this night different from all other nights?” or “How different this night is
from all other nights!” We often know “»ah” as a question word, meaning “what.” But we also
know it, certainly from the Bible, as an exclamation, such as: wab tovu obalekha Y a'akov, usually
translated as “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob!” (Num 24:5); and “mab norah ha-makom ha-zeh”,

“How awesome is this place!” (Gen 28:17).

The Mishnah where these words first appear may help shed some light on the translation. In the best
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manuscripts of Mishnah Pesahim 10:4 we read:!

Kaufman and Parma manuscripts of Mishnah
Pesahim 10:4

They pour him a second cup.

Here the son asks [his father]

And if there is [no] knowledge in the son, his father
teaches him:

How different this night is from all other nights!
[Or: How is this night different from all other nights?]
On all other nights we do not dip [even] once;
tonight we dip twice.

On all other nights we eat pametz and matzab;

tonight we eat only watzah.

On all other nights we eat meat that is roasted, boiled and
cooked;

tonight entirely roasted.
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There is much to notice about this Mishnah, not least that the original listing of unique facts about

Seder night number three, not four.”

But concerning our ambiguous line of “wah nishtanah,” note that this statement is not something the

child asks the father, but rather only if the child does not ask an unscripted question does the father

recite the mah nishtanah. Indeed, for hundreds of years, the tradition was for the father to recite these

words (perhaps to the relief of young children!).’

This leads some, like contemporary scholar Josh Kulp, to conclude that this must not be a set of

questions. In Kulp’s words: “Only if the son is unable to ask a question does the father prompt his

question by reciting the Mah Nishtanah text. They should therefore be translated not: “Why is this

"'The “best” manuscript is one which displays minimum changes to the text based on later practice or later texts, e.g. the

Bavli. Because of how important Pesah has been to Jews throughout time, and how authoritative is the Mishnah, this

chapter’s description of the Seder was particulatly susceptible to changes of this type.

* They also map nicely onto the three subject areas Rabban Gamliel says we have to mention at the Seder—in the

following Mishnah, and in the Haggadah itself.
? See, for example, Rambam Hilkhot Hametz U-Matzah, 8:2.
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night different from all other nights?’ but rather ‘How different this night is from all other njghts!”’4

But I think the context of the Mishnah actually doesn’t fully resolve the question of what the

sentence means. After all, the father could be making an exclamation in order to prompt the child’s

curiosity, or he could be asking a question to elicit a response (perhaps the rest of the litany is the

child’s response to the question posed by the father?). The point is this question actually doesn’t

need to be resolved in one way or another. For the point is, I suggest, that the very line itself is

meant to signal multiple understandings.

This is made all the more clear when we look at the phrase “wah nishtanal” as it is used in other

rabbinic contexts. I want to look at three examples where the phrase has three different valences.

1. Mah nishtanah as rhetorical question

Sometimes mabh nishtanah can be used to point out a similarity rather than a difference. Below is an

example where R. Yohanan ben Nuri objects to the claim of the author of the Mishnah. The details

are less important than the use of the phrase rhetorically:

Mishnah Kelim 17:14

And all things created on the first day [of Creation] are susceptible
to uncleanness.

[All things created] on the second day are not susceptible to
uncleanness.

[All things created] on the third day are susceptible to uncleanness.
[All things created] on the fourth day and on the fifth day are not
susceptible to uncleanness, except for [what is made] from the wing
of the black eagle/vulture and the glazed [shell of an] ostrich egg.
R. Yohanan ben Nuri said: What is the difference between
the wing of a black eagle/vulture and all other wings?!

And all things created on the sixth day are susceptible to

uncleanness.

7o:1Y 25 IR

TWRIT QP2 R 7392 W
Pri\vanlel

TRV 12 PR CIw3

IRAI 12 WO WL wa

0772 X WOnnY YNl
RAM

Nyl N¥°AY 1 7101 7IN
iAah]

TINWI 7R 9N 32 P AR
2901277 Bon 1w M

IRV W 012 K12 9

* The Schechter Haggadah (Jerusalem: Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies), p. 196.
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R. Yohanan ben Nuri uses the phrase mwah nishtanah to make a claim that, in fact, there s no difference
between the wings of a black eagle or vulture and any other winged animal, and thus it should not be
singled out for distinction. In this usage, wah nishtanah is a rhetorical device used to challenge an

assumption of difference.’

2.  Mah nishtanah as a true question

The phrase mah nishtanah can also be used to offer a question in which the speaker doesn’t know the

answer. Here it is not a prompt but an invitation to be taught.

Babylonian Talmud Bekhorot 5b 3 7MY 7797 N1102 SHa3 TN
R. Hanina said: T asked R. Eliezer in the house of Motva N°22 7YO9R " DR ONYRY LRI " IR
Rabba: What is the difference between the firstborn QoM WD UNWI 7R X2 XIANN
donkeys from firstborn horses and camels? 22%%%a 29010 SuDR
He said to me: Itis from scripture. And also they ORI WTOW TV LR NI NI MR
helped Israel at the time of their redemption; for every TR 93 77 PRW 2% DNRUY NYwa
Israelite had with him ninety donkeys that carried the Q°INN DOVWN MY 1T R ORI TR
silver and gold of Egypt. NaknitallvivBymhislhyiaiohlaRaliiiricliatnbip
And T also asked him: What is the word “Refidin’”? 2% MR 227707 WD ORD 1PNIRY TN
He said to me: “Refidin/” is [just] its name... ... 03707
And I also asked him: What is the word “Shittin/’? 20°0W NWY RN PNORY TN
He said to me: “Shittin/” is [just] its name... L TTY DOVW 27 MR

In this selection, R. Hanina asks his teacher R. Eliezer a series of questions. The second two
questions are simply definition questions (what does this word mean?), but the first question is one
of distinction: What is the difference between the firstborn of a donkey vs. the firstborn of a camel
or a horse? Again, the details matter less than the use of language: R. Hanina does not know

something, and approaches his teacher with a statement of wonder: what is the difference? Mah

5 See also Talmud Bavli Rosh Hashanah 19a.
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nishtanah? In this read, the rest of the Haggadah litany could be an answer to the question posed by

the author.

3.  Mah nishtanah as an opportunity to expound

Finally, the phrase mabh nishtanah can be a rhetorical device that is meant to expound upon an actual
difference. This is one in which the author knows the distinctions, and uses a question (or a

statement of wonder) to entice the reader to understand how different things, in fact, are.

2 Chronicles 20:21-22

' After taking counsel with the people, he [Yehoshaphat]
stationed singers to the Lord extolling the One majestic in
holiness as they went forth ahead of the vanguard, saying,
“Praise the Lord, for His steadfast love is eternal.” *As
they began their joyous shouts and hymns, the Lord set
ambushes for the men of Amon, Moab, and the hill country
of Seir, who were marching against Judah, and they were

routed.

Tanhuma (Warsaw) Beshalah 10

“You, raise your staff” (Exodus 14:10).

Ten miracles were done for them by the sea...

And so it is written concerning Yehoshaphat: “After taking
counsel with the people, he stationed singers to the Lord
extolling the One majestic in holiness as they went forth
ahead of the vanguard, saying, ‘Praise the Lord, for His
steadfast love is eternal’: (2 Chronicles 20:21).

What is the difference between this thanks (kodaya)
and all the other ones in the Torah, that in all the other
ones it says “who is good”—=#: #ov, but here it does not say

“who is good™?
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It is as if there is no joy in the heavens when the wicked die.
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Here the author of the midrash asks a question (or makes an exclamation!) noting how different this

praise is from other praises! But he knows the answer to this question: the reason it is different is

because God doesn’t celebrate death, and therefore cannot be called “good” in this moment. The

full praise line is muted in war. This is related to the more well-known midrash that God told the

angels not to sing when the Egyptians were drowning:

Babylonian Talmud Megillah 10b

Does the Holy Blessed One rejoice in the downfall of
wicked ones?

But it says: After taking counsel with the people, he
stationed singers to the Lord extolling the One majestic in
holiness as they went forth ahead of the vanguard, saying,
“Praise the Lord, for His steadfast love is eternal.”

R. Yohanan says: Why didn’t it say “who is good” in this
thanks? Because the Holy Blessed One does not rejoice in
the downfall of the wicked.

And R. Yohanan said: What is the meaning of the verse:
“And they did not draw near to each other all night long”?
The angels wanted to sing a song, but the Holy Blessed
One said: The works of my hand are drowning in the sea,

and you want to sing a song?
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R. Yohanan has a read of the phrase “they did not draw near to each other”—ue-lo karav zeb e/

gel—which hearkens to a similar sounding verse in Isaiah 6: The angels called to each other (kara

zeh el zeh) and recited Holy, Holy, Holy. R. Yohanan creatively reads this phrase as a moment when

the angels did 707 call to each other. Why? Because the Egyptians were drowning. All this is based

on the prompt “wab nishtanah”—what is the difference between the usual praise of God and the
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unusual praise of God missing “4&7 fo0.”
So we see mab nishtanah is used in Rabbinic texts in three main ways:

1) As a device to deny distinction
2) As a true question in which the questioner does not know the answer

3) Asan invitation to notice difference, which then gets expounded upon.

There are two points to this phrase I want to close with. First, by using the phrase mabh nishtanabh, the
author is inviting the reader into a dialogue, and a rabbinic dialogue at that. That is, in the
Haggadah, we all enter the classic rabbinic study hall, and are able to participate as full members.
We can ask questions, make declarations, and react to other people’s opinions. Elsewhere, the
Haggadah imagines “if we were all sages”—in this moment, we all enter into the language of the

sages and become participants in the discussion.

Second, understanding something as having multiple meanings is one of the deepest expressions of
freedom. After all, the Haggadah tells us that whoever expands on the telling of the story of leaving
Egypt is praiseworthy. And what better way to expand on the telling then by offering multiple
interpretations, multiple questions and multiple reads of a single line. The ability to see variety and
diversity in words is a luxury of freedom. I pray we all merit to enjoy that luxury at the Seder this

year when reciting mwah nishtanah.
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