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Rabbi Efrem Goldberg
Boca Raton Synagogue
Pesach 5770 - 2010
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The four children

It may be that the ‘four children’ are not different people but successive stages in the development of a
child. We begin by being unable to ask. We accept the world as given. The next stage in intellectual growth is
curiosity (the ‘simple’ son). We ask questions with no ulterior motive. We simply want to learn. This is often
followed by a period of testing and challenging the values we have received (the ‘wicked’ or adolescent son).
The Hebrew word for adolescent, na‘ar, also means ‘to shake off'. The teenage years are ones where we
develop our own identity by putting received values to the test. This can sometimes lead to rebellion as a form
of self-exploration. The culmination of cognitive growth is ‘wisdom’, the paint at which we have both
internalised the values of our heritage and are sufficiently mature to see their objective merits. Although the
Haggadah uses the word "wise’, rabbinic tradition preferred the phrase talmid chakham, a 'wise disciple’.
Wisdom, in Judaism, is not a state, but a process of constant learming. That is why it lies as much in the
guestions one asks as n the answers. Every answer is itself the prelude to a deeper question, and thus there is
constant growth as we move 1o new levels of understanding.

(vr’h 7\a>)

" since he dissociates himself from the group, he denies a basic principle

What principle? The answer is that though the rebellious child demes none of the thirteen principles of faith
enumerated by Maoses Maimonides, he does deny something else. NMaimonides explains (Hilkhot Teshuvah 3:11).
‘One who separates himself from the community, even if he does not commit a transgression but only holds
aloof from the congregation of Israel, does not fulfil religious precepts in cornmon with his pecple, shows
himself indiiferent when they are in distress, does not observe their fasts, but goes his own way as if he were
one of the nations and did not belong to the Jewish people - such a person has no share in the world to come .’

The mere fact that an individual fails to identify with the collective fate of the Jewish people — even
though he observes the commandments - is a denial of one of the principles of Judaism, namely that ours is a
collective faith. Martin Buber was wrong when he called his great work on faith / and Thou. in Judaism the
primary relationship is We and Thou. Despite its insistence on individual responsibility (‘1 | am not for myself,
who will be?"), Judaism is equally insistent on collective responsibility ('And if 1 am only for myself, what am
17). Long before Moses encountered God, he “went out to his own people and watched them at their hard
labour” This was the birth of his active identity as a Jew. Though many Jews in the modern age found it
difficult to believe, they identified with the Jewish people, fought its cause, and gave it their support.
Belonging is the first step to believing. What makes the wicked son wicked, according to the Haggadah, is not
that he fails to believe, but that he fails to identify with the people of whom he is a part
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17 The essential teaching of this hymn, which is concentrated in the one word
“daiyeny” is more than an enumeration of ancient favors. It has wider rami-
fications which have meanings for us of this day and age as well as for people
of all times. From out of the brittle and wine-stained pages of the Haggadah,
the one word daiyenu seems to leap out at us with a challenging command:
Enough is enough! We must recognize certain limits. Daiyenu! There comes a
time wherf each of us must realize that we have gone far enough in satistying
our every whim and wish.

Not only man can practice this great ethical principle of daiyenu. When
God created the world, we are told, the elements knew no limits, each tried to
outdo the other and there was conflict in nature. Fire wanted to dominate all of
creation. Water wanted to swamp the earth. The dry land wanted to shrink the
borders of the ocean. Each one wanted to expand without limits. At this point
God said to all His creation: Dai! Enough! And that is why one of the names of
God is Sha-dai — she-amar le-olam dai, because He said “enough” to the world
He had created. And God turns to us on Pesah and says to us, “After all that 1
have done for you, you must learn to say that one word: daiyenu”

Our ancestors didn't want to leave Egypt. They wanted to stay there, the
land of the sir ha-basar, the fleshpots of Egypt. They told Moses, whiningly,
“We remember all those wonderful and delicious foods of Egypt, the cucum-
bers and watermelons and leeks and onions and garlic” (Numbers 11:5). Very
ironically, we, their descendants, celebrate our exodus from Egypt and our
hard-won freedom not by eating all these vegetables of which they spoke, but
with a broken piece of “poor man’s bread” and a lump of bitter herbs — and
we bless God for it! Throughout their pilgrimage in the desert, our ancestors
complained that they did not have enough. And we celebrate our exodus by
singing — daiyenu, enough, enough!

R. Dr. NORMAN LAMM
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