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Defense System

“And it shall be if your children will say to you, ‘What is this service to you?’ You shall say, ‘This is a Passover peace-offering to G-d, Who passed over the homes of the children of Israel in Egypt when He smote the Egyptians, while sparing our families’” (Exodus 12:26-27).

I

n the Passover Haggadah, the question cited above is attributed to the Wicked Son. Notice, however, the response offered is not that which is given in the Haggadah. 

At the Passover Seder we answer, “‘(The Wicked Son said, ‘What is this service) to you,’ but not to him. Since he excluded himself from the group, he has blasphemed. So should you rebuke him and say, ‘Because of this (Pascal sacrifice, matzo and bitter herbs) G-d did for me when He took me out of Egypt (1).’ If you had been there, you would not have been redeemed.” Why don’t we recite the answer given to us in the Torah?


The reason is because the response to the Wicked Son’s question found in the Torah is not directed to the child at all. The proper retort to his question is in fact the one found in the Haggadah. 

Rather, the declaration quoted above, which reviews the incident of G-d passing over our homes as He smote the Egyptian first-born, is actually meant to be said to ourselves (2).

This is implied in the Torah by means of a certain distinction made between the passages relating to the Wicked Son’s query and those of the other three sons. Whereas the Torah introduces the responses to the other sons with the directive, “Relate to your son,” and “You shall say to him (3),” concerning the Wicked Son the Torah simply states, “You shall say”; i.e., say the following; not to the child, but to yourselves.

The necessity for this self-directed speech is because the words of the Wicked Son are cynical and mocking. He attacks the relevance of what he perceives as ‘antiquated’ mitzvah observance in a modern world; times have changed, he says, and our service of G-d should too.


But this is incorrect. The Torah, with its mitzvahs therein, was given to us by the Almighty Himself, to fulfill in all generations. His knowledge and understanding of the proper way to serve Him transcends the fads of different societies and eras. We must therefore strive to maintain a sensitivity toward mitzvah observance as though it were something impossible to deviate from. 

The Torah writes on numerous occasions, “You can not do… (4)” Although Onkelos (5) translates this realistically as, “You do not have permission…” there is nonetheless a powerful lesson in the literal translation of the word. Mitzvah observance should be viewed as something we physically cannot transgress.


If we hear a skeptical remark about G-d’s Torah, we need to protect ourselves from allowing the affront to take root in our psyches. The hazard for this is demonstrated by the juxtaposition (6) of the passages concerning the Promiscuous Wife and the Nazirite, whose vow prohibits him from drinking wine.


As the Sages explain, the reason these two issues are placed side by side is to teach us the idea that one who witnesses the humiliation of the unfaithful wife should abstain from the substance which most likely brought about her infidelity: seductively intoxicating wine.


But what relevance does the adulterous woman’s humiliation have to do with those present? Why should it be necessary for them to abstain from wine; although she had succumbed, those in attendance were surely far removed from such immoral behavior?


The rationale is that even if the attendees were certain not to commit adultery until then, their loyalty was based on the fact that such faithlessness had been an impossibility in their minds. Upon seeing the disgrace of the promiscuous wife, however, they were confronted with a confirmed adulteress. The Torah therefore suggests that the witnesses refrain from the cause of the woman’s weakness, wine, to protect their own sensitivities from waning.


So, too, the effects of the Wicked Son’s cynical question must be curbed immediately by a quick review of why we do G-d’s mitzvahs: in gratitude for that which He does, and has done, for us and our families.


Make no mistake; we are all particularly vulnerable to follow the ways of those around us and, through the media, anyone around the world, as well, who happens to be featured in the news. As Maimonides writes, “The nature of Man is such that he is influenced, in his opinions and actions, by his acquaintances and friends, to conduct himself as the other members of society (7).” 


Especially when leaders of society, even those who consider themselves clergymen, perpetrate humiliating faithlessness, only to be welcomed back into the fold with a comforting acceptance that provides them with the support to continue as though nothing transpired, must we protect ourselves and our families from the negative consequences.

The positive influence inherent in observing G-d’s Torah can elevate each of us above society to lead a truly moral and meaningful life. To quote Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, a contemporary Torah-ethics teacher and exemplar, “The wisdom of the nations builds buildings, but the wisdom of the Torah builds the person.”              

-----------------------

(1) Exodus 13:8. (2) Rabbi Yosef D. Soloveitchik (d.1892) in his classic commentary to the Torah, Bais Halevi. (3) See Ex. 13:8,14, and Deut. 6:20. (4) See Deut. 16:5 for an example of this. (5) Interpretive translation of the Torah written by the 1st Century proselyte of this name. (6) See Numbers, chapters 5 and 6. As detailed there, a married woman accused of infidelity was given to drink a cup of water with G-d’s name erased into it. If she were in fact guilty, she would die a most humiliating death upon drinking it. Immediately following is the chapter dealing with the laws of a Nazir, or one who makes a vow prohibiting him from the produce of the vine, from coming in contact with a corpse and from cutting his hair. (7) Day’os 6:1.
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