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The Four Sons of the Haggadah are perhaps the most colorful and dynamic element of the Haggadah.  Throughout history artists have chosen to depict each of these sons in a way that reflects their own view of society.  The wicked son, in particular, has been portrayed in countless different ways, which include a fighter, a gambler, a capitalist, a Sabbath violator, and a robber.  

How did the actual editor of the Haggadah view the wicked son?  The answer to this question can be understood through a close reading of the text and context of the Haggadah.

The Four Sons of the Haggadah are introduced through the following paragraph:  

Barukh hamakom, Barukh hu, Barukh she-natan torah le-amo yisrael, Barukh hu.  Blessed be the Omnipresent.  Blessed be He.  Blessed be He who gave the Torah to the people of Israel.  Blessed be He.

Why is this paragraph specifically chosen to introduce the Four Sons?  What is the source of this paragraph?

This paragraph is not a quotation from the Torah or the Midrash.  Its source lies in the last Mishnah of the tractate Middot.  

The Mishnah discusses how Kohanim needed official approval before serving in the Temple.  Kohanim would come forth to the Sanhedrin and proclaim that they were of good lineage and worthy to serve as Priests.  If the Sanhedrin found them unworthy, they would be wrapped in black garments and sent away.  If they were found worthy, a great holiday would be declared.  Then, they would be wrapped in white garments and immediately enter to serve in the Temples.  On this occasion, the following blessing was declared:

Blessed be the Omnipresent.  Blessed be He that no disqualifying defect was found in the seed of Aaron.  Blessed be He that selected Aaron and his sons to stand and minister before God in the Holy of Holies.
The blessing is nearly identical to the one that appears in our Haggadah.  Both use the phrase Barukh hamakom, Barukh hu (Blessed be the Omnipresent.  Blessed be He.)  Both repeat the words Barukh hu a second time at the close of the blessing.  The crucial difference is that the Mishnah uses the word Barukh three times as an introduction to three blessings, while the Haggadah uses it four times for four blessings.

Historical context helps explain why the Haggadah chose this blessing as an introduction to the Four Sons.  Before the destruction of the temple, the rituals of Judaism were mainly focused on the priests who served in the Temple.  Through their religious service in the Temple they had a mandate to represent the people to God.  After the destruction of the Temple, with great boldness the rabbis proposed that we were all capable of ritually serving God.  

The Haggadah was formulated in the years following the destruction of the Temple.  As long as the Temple existed, there was little reason for a Haggadah, as Seder night consisted primarily of eating the Paschal lamb with Matzah and Maror.  After the destruction of the Temple, some rabbis continued to sacrifice a Paschal lamb even without the Temple. (See Baruch Bokser, Origins of the Seder.)   
Other rabbis, like Rabbi Gamliel of the Haggadah, argued for a radical transformation of the holiday.  The Paschal lamb would no longer be the focus of the evening.  Instead, the discussion of the exodus story would dominate the evening.  As a result, the main ritual of the evening became the Maggid—the discussion of the Exodus—which replaced the ritual of the Paschal lamb.  Before the destruction of the Temple, service of God had generally been formulaic and prescribed; now, a new type of ritual developed—a ritual that emphasized wide ranging discussion.  
The rabbis artfully reassured people of the validity of their radical approach by adapting the text of Mishnah in Middot.  The Mishnah had recited a formulaic blessing that gave praise for the pedigree of the Kohanim; the blessing gave thanks to God for allowing the Kohanim to serve in the Temple.  But now there was no Temple.  Who would serve the Jewish people?

In the Haggadah, the rabbis use the same blessing of the Mishnah, but they no longer applied it to the priests.  They now directed it to the Four Sons.  Indeed, they applied it to all of the Jewish people.  Instead of the Kohanim serving God on behalf of the people, the people are now reminded that all of them have the ability to serve God.  The Kohanim are no longer needed, says the Haggadah through this blessing, because the Torah was given to everyone.  With this reformulation of the blessing the people are reassured that their Seder service has as much validity as the service of the Kohanim in the Temple.
Why did the rabbis add a fourth blessing to the formulation of the Mishnah?  Not content simply to assure people that their service was valid, the rabbis taught that the current rituals of the Seder are actually more expansive and inclusive than in the time of the Temple.

The fourth blessing that the rabbis added symbolizes the expansiveness of the Torah.  The Torah has always been interpreted in countless ways by many different types of Jews.  Nonetheless, the Haggadah reminds us that it all stems from an encounter with the same Torah.  Moreover, the Haggadah teaches that all of these approaches—regardless of their conclusions--are considered a blessing.  
The question of the wicked son appears in Exodus 12:26. As the Torah states, “When your sons will say to you, ‘What is this service of yours?’”  According to the Torah, when the people heard this prophecy, they immediately bowed down.  The Mekhilta comments that they bowed down in praise of the good prophecy that they heard.  

If they were told that they would have wicked children why is it considered a good prophecy?  Rabbi Reuven Katz, former chief rabbi of Petach Tikvah, explains that to have wicked children like this is praiseworthy.  A child who engages in Torah study in any capacity is worthy of praise.  Whether or not we like his conclusions, the approach of the wicked son is considered a blessing.  He is wrestling with the Torah, interpreting the Torah, and coming to very different conclusions than the wise son.  We are to reject his teachings.  But the mere fact that he is studying Torah is a blessing.

With the questions of the Four Sons the Haggadah is teaching a powerful lesson about the breadth and vitality of Torah study.  Torah study is widely accessible to all and its power is even greater than the rituals of the kohanim in the Temple.  Since Torah study is so deeply spiritual, the very act of engagement is a mitzvah of the highest level.  The conclusions of the Torah study are far less important than the act of study itself.  Even conclusions that we find abhorrent and repulsive are to be blessed.  The wicked son too, is to be blessed.

