
September 9, 2022  
Rabbi Edwin Goldberg 
copyright @2022 Rabbi Edwin Goldberg 

 
 
“How ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm 
After they’ve seen Paree 

‘How ya gonna keep ’em away from Broadway 
Jazzin around and paintin’ the town 

How ya gonna keep ’em away from harm, that’s a mystery 
They’ll never want to see a rake or plow 

And who the deuce can parleyvous a cow? 
How ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm 

After they’ve seen Paree’” 
“How ’Ya Gonna Keep ’Em Down on the Farm (After They’ve Seen Paree?)” Lyrics by Joe 
Young and Sam M. Lewis (1919) 
 

This hit song from one hundred years ago captures the difficulty in going back to the way things 
were after a great upheaval. The Torah portion Ki Tetzei begins discussing laws of war; 
however, in its second paragraph, it sharply turns to address issues of moral behavior in areas 
including family, agriculture, and sexual relations. 

The sudden shift is redolent of this American song written shortly after World War I. A relic of 
American popular music, it reflects the anxiety held by some following the war’s conclusion 
about the exposure of “nice American boys” to the social and cultural mores of World War I–era 
France that were widely perceived as permissive in comparison to the norms of American society 
at the time. 

With this song in mind, the Torah portion’s transition from its initial words, “When you go to 
war against your enemy,” to issues that fall decidedly in the civil realm of society seems far less 
abrupt. They may reflect a level of prescience about the challenges to societal norms that can 
follow a soldier’s homecoming and a people’s collective experience of war. 

If this is true of war, then it is also true of plague and disease.  

We are still in many ways living one hundred years ago. There is war in Europe and there is 
plague in the world. But we hope the war will subside and the plague will be over or at least the 
pandemic will become endemic. But what of the future? Can we go back to the metaphorical 
farm? 



Some things have changed forever. 
Some things are timeless. 
Old serenity prayer: Wisdom to know the difference. 
We still need community in person. 
We still need a foundation of faith. 
We still need to educate our children. 
If anything, the pandemic had made these truths clearer. 
We cannot go back to where we were, but we can keep the best of who we are. 
But we can also let go of the things that seem silly in the light of the last few years. 
A story: 
After many attempts, the Wright brothers were successful in getting their flying machine off the 
ground in December 1903. Excited beyond belief, they telegraphed this message to their sister 
Katherine: “We’ve actually flown 120 feet. Will be home for Christmas.”  
 
Katherine hurried to the editor of the local newspaper and showed him the message. He glanced 
at it and said, “How nice. The boys will be home for Christmas.” 
 
He totally missed the real news, the big news — human beings had flown! 
So, what’s the big story these past few years: we need to keep to the simple truths. Family. 
Friendship. Meaningful Work. 
The rest we can relinquish. 
 
Richard Rohr writes: There are three primary things that we have to let go of, in my opinion. 
First is the compulsion to be successful. Second is the compulsion to be right -- even, and 
especially, to be theologically right…. Finally, there is the compulsion to be powerful, to have 
everything under control. 
 
Once we let go of these things, what remains? Genuine living. 
We can do it in Kansas, in Paris, or wherever we are. 
And we can start today. 
A poem from Ruth Brin puts it best: 
 
No one ever told me the coming of the Messiah 
Could be an inward thing. 
No one ever told me a change of heart 
Might be as quiet as new-fallen snow. 
  
No one ever told me that redemption 
Was as simple as springtime and as wonderful 
As birds returning after a long winter, 
Rose-breasted grosbeaks singing in the swaying branches 
Of a newly budded tree. 
  
No one ever told me that salvation 
Might be like a fresh spring wind 
Blowing away the dried, withered leaves of another year, 



Carrying the scent of flowers, the promise of fruition. 
  
What I found for myself I try to tell you: 
Redemption and salvation are very near, 
And the taste of them is in the world 
That God created and laid before us.[1] 

 
 

[1] Ruth F. Brin, “Chosen People,” Harvest: Collected Poems and Prayers. 
 
 


