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Istavan Zador, Four Children (Budapest, 1924)

BLESSED be God
Blessed be He
Blessed be the Giver of the Torah to the people Israel
Blessed be He.

THE TORAH alludes to Four Children:
One Wise, One Wicked, One Simple, 
One Who Does Not Know How to Ask.

The Four Children
1. The Haggadah offers us educational advice about 
intergenerational storytelling. The midrash of the Four
Children invites us to distinguish different character types and
to suggest different approaches to our offspring. 
Consider the artistic interpretations of the Four Children, 
and compare and contrast them.

2. The Rabbis turn the commandment of “v’heegadta”
(you shall tell) into a mitzvah of dialogue – with give and
take on both sides. Successful dialogue means that each side,
and especially the side anxious to “pass on the message,” be
keenly attentive to what the other is saying and feeling – to
the particular personality and his or her needs.

ñָקֹום. éַּמהãָרּוְך ּב
ãָרּוְך הּוא. ּב
äֵל. ûְָראìִׂשôַּמֹו יïְעüַן ּתֹוָרה לóָתûֶּנãָרּוְך ׁשּב
ãָרּוְך הּוא. ּב

ãְָרה תֹוָרה. çִּבóִים ּדãָנôָה בãָעäְַרּבאåֶד óֶגîְנּכ
üָם, ëָד ּתäֶחèְאûָע, וëָד ָרׁשäֶחèְאîָם, וëָכëָד חäֶחא
ûְאֹול.ïִׁשôַ לäֵינֹו יֹוֵדעûֶאëָד ׁשäֶחèְאו
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Education Through
Dialogue

A Reminder for Parents

Thus far the Haggadah has given
guidelines to the parent who is full
of earnest enthusiasm to pass on an
historical and cultural “message” to
the younger generation. If ever
there was an event which appeals
to the parent’s desire to bring their
youth-culture-centered children to
appreciate the old values of cultural
and ethnic pride and identification,
the Pesach Seder is it! 

Here lies a dangerous pitfall for
the parent-educator. The leader of
the Seder is likely to concentrate on the
text of the Haggadah without sufficiently
taking into consideration the audience –
the younger generation – and their level
of interest. Absorbed with the sales-
pitch, the salesperson often forgets the
customer!

“The Four Parents:”
Children Label
Their Parents

IN THE DAYS of the patriarchal regime,
we allowed ourselves to categorize our
children harshly, accepting only one as
positive – the wise one.

The simple, the wicked and the one
who knows not how to ask questions
had to swallow hard and hide their
sense of being insulted . . . 

Now in our days no child is identified
as “the offspring of the parent” and often

the parent is identified as “the parent of
that child.” We have arrived at an era not
of partiarchy or matriarchy but the rule
of children. In our age it is then miracu-
lous that our dear, delightful children
don’t divide us up and categorize us. At
the best, we would be rated “naive or
simple minded parents” or “parents who
don’t know how to respond to a ques-
tion.”  (Israel Eldad, “The Victory of the Wise Son”)

The Pitfalls of Labelling

I INSTINCTIVELY recoil from static
stereotypes that label persons simplisti-
cally. Therefore, I choose to interpret the
midrash of the four children as a diverse
set of strategies for addressing four dif-
ferent facets of each and every child.
Each personality combines these facets
in different ways. For example, the wise

Prague, 1526

and the rebellious facets can be com-
bined for evil. Then the cunning mind is
used to  inflict pain on one’s parents.
Alternatively, the combination can pro-
duce a revolutionary chalutz (pioneer)
seeking not just to undermine the tradi-
tional order but to create new frame-
works of meaning. This requires an intel-
ligence which is not conservative like the
traditional “wise child” but which looks
beyond the horizon, beyond the exist-
ing laws and their pat rationale.
(Yaariv Ben Aharon, Kibbutz author)

Questioning Our Wisdom

The truly wise question the wisdom of
others because they question their own
wisdom as well, the foolish, because it is
different from their own.  
Rabbi Leopold Stein, Journey into the Self  
(Germany, d. 1882)
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The Four Children as a Screenplay

1. A simple reading of the Haggadah’s midrash of the
four children can obscure the fact that it provides the script
for a dialogue. Let each character in the dialogue be played
by a different Seder participant.

2. The cast is as follows: - Narrator
- Each of the four children
- Four parents who answer.

3. The reading goes as follows:

Narrator: What does the wise child say?
Wise Child: “What are the testimonies, the statutes, and the laws

which Adonai our God has commanded you?” (Deut. 6:20).

Narrator: You must tell some of the laws of Pesach (from the
Mishna, for example):

1st Parent: “We do not proceed to any afikoman (dessert or after
dinner celebrations) after eating the Pesach lamb” 
(Mishna Pesachim chapter 10).

Narrator: What does the wicked child say?
Wicked Child: “Whatever does this service mean to you?” (Exodus 12:26).

Narrator: This child emphasizes “to you” and not to himself or
herself! Since the child excludes himself or herself from
the community and rejects a major principle of faith,
you should “set that child’s teeth on edge” and say:

2nd Parent: “It is because of this, that Adonai did for me when I
went free from Egypt” (Exodus 13:8).

“Me” and not that one! Had that one been there, 
he or she would not have been redeemed. 

Otto Geismar, the Wise Child and the Wicked Child, 1927
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ñֵר? ñַה הּוא אֹומîָם מëָכח
ûֶרäֲׁשíִים, אöָטûְּפñִׁשéַּמèְהúִים וëֻּקéַחèְהôֵֹדת וéָעñָה ה"מ
(דברים ו, כ)îֶם?" üְכäֶתéֵינּו אäֱֹלהìָ אìְיèָה יõִּוצ
òַח: öֶסéַּפïְכֹות הéִלîְהñָר לֹו ּכäֱמüָה אäַּתäַף אèְאו

ñָן." öִיקֹומäֲפòַח אöֶסéַּפëַר הäַחíִיִרין אöְטñַפäֵין מ"א
(משנה, פסחים פרק י')

ñֵר? ñַה הּוא אֹומûָע מָרׁש
(שמות יב, כו)îֶם?" ïָכéַּזֹאת לôֲבָֹדה הéָעñָה ה"מ
îֶם" וֹלא "לֹו!"ïָכ"ל
öַרîָפïָל, ּכîְלéַּכñִן הõְמֹו מôַצäֶת עõִיא אûֶהֹוצöִי ׁשïְפּול
ñָרäֱמèֶאóָיו, וûִּנäֶת ׁשéֵה אéְַקהüָה הäַּתäַף אèְאúָר. וôִּקãָעּב

üִיõֵאתãְצïִי, ּבìָ לìְיûָה יôָׂשêֶה, עôֲבּור זãַעלֹו: "ּב
èְֹלא "לֹו". ïִי" ו"ל(שמות יג, ח).ìִם" õְָריñִצñִּממ
äָל.åְאóִגìָה נéָיûָם, ֹלא הìָה ׁשéָיäִּלּו הא

Embarassing your Parents

This difficult child is determined to embarrass us, the parents (in the
midst of the Seder before all the guests).  He implies that the wine and
lambchops are only for our culinary pleasure when he says pointedly,
“This service is for you” (not for God). (Don Isaac Abrabanel, Spain, 15th C.)
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Beating the Bounds:
Producing Wicked Children

THE PASSOVER CELEBRATION is aimed
at the child in all of us, allowing us to
open our imaginations, to rediscover the
lost elements of wonder, pleasure, and
hilarity that are captured in this event.
Having children at the Seder can help
make this happen.

If we make our children unhappy,
they will remember Passover, but not
fondly. In the British Isles, there is a cus-
tom of taking sons out every year to
“beat the bounds.” Today they use the
stick as the boundary markers, but they
used to beat the boys at the site of
those markers to ensure that they would
remember the limits of ancestral proper-
ty. Beating our ancient heritage into our
children’s psyches may make them
remember, but it is probably the reason
so many people remember ritual and
ceremony as intrinsically unpleasant. 
(Ira Steingroot, Keeping Passover)

“Who is truly Wise?” 

The wise child of the Haggadah is por-
trayed as a knowledgeable, believing
and obedient child. This child formulates
long complex questions, distinguishes
multiple categories of laws, and accepts
the God who commanded “us.” But let’s
beware of this stereotyped, academic
brainchild. Is this child truly wise? 
• Don Isaac Abrabanel, “The Smart
Alec”: “This ‘wise-guy’ child is arrogant
in his ‘wisdom.’ He shows off the distinc-
tions he can make between types of
mitzvot. ‘But you teach him the subtleties
down to the last detail in the Mishna.’ Let
the ‘smart-alec’ who appears wise in his
own eyes see that there is still much for
him to learn. 

There is twice as much wisdom in
these laws as in the question. Let the

wise grow in wisdom and in humility.” 
• Israel Eldad, “To Know When to
Ask”: “No! The wise child does not
derive his title from the pretense to
know-it-all. One who thinks he possesses
wisdom already, does not ask at all. ‘One
who does not even know how to ask’ has
a negative trait, typical of the know-it-all.
The truly wise child asks genuine ques-
tions, not cynically and mockingly like
the rebellious child and not superficially
like the simple child. He seeks the
essence of things, ‘What is the true nature
of the laws, testimonies and statutes that
God has commanded us?’”
• The Chassidic Seer of Lublin:
“In my judgment, it is better to be a
wicked person who knows he is wicked,
than a righteous one who knows that he
is righteous. Worst of all is to be a wicked
person who thinks he is righteous.” 
(Menachem HaCohen, Haggadah of HaAm)

Is “setting his teeth on edge” the
best strategy to deal with such a
person? 

● Role-Playing: try to “get inside”
the personality of the so called
“wicked” children and their parents.
Describe the feelings of each one in
this tense confrontation described
in the Haggadah. 

Suggestion: Have the younger par-
ticipants at the Seder describe the
feelings of the parent, and have
those who are already parents
describe the feelings of the child.

The “wicked” child expresses a
sense of alienation from our Jewish
heritage. In this age of liberalism
and democracy, of pluralistic toler-
ance for many cultural expressions,
should a person who expresses
such a feeling be condemned as
”wicked” or “evil”?

● Hold a brief discussion on the
topic. Would a different characteri-
zation be more appropriate to our
contemporary sensibilities - such as
“the rebellious one,” “the skeptic,”
”the arrogant – chutzpadik?” 

The “Wicked Child” – An Unfair Description?

Siegmund Forst, 1958
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The Four Children Continued
Narrator: What does the simple child ask?
Simple Child: “What is this?” (Exodus 13:14).

Narrator: And you shall say to that child:
3rd Parent: “By a mighty hand Adonai brought us out of

Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” 

Narrator: As for the child who does not know
how to ask, you should prompt him, as it is said:
“You shall tell your child on that day, saying:”

4th Parent: “It is because of this, that Adonai did for me
when I went free from Egypt” (Exodus 13:8).

Otto Geismar, 1927

“You shall tell your child” (Exodus 13:8)

The Rabbis wondered about: “You shall tell your child on that day: ‘It is
because of this, that Adonai did for me when I went free from Egypt.’”

Could this verse mean that you should begin to tell the story 
at the beginning of the month (in which the Exodus occurred)?

No, for the verse explicitly states “on that day” (of the Exodus).
Could that mean that we start when it is still daytime?
No, for the verse explicitly states: “because of this.” “This” refers to

matza and marror laid before you (only on Seder night). (Mekhilta)

“This” implies that the parents must point at the matza and marror,
using them as visual aids to tell the story. (Rabbi Simcha of Vitri)
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ñֵר? ñַה הּוא אֹומüָם מּת
(שמות יג, יד)ñַה ּזֹאת?" "מ
ïָיו: äֵלüָ אñְַרּתäָמèְא"ו
ãִָדים".ôֲבãֵית עñִּבìִם מõְַריñִצñִּמìָ מìְיäָנּו יõִיאìָד הֹוצêֶק יãְחֹזּב

ûְאֹול? ïִׁשôַ לäֵינֹו יֹוֵדעûֶאèְׁשו
üַח לֹו. öְתüְ ּפäַּתא
ïֵאמֹר: éַהּוא לãַּיֹום הóְָך, ּבãִנïְבüָ לåְַדּתéִּגèְהñַר: "וäֱמóֶאûֶּנׁש
(שמות יג, ח)" 'ìִם.õְָריñִצñִּמüִי מõֵאתãְצïִי, ּבìָ לìְיûָה יôָׂשêֶה עôֲבּור זãַע'ּב

ñֵֹראׁש חֶֹדׁש? ìָכֹול מGיóְָך".ãִנïְבüָ לåְַדּתéִּגèְה"ו
éַהּוא" (שמות י"ג ח).ãַּיֹום הñַר: "ּבïְמּוד לֹומüַלּת
ãְעֹוד יֹום? ñִּבìָכֹול מéַהּוא, יãַּיֹום הäִי ּבא
êֶה." ôֲבּור זãַעñַר: "ּבïְמּוד לֹומüַלּת
ìֵׁש ûֶּיôָה ׁשûָעãְׁשïָא ּבäֶּלüִי, אñְַרּתäָמêֶה", ֹלא אôֲבּור זãַע"ּב
.ָךóֶיöָנïְפëִים לóָחñֻנñָרֹור מõָה ּומñַּצמ

The Parent of the Silent Child

The child does not ask because he is afraid of mak-
ing a mistake.  He does not know how to phrase
his question and lacks confidence.  Therefore, the
parent should try to lead him into a conversation,
to encourage him, to strengthen him, to strength-
en his confidence. (Marc Angel, Sephardic Haggadah, p. 30)
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The Contemporary
“Four Children”
Which famous person today would
be the best representative of the
“wise child,” of the ”wicked
child,” and so on? Suggest candi-
dates and discuss their suitability.
Or suggest animals to symbolize
the Four Children. (See p. 29.)

A Child’s Perspective
Ask the younger children to
describe the behavior of “a bad
child” at the Seder. 
- What might be causing such
behavior?
- Do they approve of the parent’s
response in the Haggadah?
- How would they handle the 
situation?
- Why do they think the “silent
child” asks no questions?
- How might that child be coaxed
into greater involvement?

Chicago Haggadah, 1879The Immigrant Family

participants of tonight’s Seder? Go
around the table and have people
relate a formative experience which
might be difficult for their parents or
children to comprehend.

Discussion #2: In the illustration
above, who do the characters
represent? How do their clothing
and body language express the
generation gap? Who is the
dominant figure at the table?

The inter-generational dialogues in
the Torah explicitly refer to parents
who participated in the Exodus
addressing their children who have
grown up in freedom in the Land of
Israel. The parents have undergone
an experience of slavery and
redemption which is totally foreign
to the reality of their offspring.

Discussion #1: What are the
generation gaps among us, the

Bridging the Generation Gap
Beyond Labels

I DO NOT VIEW labels as static pigeon-
holes. I believe in the power of the edu-
cational act to release locked up poten-
tials. For example, one who does not
know how to ask may be silenced by
the rules of society. The silence may hide
an exceptional, sensitive child whose
questions are choked. A parent can
“open the child up,” remove the obstruc-
tions, enable personal growth and break
stereotypes (Yaariv Ben Aharon, Kibbutz author).



24

The Art of the
Four Children

The Ideal Jewish Girl?
Tanya Zion, Israel, 1996

1. Compare and contrast the artists’
interpretations of each of the Four Children
(p. 18-33).

2. Which portrayal is most surprising?
most disturbing? most appropriate?

3. What conceptions of Jewish values and
society are implicit in the various depictions?
(See the unabridged version of A Different
Night, p. 174-176, for a commentary on
each illustration.)
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Arthur Syzk,
Poland, 1939Eastern European Types
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The Blessing of Diversity

The artist and calligrapher David Moss
explains his depiction of the Four Children:

EVERY CHILD is unique and the Torah
embraces them all. The iconography that
I've chosen here is based on playing
cards. As in a game of chance, we have
no control over the children dealt us. It is
our task as parents, as educators, to play
our hand based on the attributes of the
children we are given. It is the child, not
the parent, who must direct the process.
This, I believe, is the intent of the 
midrash of the four children.

Each child's question appears on his
card, and the Haggadah's answer appears
below the card. The gold object in each
picture denotes the suit of the card. The
staves, swords, cups and coins used in
Southern Europe developed parallel to
the more familiar hearts, diamonds, clubs
and spades of Northern Europe. The
figures are likewise taken from archaic
systems of playing cards which included
king, knight, page, and joker or fool. 
The king image here represents the wise
child wearing the crown of Torah. The
knight represents the wicked child. In
almost all old Haggadot the wicked child
is shown as a soldier, sometimes mount-
ed, sometimes on foot. The page is the
simple child, and the joker or fool is the
child who is not even capable of asking.
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Every Child is a Blessing

I got the idea of representing the chil-
dren as cards, by the way, from the tra-
dition dating from the Middle Ages of
depicting the simple child, or the child
who doesn't know how to ask, as a
jester or fool. I drew a book in each pic-
ture and positioned it to reflect each
child's attitude to the tradition.

The text of the Haggadah introduces
the four children with a short passage in
which the word baruch (blessed)
appears four times. I have designed
these two pages to correlate each of
these four "blessings" with one of the
four children: every child is a blessing. 

Diversity, how we deal with it, and
how we can discover the blessing within
it, is perhaps the theme of the midrash
of the Four Children.
(David Moss, 20th C. artist, U.S.A. and Israel)

The Blessing of Diversity,
David Moss,

The Moss Haggadah © 1996
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Tzvi Livni, Israel, 1955 © Yavneh PublishersFour Attitudes to the Zionist Dream
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Paul Freeman, U.S.A, 1960 Siegmund Forst, Europe and U.S.A, 1959Four Personalities Clashing Cultures
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Shraga Weil, (CL 1963 Cat. S-3) © Safrai GalleryFour Children, Four Musicians
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Four Aspects in Each of Us Dan Reisinger, © 1982, Rabbinical Assembly of America
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David Wander, The Haggadah in Memory of the Holocaust © 1988The Four Children as Four Books

Clay Children Rony Oren, Animated Haggadah, Israel, © 1985 Jonathan Lubell, Scopus Films



33

Lola, U.S.A, 1920

Nota Koslowsky, U.S.A, 1944

Jakob Steinhardt, Germany, 1923

Dick Codor © 1981




