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Tradition dictates that on Seder night the youngest child sings ‘Ma Nishtana’, the famous song 

that questions “Why is tonight different from all other nights?”. Regardless of whether 

adequate answers can be provided, questions are encouraged as our duty on this evening is 

to ask. For children and adults, asking ‘why’ is the raison d’être of Seder night. 

 

Pesach is helping to develop and spread a culture of curiosity and learning. By asking, we 

broaden our horizons and offer ourselves the opportunity to understand in a greater depth 

different topics and issues. This profound idea is encapsulated by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

who maintains that “Judaism is a faith that, more than any other, values the mind, 

encouraging questions and engaging us at the highest level of intellectual rigor”. 

 

Coupled with this theme of questioning and learning is one of taking responsibility. 

We begin the evening by inviting other people into our home, those who are hungry and do 

not have a meal of their own. At this auspicious time amongst family and friends, we are 

tasked with removing ourselves from our comfort for a moment in order to look outwards 

and help those who are less fortunate. 

 

Reflecting on my incredible experience on this year’s Ben Azzai trip to Ghana, these two 

themes reappear. The purpose of the programme was our first theme of Pesach, to learn. As 

participants, we were fortunate to be given the opportunity to interact with local Ghanaians 

and understand the challenges facing these communities. Issues that exist predominantly in 

the shadows in our societies such as malnutrition, unemployment and limited education are 

more prevalent in the remote villages we visited. Conversations with locals about these 

challenges were highly informative and emotional. At times, it was depressingly difficult to 

explain to locals that our purpose at this moment was to learn and understand as opposed to 

financing any immediate solution. Not until we had a stronger foundation of understanding 

were we in a position to take responsibility. 

 

This is where our second theme of responsibility comes into play. 



 

Not only is it our responsibility to help those less fortunate, but furthermore, it is our 

responsibility to ensure that the support we provide is sustainable. Sustainability was 

impressively alluded to by the Rambam back in the 12th century where he describes the eight 

levels of charity. The Rambam believes that the greatest form of charity is not to fund the 

recipient’s needs, but to provide them with employment. Offering the opportunity to become 

financially independent and less reliant is paramount. Our role in international development 

is to create change for the better by providing the opportunity for those in poverty to work 

and sustain themselves. Self-sufficiency helps to meet current needs without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 

 

The purpose, and duty, of us participants on Ben Azzai was to ask questions, to learn and to 

understand. Only once we had this backdrop of understanding and clarity could we then begin 

to take the next step and begin our journey of taking responsibility. 

 

Pesach is about this journey from learning and understanding to taking responsibility. Seder 

night should be utilised as an opening to ask questions, and to think about our individual 

purposes and what we can do to impact and improve the lives of others. Hopefully, this will 

stimulate positive change in our own personal lives in addition to the world around us. 

 

Albert Einstein summarises this journey of learning, acting and hoping, “Learn from yesterday, 

live for today, hope for tomorrow. The important thing is not to stop questioning”. 

 

 


