CIRCUMCISION—AN ANCIENT RITE IN A MODERN WORLD
On September 24, 2001, our second child, a son, was born. In the week following the birth, I called friends and relatives, informed them of the news, and shared with them information about the upcoming circumcision (berit milah).  In making these calls, I was shocked when a close friend told me, “I am not attending the berit milah.  I went to one once, and I think it is barbaric and disgusting.”

Circumcision faces a two-fold attack today.   A world looking anew at rights of children and a society valuing laws of science more than teachings of religion has also revisited fundamental questions concerning berit milah.  As a 1996 letter in the British Medical Journal states: “The European Charter for children in hospital states that every child must be protected from unnecessary medical treatment.  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child states that children have right to self-determination, dignity, respect, integrity and non-interference and the right to make informed decisions.  Unnecessary circumcision of boys violates these rights.”

Underlying this attack is a secular view of society, which sees nothing unique and powerful in circumcision.  This view is supported by academic research showing the universality of the rite of circumcision.  Anthropologists conclude that there is nothing significantly Jewish about circumcision, and certainly not in routine neo-natal circumcision in America.  It is just a relic of an ancient, pre-scientific, barbaric world.

Anti-circumcision arguments are resonating with the American public.  For example, in 1987, an estimated 85% of newborn males in America underwent circumcision.  Yet, in 1998 only an estimated 58% of newborn males were circumcised.
  This drastic decrease reflects an increase in the rise of anti-circumcision literature,
 as well as respected medical research that questions the efficacy of circumcision.
  Consequently, one should expect newborn circumcision in America to further decrease in the coming years. 

Jews in America are also intermarrying and assimilating in increasing percentages. One can expect the critiques of circumcision to affect radically the number of Jews willing to circumcise their sons.
  All this highlights the need for Jews in America to emphasize the vibrancy and uniqueness of Jewish circumcision.  Only by responding with a powerful defense of circumcision will we be able to withstand both the moral and academic arguments raised by those opposing circumcision.  If we fail to enrich the current understanding of this mitzvah, then we may not be able to prevent its abandonment.

The Moral Concerns


The way to respond to the ethical difficulties surrounding Jewish circumcision is not through denigration and delegitimization of those opposing circumcision.
  In point of fact, leading rabbis already raised many of the concerns voiced by those opposing circumcision.  This demonstrates that there is a different perspective on the value of circumcision despite a shared awareness of the data.    


Given the current state of medical knowledge it is appropriate to consider the necessity for routine neo-natal circumcision.  On the question of whether or not it is appropriate for a baby to undergo circumcision, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) remains neutral.  In a policy statement issued in 1999, the AAP writes that there are “potential benefits” for newborn male circumcision.  However, the benefits “are not sufficient to recommend routine neonatal circumcision…parents should determine what is in the best interest of the child.”
  Normally, one does not perform elective surgery on an infant.   Yet, in this case, “it is legitimate for the parents to take into account cultural, religious, and ethnic traditions, in addition to medical factors, when making this choice.”
  


The AAP comments are a tribute to the organization’s ability to look at the larger picture when making medical recommendations.  From a narrow medical perspective, were there not “cultural, religious, and ethnic” factors, it is unclear that they would recommend routine neonatal circumcision.  It is true that the circumcised neo-natal male has a decreased risk of acquiring a urinary tract infection.  Furthermore, it is also possible that the adult circumcised male has some other medical advantages—perhaps a a lower association with contracting the HIV virus, and prevention of phimosis, balanitis, and penile cancer
—it is doubtful that in an analogous situation the medical community would perform preventive surgery.


Indeed, there are medical disadvantages to circumcision.  Only a circumcised child is exposed to the possibility of meatalstenosis.
  Moreover, the potential for a mistake in this surgery exists and, when it happens, the consequences are devastating.  For example, anti-circumcisionists claim that in a Georgia hospital in 1985 two mistaken amputations occurred on the same day.
  Moreover, even when the circumcision is performed correctly, recent evidence indicates that without appropriate topical and local anesthesia the baby feels intense pain.
   


The rabbis do not minimize the reality of the risks involved in circumcision, nor do they avoid the fact that the infant feels pain.  There is discussion in the Talmud of babies who die as a result of the circumcision, which indicates complete awareness of the seriousness of the operation.
 As R. Moses Sofer (Pressburg, 1762-1839) admits it is astonishing that death as a result of circumcision is so exceedingly rare: “It defies the laws of nature, for [miraculously] the mitzvah protects and saves.”
  

The custom developed of gathering in the home of the parents on the nights prior to the circumcision in order to offer moral support to nervous parents.
  During the actual circumcision the seriousness of the situation forces heaven to open its gates in anticipation of the accompanying, beseeching prayers. Targum Yonatan explains the words of Psalm 20, “May God answer you on your day of distress” to mean, “May God accept your prayers on the day of circumcision.
  In current practice, immediately following the circumcision the mohel recites a prayer asking God to grant a timely recovery to the infant.


Not only are the rabbis cognizant of the risks involved in circumcision, there are even those who suggest that it is essential for the infant to feel pain.  Some rabbis deny permission to use local or general anesthesia to lessen the infant’s pain claiming that it is essential for the infant to feel pain, for just as Abraham himself felt pain the infant too, should feel pain.
  While there are those rabbis who rule leniently on this matter, the position of at least one authoritative rabbi of the modern era is that it is not against Jewish law to dull the infant’s pain with anesthesia, but it is still inappropriate to adopt the lenient position.
    


Activists opposing circumcision argue that foreskin enhances sexual pleasure.  The foreskin is filled with nerve endings which each have their own sensation and additionally, it protects the glans from being desensitized.  Accordingly, they argue that it is immoral for parents to circumcise their infant sons and thus, without their consent, limit their sexual pleasure for life.
 


Whether or not their claims are correct remains an open question.
  Yet, it is noteworthy that Jewish theologians frequently contend that the very reason for the mitzvah of circumcision is because it diminishes both the man’s and woman’s sexual pleasure.  As Maimonides (Egypt, 1138-1204) writes, one of the main reasons for circumcisions is, “the wish to bring about a decrease in sexual intercourse and a weakening of the organ in question, so that this activity be diminished and the organ be in as quiet a state as possible.  It has been thought that circumcision perfects what is defective congenitally….  In fact this commandment has not been prescribed with a view to perfecting what is defective congenitally, but to perfecting what is defective morally.  The bodily pain caused to that member is the real purpose of circumcision.  None of the activities necessary for the preservation of the individual is harmed thereby, nor is procreation rendered impossible, but violent concupiscence and lust that goes beyond what is needed are diminished.  The fact that circumcision weakens the faculty of sexual excitement and sometimes perhaps diminishes the pleasure is indubitable.”


One hardly needs rhetoric from anti-circumcision activists to recognize serious ethical concerns arise as a result of Jewish adherence to this mitzvah.  According to the rabbis themselves, circumcision is a highly dangerous operation, which may at times result in death. Circumcision certainly causes pain to the infant and such pain may even be desirable for the proper performance of the mitzvah.  Furthermore, one of the primary reasons and positive consequences of this mitzvah might be that circumcision greatly diminishes both desire and pleasure in the sexual life of the Jewish male.


These concerns are powerfully real.  They demonstrate that one can not flippantly dismiss the arguments of the anti-circumcision camp.  Instead, the modern Jew should ponder with new urgency the obligation of berit milah.  The Jew today must revisit the mitzvah and wonder anew: Why is the commandment to circumcise, as the Talmud states, “worth more than all other mitzvot?”
 

The Mitzvah
The commandment for Jews to circumcise their sons appears in Genesis, chapter seventeen.  God tells Abraham (v. 1-2), “םימת היהו ינפל ךלהתה, Walk before me and be perfect.  דאמ דאמב ךתוא הבראו ךניבו יניב יתירב הנתאו, And I will make a covenant between me and you, and I will multiply you exceedingly.  And in v. 11-12: םכיניבו יניב תירב תואל היהו םכתלרע רשב תא םתלמנו, You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin which will be a sign of the covenant between you and me.  םכיתרדל רכז-לכ םכל לומי םימי תנמש-ןבו, Every eight day old male shall be circumcised for future generations….”  

Throughout Jewish history, the rabbis attribute supreme importance to berit milah. “Were it not for [berit milah], the Holy One Blessed Be He would not have created His universe, as it states (Jeremiah 33: 25), ‘So says God, If My covenant (beriti) will not be day and night, then I would not have established the ways of heaven and earth.’”
  Without berit milah, the whole world could not exist!  

Mystical texts note that fulfillment of circumcision grants ability to cleave properly to God, always to remain under God’s protection, and for the body to fulfill daily a union with God on this earth.
  This idea has its origins in a paragraph from the Midrash Tanhuma:  “All of Israel who are circumcised [upon death] enter the Garden of Eden, for the Holy one, blessed be He, has placed His name in Israel so that they will enter the Garden of Eden.  And what is the name and seal, which he placed in them?  It is the name Shadai.  He placed the shin in the nose, the dalet in the hand, and the yod on the [place of] circumcision.  Therefore when a Jew dies there is an appointed angel in the Garden of Eden, who receives every circumcised Jew and brings him into the Garden of Eden.”
  Berit milah allows for the creation of the world, protection in the present world, and entrance into the world to come.

The high level of importance that Jewish texts place on this mitzvah correlates with the manner in which Jew haters also view this mitzvah.  From the time of Antiochus Epiphanes to Nazi Germany and Communist Russia, enemies of Jews specifically focused derision upon circumcision.
 They too, have understood that berit milah is more than just another positive commandment;
 they too, have understood the centrality of berit milah to the vitality of Judaism.

The historical importance of berit milah reinforces the necessity for a powerful modern day understanding of this mitzvah.  A modern approach needs to address the following questions: Why was this mitzvah commanded to Abraham?  Why is berit milah so central to the covenant between man and God?  Is this commandment uniquely Jewish?  Does this mitzvah raise problematic moral dilemmas?  How is the notion of berit milah still relevant in a modern world?  

Scholarly Understandings of the Biblical Commandment


In Genesis 17, when God commands Abraham to circumcise himself and all his male descendants forever, circumcision functions as a sign between God and man and as a guarantee of the future success of Abraham’s descendants.  As a consequence of the circumcision, Abraham will be “whole” (םימת), his descendants will be blessed, and the land of Canaan will be his eternal heritage.


Abraham circumcised himself at the age of ninety-nine and his children and grandchildren were also circumcised.  Ishmael was circumcised at the age of thirteen and Isaac was circumcised at eight days (Genesis 21: 4).  Leviticus (12: 3) repeats the command to circumcise all males at the age of eight days.  Similarly, the Torah commands the entire community to eat the Paschal lamb, except no uncircumcised male may eat from the offering (Exodus 12: 48).

Jacob’s sons told Shechem and Hamor of the Hivite tribe that they would not intermarry with the Hivites until the latter circumcised themselves, on account of the fact that an uncircumcised male is a “disgrace (הפרח) to us” (Genesis 34: 14).  Circumcision as a disgrace reappears in the Book of Joshua. After Joshua circumcises the people who have entered the land of Canaan with him, God tells him (5: 9): “This day I have rolled the disgrace (תפרח) of Egypt from off you.”


 Perhaps the most enigmatic biblical reference to circumcision appears in Exodus, 4: 24-26.  Moses was journeying with his wife Tzipporah, and his sons, when God appeared and wanted to kill one of the males in the traveling party.
  Tzipporah quickly circumcised her son and exclaimed יל התא םימד ןתח, “you are married to blood.”
  Indeed, this act of circumcision appeased God and the danger passed.


Does a unifying theme relate these passages?  One modern position emphasizes the Exodus passage and accordingly understands circumcision in general as a replacement for child sacrifice.  This approach denies uniqueness to Jewish circumcision and sees it as an example of a universal trend in the ancient world away from child sacrifice.  Julian Morgenstern writes: “The cutting off of some part of the body of every child, some part of course which could readily be dispensed with, such as the first hair with which a child is born or, if a male, of the foreskin, and with this the shedding of some of the child’s blood, and the giving of this in proper, ceremonial manner to the spirits or to the particular spirit, which were or was thought to bring the child into being, redeemed it completely and effectively.  Here quite manifestly we have the origin of circumcision.”


The Exodus passage in light of this interpretation reads nicely as the story of redemption through circumcision.
  So too, it makes sense that Abraham hears first the command to circumcise, as God also directly teaches him through the near-sacrifice of Isaac to replace child sacrifice.  Finally, the notion of circumcision as a redemptive rite dovetails nicely with the prohibition of an uncircumcised male to eat from the Paschal lamb.  The Paschal lamb symbolizes the redemption of the Israelites, while a male lacking circumcision denies the redemption process.  The Torah forbids one who denies his own personal redemption from participating in the ritual act that marks the redemption of the Israelites.


An alternative approach views circumcision in the Torah as a fertility rite.  This understanding relies heavily on Genesis 17, which directly relates Abraham’s circumcision to God’s promise that Abraham will have a great number of descendants who will forever inherit the land of Canaan.
  


The biblical term for foreskin, הלרע (arlah), supports the notion of circumcision as a fertility rite.  Elsewhere in the Torah, arlah appears as a horticultural term.  After a tree has been planted, for three years its fruit may not be eaten; the fruit are considered arelim, forbidden growth.
  Arel also signifies organs of the body that do not function properly; it refers to lips that do not speak properly,
a heart or mind that does not understand,
 and ears that do not listen.


The multiple contexts of arel lead some to explain the term as a reference to weak and unproductive limbs.  For the first three years a tree produces weak fruit.  However, if one removes the arlah, the non-productive parts, it will allow for greater growth.  Hence, when one removes the male arlah, the foreskin, the hope is for greater sexual reproduction.


Contemporary scholars find the notion of circumcision as a fertility rite attractive for the added reason that it agrees with external biblical evidence.
  Many other societies practice circumcision at the onset of puberty, where it overtly serves as a fertility rite.  Those scholars who see universal explanations in sociological phenomena argue that the biblical description of circumcision reinforces this data from other societies.  At their foundations both of these scholarly arguments deny the uniqueness of biblical circumcision and, by extension, the modern day practice of circumcision by Jews.

The Universality of the Rite


According to the Encyclopedia of Religion, fifty-seven different societies—from Australia to Africa--practice circumcision.
  As the psychotherapist, Bruno Bettelheim writes, “Whatever the origin and meaning of circumcision may be, it must originate in deep human needs since it seems to have sprung up independently among many peoples although in different forms.”
 


Anthropologists have proposed numerous reasons for origins of circumcision.  Some of the more popular possibilities are:

1) Circumcision aids hygiene by protecting against infection.  This explanation dates all the way back to Herodotus (5th c., B.C.E.).
 

2) Circumcision acts as preparation for sexual life.  In most societies practicing circumcision, the rite takes place at the onset of puberty, which indicates a correlation to sexual maturity.  The Arabic term for circumcision, hatana, which relates to the Hebrew term for bridegroom also, indicates that there was originally a connection between circumcision and marriage.
  Included in this theory is the possibility that circumcision protects against the danger of sexual relations or consecrates the genitalia.

3) As an entrance rite into society, circumcision works as a test of endurance.  This especially applies to circumcisions in certain African societies. For example, in some societies the one being circumcised must hold in his hand a spear with the point resting on his foot without betraying the slightest expression of pain or allowing the spear to quiver.

4) The lack of foreskin serves as an identifying tribal mark and symbolizes a high level of social distinction.  As Genesis 17 states, circumcision is an “ot berit”(a sign of the covenant).

5) Freud argues: “Circumcision is the symbolical substitute of castration, a punishment which the primeval father dealt his sons long ago out of the fullness of his power; and whosoever accepted this symbol showed by so doing that he was ready to submit to the father’s will, although it was at the cost of painful sacrifice.”

The Jewishness of the Rite


In light of evidence pointing to the universality of this practice, is it appropriate to look for a specifically Jewish reason for circumcision? Already in biblical times there is awareness that other nations were also practicing circumcision.
  Yet, even then Jews saw their circumcision as being different than those of the nations around them.  This understanding only increased throughout history.  Even though circumcision’s net spreads far, there are aspects to berit milah, which are unique to Judaism. 


The biblical command to circumcise all of Abraham’s descendants is unique in its requirement that it take place on the eighth day. This indicates that one should not look for the origins of biblical circumcision in preparation for sexual life, or as a test of endurance.
 


Jewish circumcision differs from other circumcisions not only with respect to when it is performed, but also with respect to how it is performed.  One of the most difficult passages in the entire Hebrew Bible is Jeremiah 9: 24-25, which states: 

…באומ-לעו ןומע ינב-לעו םודא-לעו הדוהי-לעו םירצמ-לע  .הלרעב לומ-לכ-לע יתדקפו…

.בל-ילרע לארשי תיב-לכו םילרע םיוגה-לכ יכ

For years many translators and commentators struggled with this passage, as it seems to contradict itself.  Are the nations Jeremiah describes here as surrounding Israel circumcised or uncircumcised?  The first part of the verse suggests that all the nations are circumcised, while the end hints that they are not circumcised.

 Recently, modern scholarship has supported the position of the great medieval commentator, Rashi (Northern France, ca. 1040-1105).  Rashi translates this passage as: “I will deal with every circumcised person possessing a foreskin…for all of the nations have foreskin, and all of the house of Israel have foreskins of the heart.”
  As Professor Richard Steiner convincingly argues, the other nations are circumcised and yet they nonetheless possess foreskin!  There was a distinction between the circumcision of Israel and the circumcision of other nations.

The other nations apparently removed a lot less skin.  “The Egyptian procedure involved either the excision of a triangular section from a dorsal face of the foreskin or simply a longitudinal incision along the median line of the dorsal face allowing retraction of the foreskin and exposure of the glans.”
  Indeed, the Book of Joshua (5: 4-7), states that upon entering the land of Canaan the Jewish people circumcised themselves “a second time.”  The rabbis suggest that this phrase might mean that their circumcision previously lacked the necessary element of Jewish circumcision known as periah, i.e. the tearing of the mucous membrane to completely expose the glans.

In Mishnaic and Talmudic times, the rabbis stressed the necessity of periah. “One who circumcises, but does not perform periah, it is as if he is uncircumcised.”
  In addition to marking Jewish circumcision as different, periah serves another vital purpose.  In Hellenistic times, when circumcision was outlawed, many circumcised Jews tried to hide their circumcision through epispasm, a process of foreskin restoration.  Since epispasm works by creating new foreskin from the remnants of the original foreskin, the requirement of periah, which removes nearly all the original skin greatly, impedes epispasm.  Thus, periah effectively prevents the reversal of circumcision.
    


Jewish circumcision is thus singular with respect to when it is performed and how it is performed.  The fact that it is performed near birth, perhaps as close to birth as possible,
 and the fact that its goal is permanence must play a significant role in the understanding of the paramount importance of circumcision within Jewish theology.


With this in mind, it is important to return to two of the biblical passages that discuss circumcision.
In Genesis 34: 14, the sons of Jacob say that giving their sister in marriage to an uncircumcised man is a “disgrace to us” (ונל אוה הפרח). After Joshua circumcises the Jewish people, he is told that he removed the “disgrace” (תפרח) of Egypt from upon them.
  What is so disgraceful about a lack of circumcision?  Why is circumcision specifically a removal of the disgrace of Egypt?


The answer to these questions cannot be that Egyptians looked askance at foreskin because archaeological evidence indicates that, on the contrary, upper members of Egyptian society circumcised themselves.
  Thus, it seems that Jews were prevented from continuing their forefathers’ practice of circumcision during the height of their slavery in Egypt.
  As slaves they did not have control over their bodies and could not elect to perform surgery. When the overthrow of their Egyptian masters was assured, then they could perform circumcision.  This is why circumcision is linked in Exodus (12: 48) with the sacrifice of the paschal lamb; one who is not circumcised may not eat of the Paschal lamb.  Both acts were revolutionary.  One overturned Egyptian religion, the other Egyptian sovereignty.  Hence, only as Moses was about to lead the people out of Egypt was he finally able to circumcise them.


A lack of circumcision in the Bible is a disgrace because it connotes a lack of sovereignty.  Slaves may not circumcise themselves, but those who are in control of their bodies, their future, and their destiny may circumcise.  That is why Jacob’s sons demand that Shechem and Hamor circumcise.  Circumcision reasserts sovereignty in an area where their sovereignty had been attacked.  By circumcising the Jewish people upon entering Canaan, Joshua forwards the claim that the Jewish people are no longer slaves.  They now have their own land and destiny.  


  The act of periah, a requirement unique to Jewish circumcision, strengthens the idea of circumcision as an expression of sovereignty.  Periah prevents the effectiveness of epispasm, a reversal of the circumcision procedure. The performance of periah thus becomes a powerful statement.

Throughout history Jews have undergone brutal persecutions, many of them connected with the mitzvah of berit milah.  In a world, in which, Greeks, Romans, Christians, Nazis, and Russians did not circumcise themselves, circumcision alone could mark someone as a Jew.  When a mother and father decide to circumcise their newborn in the Jewish manner, they are declaring that their child’s fate will always intertwine with theirs, with that of the Torah, and the Jewish people.  Whatever evil persecution may arise, the Jewish male will not be able to hide his Judaism.  Jewish circumcision affirms that Jews will always have the right and the ability to practice their beliefs and value-system.  Jews will always have the freedom to be Jews.  It commits to the idea of the eternality of Judaism. Consequently, berit milah stands as an enduring statement of religious and personal sovereignty, on both a national and individual level. Even before 1948, it was a declaration of Jewish sovereignty.

Conclusion

Attacks upon the practice of circumcision raise concerns about the acceptability of performing a painful operation upon an unsuspecting newborn. These concerns are real and appropriate.  They should not be ridiculed.
  Indeed, they reflect opinions already held by the rabbis.  

The way to respond to these concerns is by examining with greater depth the meaning and modern relevance of circumcision.  Countless Jewish thinkers have already proposed reasons for berit milah.
  However, many of these reasons were offered prior to the modern era and, thus, do not respond to contemporary criticisms. 

I find that berit milah forwards a claim to eternal religious sovereignty.  The primary singular element of Jewish circumcision is the obligation of periah.  Periah reinforces the notion of religious sovereignty through an irreversible surgical procedure.  Through the performance of periah on a son, parents are declaring that they will never be afraid of their Judaism.  Hence, the Talmud values berit milah more than all other mitzvot because when parents decide to circumcise their child they are declaring that there is no mitzvah, which a child cannot do. 

Ultimately, however, berit milah is about submission before God.  Commenting on the words (Genesis 17: 1), “Walk before me and be whole (םימת),” R. Abraham ibn Ezra (Spain, ca. 1089-1164) explains that one is םימת by “not asking the reason for circumcision.”
  Even in our modern society, the religious soul must eventually submit blindly to the word of God.        

Shmuel Herzfeld
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� See Wolfson, 77-112.


� Tsav, 14.  Cited and translated by Wolfson, 78.  


� Different elements of the berit milah function protectively, including the wine, foreskin and blood.  Se, for example, Nissan Rubin, The Beginning of Life: Rites of Birth, Circumcision and Redemption of the First-born in the Talmud and Midrash, Hebrew (Israel, 1995), 105.  See Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A Study in Folk Religion (New York, 1939), 154, 195.  For this reason, when a circumcision occurs on Rosh Hashanah some have the custom of blowing the shofar with the blood of the circumcision still in their mouth.  See Mishnah Berurah, 584, 4: 12.  See also Daniel Sperber, “Al Hashkaat Mayim Bevrit Milah,” Milet, I (1983), 221-224.  Targum to Canticles, 3: 8, states:  “Each one of them has the seal of circumcision on his flesh, as it was sealed on the flesh of their father Abraham and are protected by it as a man with a sword strapped to his thigh, and because of this they do not fear the demons and killers who walk at night.”  Cited in David Flusser, “Who Sanctified the Beloved in the Womb,” Immanuel 11, (1980), 48.    


� See I Maccabees 1: 48; II Maccabees 6: 10; see the comments of Tacitus (d. 120 C. E.) in Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, vol. II (Israel, 1980), 19.  See Louis H. Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the Ancient World: Attitudes and Interactions From Alexander to Justinian (Princeton, 1993), 153-158; Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. “Circumcision,” 5 (Jerusalem, 1972), 569; Amnon Linder, The Jews in Roman Imperial Legislation (Detroit & Jerusalem, 1987), 99, 117, and 138; James Parkes, The Conflict of the Church and Synagogue (New York, 1961), index, s.v. circumcision.  Even in 1958, a distinguished Professor of Columbia University could write: “The Jews alone with their rigid adherence to circumcision and their haughty attitude toward all others than themselves, have had to bear the brunt of opposition and ridicule because of a rite that was, to the nations surrounding them, distinctively characteristic of them; and the ‘curti Judaei’ were the objects of the sneers of the Graeco-Roman world from Horace onward.”  [Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, ed. by James Hastings, 3 (New York, 1958), 663.]  For the Jewish perception that this was the case see Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, translated by Paul Radin, vol. III (Philadelphia, 1968), 57, and vol. VI, 24 n141. 


� This was especially evident in the early Christian attitude towards circumcision.  See Michael Singer, “To See Ourselves as Others See Us: Circumcision in Pagan Antiquity and the Christian Middle Ages,” in Berit Milah in the Reform Context, ed. L. M. Barth (Hebrew Union College, 1990), 113-126.  See Sidney B. Hoenig, “Circumcision: The Covenant of Abraham,” The Jewish Quarterly Review, 53 (1963), 322-334.  Even today, those Christians opposed to circumcision cite Romans 2: 25-29: “The true Jew is not he who is such in externals, neither is the true circumcision the external mark in the flesh.  The true Jew is he who is such inwardly, the true circumcision is of the heart, directed not by written precepts (the law) but by the Spirit; such a man receives his commendation not from men but from God.  (See O’Mara, 91.)  See also Galatians, 5: 24. 


� Exactly whose life was threatened is debated.  See Julian Morgenstern, “The ‘Bloody Husband’ (?) (Exod. 4: 24-26) Once Again,” Hebrew Union College Annual, 34 (1963), 35-70; Joshua Blau, “םימד ןתח,” Tarbiz, 26 (1957), 1-3. 


� The translation belongs to Aryeh Kaplan, The Living Torah (New York, 1981), 277.  See there for an exhaustive list of possible translations of this phrase.


� Morgenstern, 36.  On child sacrifice in the Bible see Jon Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism (New Haven, 1993).


� See Blau, 1-3.


� Blau suggests that the references to circumcision in Exodus directly relate to each other. Tzipporah saves her oldest son Gershom through the blood of circumcision.  Likewise, the blood of the Paschal lamb saves all first-born males.  See Blau, 2.  This interpretation of biblical circumcision finds support in traditional Jewish texts.  R. Reuven Katz, 56, writes: “Why can an uncircumcised male not eat from the Paschal lamb?  The Paschal lamb is a sign of freedom, and if you are not circumcised it is a sign that you do not yet stand in freedom before God.”  Cf. Mekhitah, Parshat Bo: 5.  See also, Hoffman, 190.  American Indian traditions also contain a ritual, which directly relates dough, blood, door-posts, and circumcision.  See Hastings, 670.


� See Hoffman, 48.  The connection is already noted in Talmudic sources.  See Tosefta Shabbat, 15: 8; Babylonian Talmud Shabbat, 108a.  See also Saul Lieberman, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: A Comprehensive Commentary on the Tosefta, Part III, Order Moed (repr. Jerusalem, 1992), 252.


� Leviticus, 19: 23-4.


� Exodus 6: 12.


� Leviticus 26: 41; Deuteronomy 10: 16; Jeremiah 9: 22; Ezekiel 44: 7.


� Jeremiah 6: 10.


� See Hoffman, 48; see also Rubin, 84; see also the position of Wellhausen, cited in Morgenstern, 41.


� See Hoffman; and Rubin.  Especially see Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, The Savage in Judaism: An Anthropology of Israelite Religion and Ancient Judaism (New Haven, 1993), 146-173.  Eilberg-Schwartz also contains an extensive bibliography on circumcision.


� Hastings, 662.  Cf. Arnold Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, translated by Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago, 1960).  See Shaye J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (California, 1999), 44-49, 115.


� Cited by Gollaher, 64.


� The thorough article in Hastings, 659-670, heavily influences this list.  See also The New Encyclopedia of Religion, 511-514.  See also Rubin.


� “Egyptians practiced circumcision for the sake of cleanliness, considering it better to be clean than comely.” (Histories, 2: 37.)  Cf. Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, vol. I (Israel, 1974), 1-5.  See also Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis, translated by Ralph Marcus (Cambridge, 1953), 242.


� See Morgenstern, 35-70.  See also, Hastings, 664.


� Cf. the commentary of R. Moses b. Nahman (Nahmanides, Spain, 1194-1270), to Genesis, 17: 9. 


See also the discussion below.  This explains the biblical custom of swearing “under the thigh” (Genesis 24: 2; 47: 29).
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� Ibid.  For circumcision as an identifying mark of the Jews, see the literature cited in Stern, vol. II, 41.  Howard-Eilberg Schwartz notes that it is difficult to understand this as the reason for Abraham’s circumcision, since Ishmael too, was circumcised.  See Eilberg-Schwartz, 148.


� Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism (translated and reprinted in New York, 1958), 156.


� See the discussion below of Jeremiah 9: 24-25.  The rabbis too were cognizant that circumcision was not unique to the Jewish people.  See the comments of Chezkuni (Northern France, 12th c.)  to Genesis, 45: 4.  See Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia, 1995), 345. 


� Hastings, 662.  Since Jewish circumcision takes place at a unique time it changes the focus of the rite.  It is not a warrior rite or entrance into an adult community, but more of a parent-child rite.  Nahum Sarna argues that, “The Bible shifted its [circumcision’s] performance from puberty to the eighth day of birth, a radical departure from well-nigh universal practice which not only marks the distinction in spiritual destiny between Isaac and Ishmael, but even more importantly establishes another essential differentiation of the biblical institution of circumcision from its contemporary pagan counterpart.”  [Nahum Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York, 1970), 132.  Cited by Eilberg-Schwartz, 142.] While it is true that some Muslims also have the practice to circumcise on the eighth day, that custom derives from the biblical command.  See Hastings, 678.  See also R. Moses de Leon, Sheqel Ha-Qodesh, 67.  [Cited in Wolfson, 98 n63.]


� Cited and translated by Richard Steiner, “Incomplete Circumcision in Egypt and Edom: Jeremiah (9: 24-25) in the Light of Josephus and Jonckheere,” Journal of Biblical Literature, 118 (1999), 498.


� Steiner, 503.  Cf. Rubin, 101.  The Torah states (Genesis, 17: 11), “you shall be circumcised through the flesh of your foreskin.”  The word flesh, רשב, appears to commentators as superfluous.  Yet, this word might imply that Jewish circumcision was a unique type of circumcision, different than other circumcions in the Near East.  Cf. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat, 133a.  


� See Rashi and R. David Kimhi (Narbonne, ca. 1160-1235) in their commentaries to Joshua, ad loc.  See Chezkuni to Genesis, 45: 4.  See Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot, 71b.  See Steiner, 502.  For a description of periah see Immanuel Jakobovits, Jewish Medical Ethics (New York, 1959), 194.


� Babylonian Talmud Shabbat, 137b; Jerusalem Talmud Shabbat, 17b.


� See Shaye J. D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah (Pennsylvania, 1989), 52.
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� Joshua, 5: 9.


� See Hastings, 674-678; Steiner, 503; Gollaher, 2-6; and Shaye J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties, 45.
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� See, for example, the explanations of the medieval commentators to Genesis 17, i. e. R. Hananel (v. 1), R. Joseph Bekhor Shor (v. 1), R. Abraham ibn Ezra (v. 1), Nahmanides (v. 9), R. Ovadia Seforno (v. 11), Chezkuni (v. 26), R. David Kimhi (v. 11), and R. Isac Arama in Akedat Yitzhack.  See also Bereishit Rabbah, 11: 6; Tosefta Shabbat 16 (17), 9.  Also see, Philo, 242-246.  See also the literature cited in Rubin, and Hoffman.  See also Biale, 220; Jeremy Cohen, “Be Fertile and Increase, Fill the Earth and Master It”: The Ancient and Medieval Career of a Biblical Text (Ithaca, 1989), 187 n69.  For modern attempts see, for example, Daniel Silberman Brenner, “The Day I Cut off My Son’s Foreskins,” published on Beliefnet.com; and Daniel Landes and Sheryl Robbin, “Gainful Pain,” Tikkun, 5: 5 (1990), 72-74; Levenson, “The New Enemies of Circumcision,” 36.


� R. Abraham ibn Ezra, commentary on the Torah, ad. loc.  Cited and explained further in the commentary of R. Moses ben Nahman, ad loc.  See also Zornberg, 106.  Bereishit Rabbah (46: 3), on the appearance of the God’s name, Shadai, in Genesis 17 explains, “she-amar dai, [God] said, enough.”  God told Abraham, that he had asked enough questions about berit milah.  The time had come just to accept the comandment.
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