QUESTIONS ARE THE ANSWER
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Pesah is known of as “a night of many
questions,” reflecting the central role
questions have played in the Seder rit-
ual since Rabbinic times. The Mishnah,
for example, states that, after the pour-
ing of the second glass of wine, “the
son inquires of the father” (Mishnah
Pesahim 10:4). Upon closer examina-
tion, however, the types of questions
our rabbis mandated are perplexing.
That same mishnah goes on to stipu-
late that if the child does not have da’at
(knowledge) the father teaches them
what questions to ask. This mishnah fil-
ters into our Haggadah as the scripted
Mah Nishtanah that the youngest par-
ticipants in the Seder recite in a sing-
song, not as questions that stem from
true curiosity.

Even more starkly, the Talmud
describes a tale of a young Abaye,
sitting at the Seder of his teacher
and adoptive father Rabbah. Rab-
bah has the servants take the ta-
ble away, at which Abaye exclaims,
“We still haven't eaten and yet they
come and pull the table from before
us?!” “Wonderful!” answers Rabbah,
“MInwl an 1M'm mva!l - You have
exempted us from the obligation to
recite the Mah Nishtanah!” (Pesahim
115b).Here, Rabbah frames the ask-
ing of questions as a ritual obligation,
one that can be discharged by asking a
question that seems random.

Another quirk of questions on Sed-
er night is that the Talmud requires
questions even of those dining alone:
“one asks themselves” (Pesahim 116a).

These modes of question-asking
can feel superficial or unsatisfying.
What is the purpose of asking the same
ritualized questions every year? If a
parent removes the table—or makes
some other change to the meal that
has no symbolic significance—is this
really a recipe for meaningful con-
versation about the themes of Seder
night? And if someone sits alone, how
can it possibly be meaningful to ask
themselves questions, to create a con-
versation of one?
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R. Yitzhak Hutner' suggests in one
of his essays about Pesah (Pahad
Yitzhak, Pesah #47) that the centrali-
ty of question-asking for its own sake
is a feature—not a bug—of the Seder
experience. In fact, he says, there is a
theological significance to the mode of
questioning itself, regardless of who is
involved in the conversation, whether
the questions are on-topic or not, or
even if those questions lack satisfying
answers. Rav Hutner suggests that we
look to the Torah, where God acts and
communicates with humanity through
various kinds of speech to uncover the
theological significance of the mode of
questioning. Specifically, he notes that
God creates the world using ten in-
stances of the root “InN - to say”> and
subsequently reveals Torah to us in the
“M12Tn NTWY - the ten statements.”
While the words “saying” and “stating”
might sound synonymous, there is a
qualitative difference between them:
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And here is the depth of the
difference between the noun
amirah (saying), designated for
creation, and the noun dibbur,
(stating), designated for revela-
tion. We have discovered that
dibbur is hard speech, and

amirah is soft speech. Of course
it is obvious that the hardness

of dibbur and the softness of
amirah are not dependent on
the volume of the voice or the
sharpness of the phrases; rather,
the distinction lies in the inner
intention of the expression. For if
its inner intention is to lead the
other, then this intention imbues
the quality of hardness, and the
expression comes into the world
as dibbur. However, when the
inner intention is not leading the
other, then this lack of intention
imbues the quality of softness,
and the expression comes into
the world as amirah.

Rav Hutner goes on to suggest that
the different words that the Torah
uses to describe God's speech reflect
a progression in our relationship with
God. God creates the world for its in-
habitants out of hesed (love), and the
speech God uses to do so is ten sayings
(ma’amarot), from the root InN. This
NN speech, which characterizes the
creation mode of relationship, is soft,
almost nurturing in quality. It signifies
the relationship that God has with hu-
manity at the moment of our birth:
full of hesed, unconditional love, a love
not contingent on human action. It is
a one-sided hesed, in which God gives
and we—whether we deserve it or not,
whether we know it or not—receive.
After the Exodus, though, God's rela-
tionship to the world is shaped by cre-
ation’s counterpart, revelation, which
requires that we take on a more active
role. Revelation signifies the start of a
new relationship with God, one that is
grounded in the reciprocal nature of
berit (covenant). Speech is central to
the encounter at Mount Sinai too, but
this time it is not the soft 1NN speech
but the harder, declarative 12171 speech
of the ten statements/commandments
that takes center stage.

We often think of the moment of
revelation hierarchically: God com-
mands and we are charged with obey-

10



ing. But the covenant of Sinai only
works because it is mutual. God's hes-
ed after Sinai is predicated on our abil-
ity to act, to meet God halfway in this
covenant of action. The dibrot of reve-
lation therefore usher in a more inten-
sive and active relationship than the
ma‘amarot of creation. No longer are
we merely passive recipients of divine
beneficence. Instead, Sinai indicates a
kind of hesed that invites—demands—
human action and human response.
We now have an active hand in shaping
our relationship with God.

So where does question-asking
come in? The answer is that the tran-
sition from the hesed of creation to
the hesed of revelation cannot happen
in one moment. In order for us to be
ready to enter into the new level of mu-
tual relationship with God, we needed
a different kind of experience and a
third kind of speech, one that can pre-
pare us for this shift from one mode of
relationship to the other. As Rav Hut-
ner puts it:
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Telling of the redemption from
Egypt comes in the manner of
training, that is, in the manner of
“And you shall teach your child"—
by means of question and answer
specifically.
The ten ma’'amarot needed no
recipient, the ten dibrot needed
a recipient, and the redemption
from Egypt was the forming of
the countenance of a recipient
who would be fitting to accept
the commandments. And there-
fore, the telling of the Exodus sto-
ry comes with two countenances:
a face of one who asks and a face
of one who answers.

The focus on the face, or countenance,
is not accidental. At the time of cre-
ation, when God’s abundance over-
flowed and nourished the world, God
did not need to relate to the recipients
of that overflow as individuals. It is as

if before revelation, humans were face-
less creatures, receiving divine benefi-
cence impersonally. A covenant, on the
other hand, is all about relationship—
and relationships, by their nature, re-
quire each side to have a face. By ask-
ing a question, | express my desire to
seek out the face of the other. | signal
my readiness to open up a dialogue
and enter into deep relationship. Ask-
ing questions transforms me from a
passive recipient of whatever comes
my way into an active acceptor, a per-
son actively seeking out relationship
with the other, whether human or di-
vine.

Our question-asking on Seder
night is part of reenacting and reliving
the experience of the original Seder
night, when the Israelites themselves
were transitioning between these two
modes of relating to God. It is the pos-
ture of asking questions that is able
to transport us from the mode of cre-
ation—passively accepting God's he-
sed—to the mode of revelation—ac-
tively stepping up as a full member
of the berit. This is why the ritualized
question-asking at the Seder—even to
its absurd extremes—is key to the Sed-
er experience: it places us in the same
receptive posture as our ancestors in
the Exodus itself, as they prepared to
move themselves from creation to rev-
elation. By asking questions at every
possible opportunity, not only do we
reenact the very same process the Isra-
elites lived through, we practice being
people who are expected to ask ques-
tions and to receive God's revelation.

What is true of our moving to a
more developed and intimate relation-
ship with God through question-asking
is also true of our relationships with
others. Being prepared to ask ques-
tions puts us in a receptive mode, in
which we are ready to listen to what
others say to us. Inviting input from
others shows that we are ready to lis-
ten to them, and that we value their
perspective as individuals. The Sed-
er gives us an opportunity to practice
this skill, even when the questions may
seem tangential, or where there may
not be anyone else to answer them.
Even though the questions themselves
may lead nowhere, the act of asking
questions leads to somewhere pro-
found and valuable. By experiencing
this stance of openness, we prepare
ourselves both to enter into a new
phase of our relationship with God
and also to become more active, em-

pathic, and curious listeners to those
around us. In this way, we can extend
our ma‘amarot/creation relationships
into relationships of dibrot/revelation,
in which we can receive and manifest
the highest forms of hesed.
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