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As some of you know, during the past few weeks, I’ve been recovering from 

surgery. During recovery, you spend a lot of time just “chilling”, or “vegging”—

not tired enough to sleep, but not alert or awake enough to work or to concentrate. 

Often, even reading is a bit too demanding. So what can you do? Well, I for one 

found myself watching old movies on T.V. Two of them—both of which happen to 

have been made in 1996—stood out: one, a so-called, “chick flick,” and the other a 

so-called “action thriller.” Both, when viewed today, highlight subtle but 

significant changes in our society during the past decade or so. 

The first film was a romantic comedy called, “One Fine Day” starring George 

Clooney and Michelle Pfeiffer. Each of the lead characters is a divorced single 

parent raising a kid. Events conspire to cause the two of them to spend the day 

together taking care of the two children. By the end of the film, the inevitable 

happens, namely, the two leading characters fall in love—and, fortunately, the two 

kids get along, too. What stood out for me, though, seeing this film in 2008, is 

something I don’t think you would not see depicted in a movie today. It is a scene 

early in the film in which Michelle Pfeiffer’s character, an architect in a big firm in 

downtown New York, is forced to take her kid to work because she doesn’t have 

any child care for him. During a meeting with her boss, her kid wanders into the 

boss’s office, and Michelle Pfeiffer acts like she doesn’t know him. She picks him 

up and tells her boss, “I’ll go with him to find his mom.” The premise of that scene 

is that, if her boss knew that she had brought her kid to work, she’d be fired. 

Think of the world depicted by that scene: Moms in the workplace had to show 

that they were fully devoted to their jobs; they had to act as if their minds and 

hearts were truly bifurcated. While they were at work they were expected to think 

only about work, and not about their home life. 

That scene was not anachronistic in 1996, but it’s certainly anachronistic today. 

Think how far we’ve come. One of the major party candidates for Vice President is 

a mother of five who has frequently taken one or another of her kids to the office. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0117247/


 

2 
 

As far as I can tell, there has been no serious societal pushback to that. It’s 

understood to be normal, ordinary, unremarkable. Taking your kid to work—even 

when it’s not an emergency—just no longer represents what it once did, only 

twelve or so years ago. Yet things are still in flux. It isn’t entirely clear what the 

new rules are. As recent blogs and articles in the wake of the Palin nomination 

have shown, “Mommy Wars” are still being waged. What is—and what isn’t—OK 

for a parent to do in the work place? 

The second film I saw was entitled, “Executive Decision.” It depicted the hijacking 

of an American airliner by terrorists, and the effort by an American commando 

team to rescue them. I’ll leave it to your imagination to learn whether or not the 

hijacking was foiled, and if so, how and by whom. Suffice it to say, though, that 

we Americans come out looking good, tough and smart in the film. 

What stood out for me about that film—again, viewing it from the perspective of 

the twenty-first century—is its choice of villain. The lead hijacker is an Islamic 

terrorist who lives and breathes radical evil. He hates the United States and 

everything it stands for. He appears to negotiate with the American government, 

but it’s a pretense: all along it’s only to buy time and to gain advantage to allow 

him to carry out his nefarious plans. He’s absolutely inhumane, ruthless, and cruel. 

In short, he’s despicable. 

I had not recalled Americans having an appreciation of the dangers posed by 

radical Islam prior to 9/11. I remember the nineties as days of great innocence. 

Even after the first World Trade Center bombing (in 1993), even after the 

bombings of American embassies in Africa (1998), even after the bombing of the 

USS Cole (in 2000), I don’t believe that many people understood where those 

attacks were coming from, nor the nature of our foe. By 9/11, of course, it became 

clear, and much has been written about the threat posed by radical Islamic 

terrorists since then. 

This film, then, was remarkably prophetic. The plot line is rather fantastic, filled 

with implausible twists, but it’s no less fantastic than the portrait of that terrorist in 

1996. Most Americans were simply not inclined to imagine our enemies behaving 

like that. The previous paradigm was that the United States fought with rational 

nation states who perceived their interests to be contrary to ours. War was 

honorable combat with honorable foes. Yes, we knew about the Gestapo, we knew 

about war crimes, we knew about atrocities,—but they were exceptions to our 

cultural picture of the nature of war. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0116253/
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This movie depicts very explicitly what was happening in the nineties, namely, that 

the nature of war and of our understanding of it, was changing. The new paradigm 

was for us to engage in asymmetrical combat, fighting guerilla forces, so-called 

“insurgencies,” “splinter groups,” or vague, non-national or trans-national groups 

such as Al Quaeda. 

Again, though, the question remains: How do the rules change as our 

understanding of the nature of reality changes? Once upon a time (say, for most of 

the twentieth century), the notion that the U.S. would torture enemy combatants 

was unthinkable—as was the notion that public officials would defend such a 

practice. Now, of course, neither is unthinkable, but there is tremendous 

controversy over this change. What is—and what isn’t—appropriate as the nature 

of our foe and the manner in which war is prosecuted change? How should the 

rules change? 

I thought about these two ways in which our society has been changing during the 

past decade as I reviewed this week’s Torah portion. Ki Tetze contains more 

mitzvoth than any other parashah in the Torah. It’s filled with law. And many of 

those laws self-consciously reflect changes in ancient society—changes that we 

can track within the Torah itself. 

For example, there is an old Biblical practice, described in Genesis, in Exodus and 

in several other Biblical books, known as yibum, or levirite marriage. If a man 

were to die childless, it used to be the obligation of his brother or male next of kin 

to take the man’s widow as a wife, in order to sire a child that would bear the 

deceased man’s name. One of the purposes of the law was to keep the man’s 

property within the tribe. Another was to insure that widow had the support she 

needed. 

But over time, tribal territories became less significant, women acquired the right 

to own property and polygamy became less socially acceptable. And so we come 

to a rather astounding passage in today’s parashah, which addresses what should be 

done if the surviving brother doesn’t want to marry his brother’s widow. Now, how 

frequently does the Bible say what you should do if you don’t want to fulfill a 

mitzvah? Does it say what you should do if you don’t want to observe Shabbat? 

Does it say what you should do if you don’t want to honor your parents? No, the 

Torah doesn’t generally speak that way. But here it does, because a profound shift 

in society was occurring. 
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What we’re told is that if the brother or next of kin doesn’t want to marry the 

widow, then a rather odd public ceremony known as halitzah takes place in which 

the widow goes up to the man in the presence of elders, pulls his sandal off of his 

foot and spits in his face. By doing so, the man becomes free to marry whoever he 

wants, and so does she. 

Now, the details of this are not important for our purposes, but the remarkable 

social transformation is: whereas once, surviving brothers had an obligation to 

marry their deceased brother’s widow, now, they have an out. Incidentally, as time 

went on, halitzah—which in the Bible is the exception—became the rule. It 

became, in other words, a mitzvah to refrain from marrying the widow, and a 

transgression to do so. 

There are other profound changes in society that are hinted at in our parashah. For 

example, earlier in the Bible, there is no mention of divorce. Marriage is described 

as early as Genesis chapter 2, and it seems to be irrevocable. But in today’s 

parashah, we’re told two things. First, if a man marries a woman, and, as time 

passes, he realizes that he no longer wishes to remain married to her, he can 

divorce her. It’s presented matter of factly. Second, we’re told about another 

profound change having to do with what had apparently been a common practice in 

war: for soldiers to take home captive women. We’re told that if a soldier wants to 

do that, in essence he has to marry that captive woman. He has to treat her with far 

more respect that had previously been the case. And if he then loses his desire for 

her, he is in essence required to divorce her. Now, these may not sound terribly 

progressive today, but they represent profound evolutions in ancient practice. 

I have two purposes in bringing these to your attention. First, we often think of the 

Bible as a monolithic work, as an ancient text that preserves ancient sensibilities, 

and, with the exception of some lofty, abstract sentiments, like “Love thy neighbor 

as thyself,” or “Justice, justice thou shalt pursue,” which we read last week, mainly 

contains laws that have no real relevance to our day and age. I think that this 

week’s parashah shows how ancient Jewish society sought to respond to evolving 

sensibilities by altering laws to suit the new reality. 

This leads to my second purpose, which is to pose a challenge to us: as we witness 

evolving social realities today, what should change—in society’s norms, rules, 

expectations—and what shouldn’t change? We might all agree that, as opposed to 

the way the laws are stated in the Bible, women as well as men should be able to 

initiate divorce—to reflect our awareness that it’s only right that men and women 

should be equal in the eyes of the law. We might agree that women should not be 
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objectified. We might all agree that women should be able to bring their kids to 

work if necessary, and that employers should try to make reasonable 

accommodations. Those are fairly non-controversial. 

But would we all agree, for example, how the laws of war should evolve in the 

presence of our new understandings of the nature of war? Should torture be 

permitted? Under what circumstances? To answer those questions we have to go 

back to the Bible and ask ourselves—what does the Bible preserve and what does 

the Bible discard in the process of changing law? Did “Justice, justice thou shalt 

pursue” ever get repealed? And what about “Love thy neighbor as thyself?” And 

yet what happens when those lofty sentiments seem to butt up against the Jewish 

imperative to save innocent life, especially one’s own? What values must we insist 

on preserving, even as enormous changes occur? 

I never thought I would see the day that, on the marriage license that I am required 

to fill out whenever I officiate at a marriage, there are boxes to indicate the gender 

of the two parties. Yet, now it’s part of the bureaucracy of government—at least 

here in Massachusetts. That’s a pretty profound change. 

Just the other day, one of the candidates for president of the United States was 

mocked for caring about the human rights of enemies of the United States. Will 

there ever be a form on which a government official can check off whether or not a 

prisoner has been tortured, and if so, what kind of torture? Will that ever become 

part of the bureaucracy of government? Or will that remain a controversial 

exception, something that distinguishes the manner in which we conduct ourselves 

from that of the enemies who pursue us? 

As society changes, the law must change. But there is a value to slow and 

measured change. It may be frustrating, but that may be the only way we can 

preserve what is worth preserving, even as we change what is worth changing. 

Shabbat shalom. 

 


