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Pesach Day Two 2022: Reimagining the Four Sons 

 

Let’s be honest with ourselves. Who doesn’t want to be the wise child? 

 

When you go around the table reading the Haggadah, is there anyone who prefers being the 

wicked child, or the simple child, or the one who can’t even ask a question? I doubt it. Most of 

us are conditioned from a young age to be wise, to do well in school, to get a good job, to make a 

good living. We are conditioned to find ways in which our society will prize us, indeed will 

reward us. We want to be the wise child.  

 

And who gets crowned as the wise child? With few exceptions, the wise child is the neuro-

typical child – the child who is able to sit in class, focus, and process information in the way in 

which it is presented. The wise child is the child who can regulate their emotions, allowing them 

to remain in the class and build up the social capital required for success.  

 

In the Haggadah, it is the wise child is the one who asks about how to succeed in the game of 

life. “What are these testimonies, statues, and judgements that the Lord commanded you?”. We 

answer him, at least in our version of the Haggadah, with rules. Follow them, learn the rules of 

the game, it seems, and you will succeed. You will be the wise one.  

 

What though of the wicked son? He already seems to not quite fit in. The wise, the simple, and 

the one who can’t even ask – they are presented as possessing gradations of intelligence. The 

Torah is clear that the story of the exodus is to be taught to every child, regardless of intellectual 

ability. So, it makes sense that we have three typologies of smart.  

 

But what of the wicked? He actually seems to be quite smart and his wickedness doesn’t 

manifest in the usual ways – he’s not violent or sexually abusive. Wicked, after all, is a 

behaviour, not a reflection of intelligence.  

 

But what if the wicked child too is simply trying to understand. What if he too wants to 

participate, but already seems himself as somewhat of an outsider. He asks – what does this all 

mean to you? The Haggadah presumes the wicked son emphasises the final word, “what does 

this all mean to you?:” and thereby excludes himself. But what if purported wicked son is in fact 

emphasizing a different word? What if he is asking, “what does this all mean to you?” 

Maybe it’s not a challenge, a belligerent question from a child who wants no part of this 

community. Maybe it is an attempt to understand. Maybe he is saying, ‘I see you doing all of 

these things – these rituals – but I just cannot comprehend how they make sense or how they 

would make you feel good or bring you meaning. You mumble words to this unseeable God. 

You swap the dishes with great effort only to return them eight days later. And Shabbat – I have 

tried not to turn on the lights, but that’s just not how my brain works. I see you do these things 

and it feels like these are not for me.’ ?ָמה ָהֲעבֹוָדה ַהּזֹאת ָלֶכם “what does this all mean to you”? he 

asks. Perhaps he really wants to know. If he can understand what they mean to you, perhaps he 

can find a way for them to make sense for himself.  

 

I know this supposed רשע, this supposedly wicked child quite well. He lives in my house, across 

the hallway from me. Stunningly bright and remarkably difficult. This child of mine is neuro-
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divergent. His brain operates differently than my own. I am still trying to figure him out, to 

understand why transitioning from one activity to another is more painful than the hitting of the 

teeth that the Haggadah prescribes for the wicked son. I cannot understand why certain 

stimulations that he can’t seem to live without – like touching the floor, bending down on one 

knee, or spinning around – come and go. He is the one of every sixty-six children on the autism 

spectrum. I doubt that I’ll ever understand him completely.  

 

He and other neuro-divergent kids aren’t wicked. They just, at times, can’t do what their peers 

are doing. I am beyond grateful that my child seems to be thriving in school, but for many neuro-

divergent kids, especially in the Jewish day school system, that is not the case. They are often 

asked to leave – a genteel expulsion. There aren’t the sufficient resources for them.  

Of all four children, it can only be the wise child who grows up to become the school 

administrator. Only such a person could say, ‘our school, not to mention your shul and in fact our 

entire way of life, were designed for us, by people like us.’  ָָיה ָשם, לֹא ָהָיה ִנְגָאלִאּלּו ה . ‘It has been 

determined, the chacham school administrator says, that were you there, you would not have 

been saved. ִמְצָרִים, that land of narrow straits, is where you belong, is where you will stay. 

 

Then there is the simple child, a child who in older manuscripts was called טיפש– stupid. He only 

manages to get out two words. ַמה ּזֹאת? What is this? Here is a child again interested in learning, 

but clearly overwhelmed with life. It has been another long day. A day, only the last in a long 

series of days, where this child can’t live a normal child’s life. It is yet another day worrying 

about his own mental health, an obsession that only makes his depression and anxiety worse. He 

is vulnerable and scared and volatile. Getting out those words, ַמה ּזֹאת, took more effort than the 

supposedly wise child could possibly ever imagine. The mental health tsunami is arriving, the so-

called simple child knows, he sees it over half of his classmates, and yet it is the wise child who 

understands it not. To this child we offer strength, ית ֲעָבִדים  we offer ,ְבחֹוֶזק ָיד הֹוִציָאנּו ה' ִמִמְצַרִים ִמבֵּ

the strength of God’s arm, the strength of our faith and tradition and community, to bring him 

out of that narrow place. Not so simple this child seems to be after all. Much is buried under 

those two words.  

 

And for the child silent in the face of all of this? Perhaps instead of jumping in and opening up 

his mouth for him, the first thing you should be doing is asking yourself why. Why is he silent? 

Does he feel like he doesn’t fit in, that what he says might embarrass himself, that he doesn’t 

have the same background and knowledge base? Who is he to ask a question, he wonders? It is 

not for you to speak for him. Be patient. Give him time. Imagine what brought him to this place 

of silence. 

 

Growing up, my friends were all, like me, high achievers. Their parents, by and large, were high 

achievers as well. These friends, now many of them parents like myself, had every expectation 

that their children would be classic high achievers too, that their children would be ָחָכם as well. 

But we were all wrong. We thought we were making children in the images of ourselves. We 

forgot that children are actually all made in the more expansive and breathtakingly beautiful 

image of God. 

 

You would be astounded by the number of friends and colleagues who always imagined that 

their kids would be  חכמים in the usual sense, like themselves, only to discover that their children 
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are instead self-harming to the point of hospitalization, are academically capable in one field and 

completely uncomprehending in another, are unable to read despite years of private tutoring, and 

are struggling socially and mentally because of questions regarding their own sexuality and 

gender (and in certain places are struggling even by because attempts by lawmakers to actively 

harm or mock their wellbeing).  

 

The editors of the Haggadah placed the piece about the four sons right after the story of the 

rabbis who stayed up all night to show that we are not all going to be חכמים like those guys. This 

world has all types, and it is our obligation as a community to teach them. It is literally a mitzvah 

– a commandment.  

 

And it isn’t easy work. While our Haggadah says to teach the wise child the laws of Pesach, the 

Jerusalem Talmud says that he should be learning its narrative. There is then a fundamental 

disagreement about what to teach – a disagreement of curriculum that precedes questions of 

pedagogy. Rules or stories? Is the wise child wise because he is able to become part of the 

greater whole because he has learned to copy the behaviour of the in-group? Is in fact the 

essence of wisdom knowing what the socially acceptable behaviour is in any given situation? Or, 

as the Jerusalem Talmud seems to indicate, is wisdom found in belonging? Feeling part of 

something greater than yourself? Recognizing yourself in the stories of others? Sharing a history 

and a destiny? Perhaps this sense of belonging is the kind of wisdom that we should be 

inculcating. Attachment, loyalty, connected peoplehood – especially, especially when 

expectations about norms of behaviour are likely to never be achieved. 

 

Who is wise? Who is wicked? Who is simple? Who can’t even ask?  

 

These four children are typologies non-existent in perfect form in real life. They’re labels given 

to make a greater point about the varieties of education needed to fulfill the Torah’s mandate of 

teaching our children the story of the exodus.  

 

The number four correlates to the number of times this transmission of information is mentioned 

in the Torah. But we could have just as easily described not four, but four million different kind 

of children – each wise in their own way and each struggling too. Everyone is a whole world 

unto themself and we must accept and embrace them as such. 

I thank my colleague Jared Matas for helping me reimagine the Four Sons in this way and all my 

friends in the WhatsApp group chat for Jewish professionals with exceptional kids. You help 

keep me grounded.  

 

Let us always strive to be a community that listens first and answers second, that hears the 

question behind the question, that makes no assumption about the questioner, and that always 

welcomes everyone with an open and generous heart. 

 


