


To read the Torah for what it is, 
always means an openness to re-
understand, and to re-understand 
radically, what we thought we already 
understood.

The wicked son (rasha) at the Seder 
table asks, ‘What is this religious 
service to you?’ The Pesach Haggadah 
highlights the emphasis on ‘you’ as 
opposed to ‘we’. The wicked son’s 
very language is an act of distancing 
himself from the Jewish people. 

The Haggadah finds the perfect 
riposte to this in a verse in our parsha: 
‘Because of this, Hashem acted for 
me’. (Shemot 13:8)  Hashem acted 
for me, but He would not have acted 
for you. The language of exclusion is 
turned back against the rasha. 

What exactly is it, however, that 
drives the rasha to distance himself, 
to refuse to par ticipate in the 
Seder? 

One of the greatest Jewish thinkers of 
the 19th century, the Beis Halevi (Rav 
Yosef Dov Halevi Soloveitchik, 1820-
1892) finds a hint of the motivation 
of the rasha two verses later. There, 
the Pesach offering - the very service 
from which the rasha is distancing 
himself - is described as a ‘Chukah’, 
a word denoting a divine decree, 
inaccessible to human rationale.  

How strange! The Pesach offering 
is extremely accessible to human 

rationale. The lamb was an 
Egyptian deity, and the lamb of 
the Pesach offering highlights 
that, not only were we freed 
from the Egyptians, but we 
were also freed from their 
idolatrous beliefs. We imprint 

this fact afresh on our consciousness 
every Pesach. A very understandable 
mitzvah, not a ‘Chukah’ at all, one 
would have thought.

According to the Beis Halevi, through 
this seemingly incongruous use of 
the word ‘Chukah’ the Torah guides 
us towards an understanding of the 
rasha’s worldview. 

Through the word ‘Chukah’  he 
explains, the Torah is reminding 
us that, despite any fragments of 
understanding that we do genuinely 
have of a mitzvah, ultimately there 
are dimensions of any Mitzvah which 
live well beyond us, in the realm of 
‘Chukah’, in the realm of the Divine 
intelligence. The word ‘Chukah’ 
used in connection with the Pesach 
offering, helps us recognise that we 
can never have a full understanding 
of any mitzvah, coming as it does 
from a Divine source.

If the answer to the rasha is to subvert 
the idea that we can ever  grasp fully 
the reason for a mitzvah, then from 
it we can infer the true subtext of his 
question. It would seem that he was 
contending that the Pesach offering 
was all well and good in the days 
when we had to be reminded that 
idol worship is not effective, but that 
today we simply do not need such 
reminders. He was suggesting that 
there are certain mitzvot in the Torah 
that become, quite simply, outdated.

This would also explain why the 
same verse in our parsha underlines 
the fact that the Pesach offering 
is to be observed ‘continuously, 
throughout the years’. Even this 
mitzvah - which seems so closely 
linked to the commemoration of 
the destruction of a particular belief 
relevant at a particular time – is in 
fact significant beyond the confines 
of time, as its source is in Divine 

intelligence, its source is in ‘reasons’ 
which are not limited by particular 
historical events or situations.. 

But the Beis Halevi does not leave 
it there. He develops his thesis and, 
in so doing, he overturns not just 
our notion of the mitzvot, but of life 
itself.

The timelessness of mitzvot is, in fact, 
not just a function of the fact that 
we cannot fully grasp their rationale 
with our limited human intellect, but 
the result of something even more 
fundamental. 

We normally see law as a response to 
the reality with which life presents 
us. The world exists, with all its 
complexity, and law comes along 
afterwards to govern our responses 
to that existence and to try to bring 
some order to it. Law is seen as the 
best way of dealing with what life has 
to throw at us.

The Beis Halevi explains that when 
it comes to mitzvot, the opposite is 
true. We would have thought that 

halachah is a response to the moral 
and spiritual contingencies of life and 
to Jewish historical events. The truth 
is, however, that history and life are 
a response to the need to carry out 
and understand the mitzvot of the 
Torah.

What this means is that if the purpose 
for the creation of the world is to 
provide the opportunity for the 
performance of mitzvot as the path 

through which to achieve human 
perfection and, through that, a 
relationship with the Divine, so life 
and history must be tailored in just 
such a way that they should contain 
those very opportunities. 

In our example, we do not celebrate 
Pesach because of the events of the 
Exodus, but rather, the events of 
the Exodus from Egypt were as they 
were since the Almighty wanted 
us to have the mitzvot of Pesach. 
And the mitzvot of Pesach could be 
understood better - though never 
fully - in the light of the historical 
events of the Exodus. 

Through close attention to a couple 
of words of Torah, the Beis Halevi 
has revolutionised our conception of 
reality. The fact that the mitzvot are 
immune to the tides of history and 
society, is not only because they are 
the product of a Divine intelligence 
beyond the grasp of the human mind, 
but because they are the genetic 
material, the framework, the very 
reason, for life itself.

The word ‘Chukah’ helps us recognise that we can never 
have a full understanding of any mitzvah
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