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The :purpose of this paper has been to collect and 

collate the many scatterec1 referenceti to circu.mcision 

that occur in J?rimary Jewish sources, o.nc1 wherever J?OS-

sible, to gi.ve the religious ideas and motives behind 

this rite as the sources themselves express them. No 

attempt has been made to treat the subject o~ c irc1un-

cision in general, or to :present theor:i.es and hypotheses 

on the origin and d.evelOJ)ment of this :practice except in-

sofar as they are rele,ted specifically to Judaism. The 

J·evdsh sources from which pammgos have bee:t1 cj.tea. include 

the 131 ble, the A:pochrypha and Pseu(lapigraphn, Philo' s 

1rreatise on Circumcision, the V!orks of Josephus, the ~:al-

mud, (incluclins the Mj.shnah, ToGe:phta, and. Yerushaln1i) · 

ru1d the Midrashim. References from a few non-Jewish 

sources that have a bearing on c ircu.m.c i.sio:n in Juda:lsrn 

have likewise been cited, s,na. these inclu.d.e :passages from 

the Histor.v· of Herodotu.s, the New Testament, ancl Justin rs 

Dialogue with '.rrypho.~ The thei::ds a.oes not go beyond. the 

Midrashic aJ.1.d. '.J:almuclic interpretations of c j.rcumc is ion. 

The translation of Biblical passages given here, fol-

101.vs, on the whole, the translation rendered. b,y the Jew-

ish Pul;lication Society. Of New 'J3estament translations, 

both the Moffatt ecL:L ti on and. the King James Version were 

f ollov·.rect. 
~ 

The Chs~les ed.:Ltj_on of the .Apochrypha and I)seud.~· 

api.grapha was usec1.. DJ'.'. I,auterbach' 2 translation of the 

Mekilta and li'riec1la:nd.er 1 s translation of Pirke cl.e n. J.Dl-
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iezir were generally followed. Considerable help was 

derived :f1'om the new I~nt:;lish edition o:f the Babylonian 

1ralmuc1 J?UbliioihecL by the Sonc ino Press T1.r1d.er the ec1i tor-

shi~D of J)r. Epstein. The keen translations given in 

the three Sea.arim alreacly com:plete and the notes a:i;r;enda• 

ea. o:b the 11ottorn of the :pages were of immeasureable 

assistance. Danby' s I~nglish ed.i ti on of the Mishnsl1 wi::.1.s 

also consul tea. anc1. sometimes :followecl. All other trans-

lations of Rabbinic texts that are here included are my 

own. 

J: he.ve made an attempt to analyze critically some of 

the important Biblical passagefJ. '.For a great :part of 

this critical analysis I am indebted to Dr. Julj.an :Morgen-

stern vdw loanecl me the 1.:1.se of the manuscript of his ver.y 

:Lm:portant liut as yet un1mblishecl work, "Rites of B:Lrth, 

Mar1·iage, J)eath, an cl Kina.re ct Occasions among the Semites. If 

D:r.. Ivior[;Emstern gave me the li bert,y to quote from his 

work, which I clic1, and to criticize some of his vievv's, 

vrhich I also cU.cl where I felt this was :Corthc oming. For 

the personal interest which he took in my task and. for 

the :personal 0011.nsel Yhich he gave me on many occasions, 

I take this o:pporturi.:i.ty to e:x:press to him m,y thanks e.:nd. 

I am also ind.ebtec1 to :Profef;sor Samu.el !;. Oohon, ux1-

c1.er v;hose g"Llidanee this vvork vms written ancl who sug;:ested. 

the subject of this paper. On many occa1.:1ions rrofessor 

Cohan led me to ne~ works relBted to the subject and ad-

vised me on the organization and content of the th~sis. 

For his porso:no.1 interest and help I take this O}?J;lOr-



t1m.ity to e:x:pres n thanks and. a1rnrecia ti on to him also. 
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:Part One 

The Biblical Period 
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r..01roumoision 1o the Bible 

References to oiroumoision, and its oounterpartt unairoum

o1a1on~a~e pl~nt1ful in the Biblical record, but unfortunately 

they do not give a olear-cut picture of the rite, its development 

in Israel ~r its significance. Three of the referenoea are appar• 

ently separate attempts to explain the origin of this praat1oe. 

I They are (a) the Priestly account in Gen. ohap. 17, and its aon~ 

P t1nuation in Gen. 21:1-4, which legislates the practice of this 

·~ rite to .Abraham and his descendants and tells of the oiroumoision 
i 

i 
a.~· 
m 

of the patriarch and tb.e male members of b.is household~· (b) the 

fragmentary and cryptic narrative in Exod. 4:24-26~ which tells 

of the oiroumcision by Zipporah of her son; (o) the account in 

Josh· 5:2-9 Wb.1cb. tells of the circumcision of the children of 

I era.el by Joshua. at G1 bea th-b.a-a.raloth or Gilgal. These accounts, 

will be treated in detail· Another narrative dealing with airoum-,. 

eielon ie the oomposit~story of Dinah and Bhechem in Gen. 34. 

Besides the legisl$.tive parts of Gen. 17 there a.re further 

injunctions regarding the practice of oiraumoision in Exod. 12:43, 

where it is stated in oonneot~on with the Passover offering,that 

a slave may ea€~of it only if he has been -0iroumo1sed; in Exod. 

12:48, where it is again stated in aonneotion with the Passover 

Offering, that a stranger who wishes to keep the Passover must 

first be ciroumoieed, and wb.ere 1 t is emphasised,,-tb.at no uncir

cumcised person may eat of it; in Lev. l2:3
1

wnere the command o:r 

Gen. 17:12 is repeated, that when a. male child 1e born, he shall 

be cireumci aed in the f'le sh ef his for akin when b.e i e eigb.t days 

\"~: /"! Old; a.nd in Ezek. 4l+:9.:·where the prophet lays down the law ths,t 
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11 -·"'ou 11 · 
~·· 1a.11en, unoi'roumoised in heart and unciroumci sed in flesh shall 

' 

enter the sanctuary of God. 

Scattered references to the unairaumaised of other nations 

are found in a oum'ber of places in the Bible. The term 11uno1roum

cised11 f'J-1' is especially applied to the Philistirit~S, sometimes .. r 

aa a synonym and most frequently as an opprobrious expression. 

Samson is warned by b.is parents against taking 11 a wife of the 

uno1rcumoised Philistines" (Jud. 14:3), and elsewhere he pleads 

to God, "And now shall I die for thirst and fall into the hand of 

the unoiroumoiaed? 11 (Jud. 15:18). J·onathan says to his armour ... 

bearer with reference to the Philist1nes,"Oome and let us go over 

into the garrison of these uncircumoised. 11 {I Sam. 14:6). David 

ohalleng1ngly asks :regarding the Philistine, ·ohampion Goliath~ 

"Who is this unciroumc1sed Philistine tbat b.e should have taunted 

ihe armies of the living God?" (I Sam. 17:26),and then offers 

himself to Saul for taking up arms against Gol1ath,witb the boast, 

"Thy servant smote ·both the lion and tl1e bear Jand this uncircum

cised Philistine she,,11 be. as one of them." (I Sam. 17: 36). Saul, 

bearing a death wound, begs his armour bearer to kill bim,lest 

tl:le "unc1roumc1 sed" Pb.111 sti:ues come and thrust him through e.nd 

make a mock of him~ (I Sam 31:4, I Ol:lron. 10:4) David on hearing 

the report of the death of Saul and Jonathan, cries out in his 

lamentation over them: ''Tell it not in Gerth; publish it not in 

the streets of Aah1telon; lest the daugh·ters of' the Philistines 

rejoice; lest the daughters of the unciraumaised triumph." (II Sam. 

1:20). In aonnea·t1on with the Philistines, the account in I Sam. 

18:25-27, though not directly related to airoumaision, is of es

pecial 1ntere st• Saul, seeking to do away with David lets the la t·ter 

knbw that he Will give him his daughter in marriage if he avenges 
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b.ie enemies 1 the Philistines, by bringing hj,m one hundred ot' their 

foreskins. Saul' a intent is to put David in a. position where b.e 

would surely fall into the hands of the Philistines. David, 

however, succeeds in slaying two-hand!!"~d of the enemy, and brings 

tnei:r foreli!k1ns to Saul, for wb.ioh he receives Michal, .~~ul' e 
' daughter, in marriage. There is no conneotion in this narrative 

with circumcision in Israel; the foreskins merely serve as a 

trophy to indicate that the mission upon which David went was 

carried out. 2 In II Sam. 3:14 David sends to Ish-bosheth demand

ing the return of his wife on the ground that the Pb.ilistine fore

skins were the price he paid for her betrothal. 

Surprisingly, the literary prophets outside of Ezekiel 

have practically nothing to say of ciroumcision or unciroumcision. 

In Jere 9:24,25 occurs a statement which apparently lists those 

ne.tions that practiced circumoiaion in the prophet• s time. "Behold 

tb.e de,ys come saith the Lord, that I will punish all them that a.re 

circumcised in the foreskin ;3 Egypt and Judah and I!:dom and the· 

children of Ammon and Moab, and all that have the corners of their 

'" hair polled that dwell in the wilderness." But immediately follow-{ij 
~.it 

"' 
I 
!' 

1ng this is the rather cryptic statement Whioh seems to be an 

explanatory gloss, but which when combined with the above makes 

little or no sense: "For all the nations are uncircumcised but 

all tb.e house of' Israel are uncircumcised in the heart. 114 

The prophet Ezekiel in his oracles against the nations makes 

frequent use of the word h 1f to describe a horrible kind of 

destruction. Against Tyre he proclaims "Thou shalt die the deaths 

of the unc1raumcised, by the hand of strangers 11 (28:10) Similar 

oalami ties are proclaimed again st Egypt; "'rhou anal t be brought 
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down with the trees of Eden into the nether parts of the earth, 

thou shalt be in tb.e midst of the unci:rcumcieed, with them that 

a.re slaim with the sword. This is Pharaoh and all his multitude" 

(31:18); nGo down and be thou laid with the unclroumoised 11 (32:19); 

Those that are uncirc1..1mcised and have gone down to the nether

world, slein' With the sword are .Assyria ( 31: 22) , Baam ( 31.: 24) , 

Mechech, 'l'u'bal (3~·:26), Edom (32:29) and Zidon (3!!.:30). Pharaoh 

and all his army shall suffer a fate like theirs, and 11be laid in 

the midst of the uncircumcised with ·them,.that are slain by the 

sword. 11 ( 3'l: 32) There is no indi ca ti on here that Egypt is included 

t in the category of the uncircumcised, but rather that the prophet 
~~ 

foreees for her a fate similar to those unciroumciaed nations 

that have already gone down to destruction. Tbe inference 1s that 

Egypt~ or at least Pbaraob, was classed by the prophet with the 

oiroumoiaed.5 

Deutro·.;.iir saiah in his message of comfort to his stricken 

people US9S the term r') P Wi'th probable reference to the 13aby

l:m1an s, and couples 1 t with the t.erm /c If{"'. "Awake, awake, put 

on thy strength, 0 Zion; put on thy 'beautiful garments, O Jeru

salem, the holy city; for henceforth ·there shall no more come 

unto thee the unciroumoi sad and ·the u.nolean" ( 52: l) 

The terms (;If and h Y are frequently employed in the 

B1bl$ in a spiritual or ethical sense. The expression 11unoiraum

oised in heart 11 has already been mentioned in connection with 

Jer. 9:25 and Ezek. 44;6-9· Ezekiel decries the abominations 

in the house of Israel "in tbat ye have brought aliens, uncircum

cised in heart and uncircumcised in flesh, to be in My sanctuary 

to profane it!iii..:.;;.~"' Thus saith the Lord God: No alien, unoi:rcum.o1sed 



1n heart and·~ uno1roumoi sed in flesh, shall enter into My sanc

tuary, even any a.lien that is among tb.e children of Israel." 

Deut. 30:6 gives a clearer understanding of this expression: 

"And the Lord thy God will oiroumcise tl:il.y b.eart and the heart of 

thy seed, to love the Lord thy God .. w:tth all thy baa.rt, and with 

a.11 thy sou,l, that thou mayest live. 11 Deu·t 10:16 gives the in

junction 1101roumcise, therefore, the foreskin of your heart and 
Jer. 

be no more atiffneoked. 11 V4:4 eonneots circumcision of the heart 

with turning away from evil: 110iraumoise yourselves to the Lord, 

and take away the foreskins of your heart, ye men of Judah and in

habitants of Jerusalem; lest my fury go forth like fire, and burn 

tna·t norie oan quench 1 t, beoau se of tbe evil of your doings. u 

Similarly, in Lev. 26:41 the 11unciroumoisea. heart" is identified 

with iniquity. Only once in the Bible is the term "uncircumcised" 

'employed with reference to tbe ear. Here the meaning is dullness 

of hearing, or refusal to hearken to God, "To whom shall I speak 

and give warning that they may bear? Behold their ear is dull 

(11t."unciroumcised 11
) and they cannot attend."(Jer. 6:10) o:r 

similar sign if ioance 1 s the expression "uncircumcised lip a", 

meaning imperfection in speech. Moses complains against being 

sent on the Divine mission ·no Egypt with: ·"How sha 11 Pharaoh 
'=-# 

hear me who am of un ciroumci sed lip a?" (Exod. 6:12,30) 

I·t is evident from the above that r., ({ has the meaning of 

imperfection and deficiency. The uncircumcised heart is the 

imperfeot heart, in a moral sense; the unaircumoised ear and lips 

ar•e GJ:efioient ·ear and lips. Circumcision, therefore, would imply 

the process of removing the deficiency and attaining perfection. 

In the case of o1roumo1sion of the flesh it would mean at least 

in later Biblical times, the removal of bodily imperfection. 
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Perhaps this is the meaning, as the Rabbis hold, of Gen. 17:1 

where God says to .Abraham "Walk before me and be tl:lou perfeCJt" 

and then, in the following verses, lays down the law of ciroum

oision. 

There are two usages of the root {;, in the Bible that 

seem in no way to be connected with unoircumoision~ physically 

or spiritually. In Lev. 19:23 where the law forbidding the eat

ing of the fruit of trees during ttie first three years is stated, 

the expressions /.JI hY fJJ) h¥ I (='ye shall eount as forbidden") 

and f 1f'11 p.:;:,J>) 1 ') 1 (::
111t shall be forbidden unto you'') a.re em-

ployed. In Rab. 2:16 the Niphal form f,~:J is used and it seems 
•· T •. 

to mean "uncover your nakedness." 
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Notes to Chapter I 

l· The rabbinic term •J ft/I' ( nc1roumo1s1en 11 ) occurs nowP,ere 
1 . 

in the Bible; neither do the forms h·?/f' ( "o1roumcised 11 ) or [J;iv 
T 

( "oircumci ser 11
) or any other form a of' the root ~,N occur. All 

terms in the Bible that denote 

of the root h ;t" (Ka.l: 3 perf. 

c1rcumcis1on are Ka.l or N1phal forms 

f;v, Josh. 5:4,7; DEn.rt. 30:6; 
T 

2 perf. ->-Piff(./, Exod. 12:44; 3 perf. pl. ·lf!V , Josh 5:5,7; 
T: r T 

2 perf. pl. f~(t!i • Deut 10:16; pt. pass., h1t, Jer. 9:24; 

pl. !''f'r , J·osh. 5:5; imper. fir Josh. 5:2; 3 impf. fi;f Gen. 

17:23; 21:4; Josh. 5:8. Niphal: 3 per_f. /}'*'-!,Gen. 17:26; 

3 perf• pl. 'lfifJ, Gen. 17:26; 2 perf. pl. r..J:Jf!YJ'/, Gen. 17:11; 

pt. Pl•f'['tfJ Gen. 34:22; inf. /J/(,, , Gen 17:~·10~:13; 34:15,17,22; . . 
Exod. 12:48; Josh. 5:8; suff. i/h:;AI Gen. 17:2i1-,25; imper. pl • . : 
·/fif·J Jer. 4:4; 3 1mpf. fit(' , Gen .• 17:12,13,14; 3 impf. pl • . 
. ,[/,,.'f , Gen. 34:24). There 1" but one oom1nQt1ve form,.n/111{ 

(pl. Of ~r.IN ) ' Exod. 4:26. 

'l1he ;oot denoting unc1rcumcis1on h¥ occurs twice in a. 

verbal form, but in neither case does it have any oonneotion with 

the rite of c11~aumois1on or to the prepace· ( f'.J1f.,01~ Lev. 19:23; .. '--.. -
j'., 1:; I , Hab • 2: 16) All references to ut:rciroumci~~on . are e1 ther •• T •• , 

the no1~1native 1)hl(=t'or•esk1n, Gen~ 34:14; Jer. 9:24; ost • .J>hlf, 
. T:T -:T 
Exod. 4:25; Deut. 10:16; suff.~.:J../lf..,·rGen. 17:11; /-1>JT'f, Gen. 

·,· ,• -: 7 T 'i 

17:14,24,25; Lev. 12:3; P..tifJy, Gen. 17:23; pl • .JJif-, r ~ , Joan. 
TT : T T -: l ,(' 

5:3; est • .Jlifyy I Sam. 18:25; II Se.m. 3:14; Jer. 4:4; suff.fv'J1'JJI 
: 7 •,: .. : 1 

I Sam. 18:27), or the denominative /'..,y ('!uncircumcised, Gen. 1'7:llf; 

Exod 12:48; Lev. 26:41; I 

r~"(., Exod. 6:12; Exod. . . . 

•• T . 

Sam. 17:26,36; Is. 52:1; est. h"t, 
6:30; Ez~k. 44·:9; pl. f 1f1 r Jos~~: 5:7; 

. " .. -· 
Jud. 14:3; 15:18; I Sam 14:6; 31:4; II Sam 1:20; Jer. 9:25; 



E:zek· 28:10; 31:18; 32:19,21,24,25,26,2'7,28,29,30,32; I Ohron. 

10:4; ost. 1f1 0 , Jer. 9:25, Ezek. 44:7; fem. sing. -Jf-, 7f ~ 
"" i - r ·· -: 

Jer. 6: 10) lj 

. 
2. Bergmann 1 . (Origine, Signification et hiertoire de la 

Castration, de l 1 eunohisme et de la 01raouaision, 1889) gives 

1 the untenable argument that the origin o:t' circumoision is ·to be I found 1n such practioee •• described in the story or David and 

I the removal of the prepuces from the slain Philistines. For a 
~] ' I discussion of this view see Remondino, "History of Ciraumcision" 

I 

p. 28 f. 

3. . J.P.s. translates "all them that 

are circumcised in their uncircumci sion; R • V • transl a tea, "all 

them which are ciraumoi sed with the 1mciroumoi sed. n 

4.Assuming that this is an explanatory gloss the writer may 

ba.ve interpr•eted 1) ho~ j).H as R. V. does, to mean ttthe oiroum-

oi sed with the unciroumei sed 11 and proceeded to expl~1n .y h7f '1 e. s 

referring to the unciroumciaed nations who were unairaumoised 
who 

in the flesh, and f;;r as referring to Judah '"although ciroumci sed 

in the flesh, was unoirouroo1sed in the heart, and therefore de

serving of God's puniehment. 

5· Cf. Kohn, 0th Brith, P• 5. 
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II Exodua 4:24-26 
.. 

Generally considered by modern critical scholars to be the 

oldes·t :reference to oircumcis1on in the Bible is the very ambi

guous and cryptic account in Exod. 4:24-26. It follows immediately 

upon the acoount that tells of Moses taking his wife and children 

with him on his ~eturn to Egypt1 and presumably is intended to 

picture one o':f the incidents that took place on the journey• 

Practically all trarislatore and commentators, from the very earli

est times seem to have had considerable difficulty in giving a 

suitable translation or interpretation of tb1s passage. A modern 

rend~ring, which seems to be as good as any from a literal stand

point reads: "And it came to pass 011 the way at the lodging-place, 

that the Lord met him and sought to kill him. Then Zipporah took 

a flint and cut off the foreskin of her son, and cast it at his 

feet; and she said: 'Surely a bridegroom of blood art thou to me.' 

So he let him alone. Then she said: 'A bridegroom of blood in 

regard of the ciraumcis1on.'~2 

'Xhat this passage 1 s of great antiqu1 ty can be seen from the 

very primitive and anthropomorphic pioture of the deity that is 

here presented,3 the archaic use of flint in performing the cir

cumcision, the t'aot that the opera·t1on is obviously a means of 

redemption, and the strange reoi tat ion Of the fO!'mula by the mother e 

The d1fficul ties in EJxod. 4: 24 ... 26 are self-evident and give 

immediate :rise to a number of ques·tions. First, whem .did the deity 

seek to slay? Presumabl~ it was Moses if it be taken for granted 

that v.24 is directly connected with what preced®''S"' However, it 

is the opinion of practically all critical scholars that Exod • 

4: 24-26 1 s completely di vo:roed f'rom what pre °''ed~·s and follows, 
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and is undoubtedly a fragment of a larger tradition or document 

that 1n a very early period became lost, and that in reality it 

baa no visible connection with any other account or tradition in 

the Biblical record. Second, what was the reason for the attack 

by the deity, or what connection is there between the attack and 

the act of circumcision? Third, at whose feet did Zipporah cast 

the foreskin, at the feet of Moses, her son, or the deity, and of 

what s1gn1ficanae was this act? Fourth, what is the significance 

of the formula that Zippora recites, and to whom does ehe speak 1t, 

to the deityt Moses or her son? Fifth, whom did the deity leave 

a.lone'? And last, what is the meaning of tbe repetition of the 

formula, and particularly of ·the last word in tbe pa,ssage ..fi 1/.;lf'f? 
The difficulties and obscurities here enumerated seem to 

have been troublesome in whole or in pArt with all the translations 

and interpretations of the text. The result haa been a number of 

widely differing expositions. The Septuagint took the liberty 

of attempting to interpret the formula reoited by the mother, 

but otherwise translates almost literally. It renders the passage 

as follows: "It happened on the journey in the lodging place 

that the angel of the Lord met him and sought to kill him. But 

Zipporab took a stone and cut off the foreskin of her son and 

cast it at bis feet and said, 'This is the blood of the circumci

s1on of my son.• Then he went away from him, because eihe had said, 

'This is the blood of the circumcision of my son. 1 "4 

The Peshitta, although the most literal of the older versions, 

nevertheless, took the liberty of expliO~tly stating that it was 

Moses whom the deity sought to slay, by twice inserting the name of 

Moses where it. does not occur 1n Massora. Thus it solved at least 
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one of the problems in the text. The passage is rendered: "Now 

whlle Moses was upon the journey at the lodging place thetord 

attacked him and sought to kill him, viz. Moses. But 11pporah 

took a stone and au~ off the foreskin of her son and cast it at 

11. 

~ his feet and said, 'Thou art a bridegroom of blood to me. 1 Then 
~ 

he wi·tti.drew from hirn, because she had said, 'Bridegroom of blood' 

oonoern1ng the ciroumoiaion." 

Targum Onkelos takes great liberty with the concluding part 

of the passage: "It happened on the way in the lodging place 

that the angel of the Lord attacked him and sought ~o k11l b1m· 

1 But Z1pporah took a stone and cut off the foreskin of her son 

and drew near to him and said, 'Behold, through this bloc~ of 

circumcision the bridegroom (or 11 child 11 ) has been given to us. 1 

So he desisted from him because she had said, 'Had it not been 

p. 

for this blood of circumcision, the bridegroom would have incurred 

d.ee,th. 1 II 

Targum Jonathan gives a highly Midrash1c interpretation 

of the passage: "And it was upon the Journey in the lodging-

hou se that the angel of the Lord attacked him and sought to kill 

h1mt because Gershom, his son, had not been oiroumc1sed; for Jethro, 

his father-in-law, had not permitted him to a1raumo1se him. But 

Eliezer had beemoircumci sed bee au se of the agreement wbioh both 

of them ha.d agreed. And Zipporah took a stone and cut off the 

foreskin of Gerehom, her son, and brought the severed foreskin 

near to the feet of the angel, the Deatroyer, and said, 'The 
. 

nuaband wanted to circumcise, but the father-in-law prevented. 

And now let the blood of this circumcision atone for my husband.' 

And the angel,the Destroyer, desisted from him, whereupon Z1pporah 
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gave thanks and said, 'Bow precious is the blood of this c1rcum

ois1on, which has saved the husband from the hand of the angel 

of destruction.'" 

Targum Yerushalm1 gives an interpretation very similar to 

this. ''(And Zipporah took a stone) and out off the foreskin of 

her son and brought it near to the feet of the Destroyerl, and 

said, 'The husband wanted to circumcise, but the father-in-law 

would not permit him. And now let the blood of this circumcision 

atone for the shortcoming of my husbandL' And when the Destroyer 

had desisted from him, Zipporah gave thanks and said, 'How pre~ 

oioua is the blood of this circumcision, which has saved the bride

groom from the hands of the ang•l of death'' "5 
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Notes to Chapter II 

l • Exod • 4: 20. 

2. IJ.1he translation is the one rendered by the Jewish Pub-

lioation Society. It does not differ measurabl' from R.v. 
3· The Septuagint and the Targum1m try to remove the apparent 

anthropomorphism by saying that it was "an angel of tb.e Lord 11 

who took part in the incident. Targum Jonathan also describes 

the a ttaoker as tithe angel of death 11 and Targum J'eru shalmi calls 

him "the Destroyer". The Rabbinic tradition likewise has been 

to describe the attacker as "an angel of the Lord"· Of. Mekilta 

Amale~ chap. 3 and Rashi to this passage. 

4. This rendering and those of the other versions follow 

·tbe translations given in Dr. J'ulian Morgenstern' s unpublished 

work "R\l:tee of Birth, Marriage and Death and Kindred Occasions. 11 

5. Another version of this text has"/!:.{; (J fl! :f::! ~ nangel 

of de s·truction". 



III Rabbinic Interpretations of Exodus 4:24-26 

A comparative study of the different versions fails to clear 

up the numerous obscurities in the text of Exod. 4:2.tt-.. 26. Rather 

do the versions indicate conclusively tbat they are all based 

on a text that differed little or in no way from the present 

Massora, and that the variations in translation a.re due either 

to the arbitri&'ll.ry interpretation of the translator or to an it:lter

pre ts, ti on tb.a. t was based on some t:radi tional. e.xposi ti on of ·the 

text. The rabbinic interpretations likewise fail to give a sat

isfactory explanation and on the whole are Midrashie in character. 

Mekiltal ·Amalek, chap. 3, gives the following interpretation 

of the text: uRabb12 says: Great 1s circumcision, for all the 

merits of Moses availed him not in the time of his trouble about 

~t. He was going to bring out Israel from Egypt and yet because 

for one hour he was negligent about the performance of circum

cision, the angel soug~t to kill him, as it is said: 'And it came 

to pass on the way at the lodging place', etc.(Exod. 4:24). R· 

Jose says: God forbid t to think ·that this righteous man neglected 

the duty of aireumcision even for one hourt But should he per

form the circumcision and immediately go on his journey--there 

is risk of life.3 Should he perform the oircumoiaion and tarry 

a while--4 
God bad told him: 'Go and bring out Israel from Egyp~i5 

It was merely because he relaxed and thought of lodging before 

pe:rfo:rming the ciroumoision, that :the angel sought to kill him.ti 

For it is said: 'And it came to pass on the way, at the lodging 

Place,' etc. R· Simeon b. Gamliel says: The ange17 sought to 
. 

kill not Moses b~t the oh1ld· For it is said: 'Surely a bride-

groom of blood art thou to me" ( v. 25) • You mu st reason; Go and 



see who could have been designated bridegroom? Moses or the 

child? You mu st say: the child 11
• 6 

The question :raised by R· Simeon b. Gamliel as to whether 

it was Moses or the child who was called 11 brideg:room" is dis

cussed at further length in Yerushalmi Nedar1m 3:9· "There is 

15· 

a difference between Tannaim here, the one maintaining that it 

was Moses who was called •bridegroom', the other maintaining that 
·- -

it was the child who was called 'bridegromm 1 • He who maintains 

it was Mosee wbo was called 'bridegroom', (interprets Zipporah 

as saying to Moses) 'Husband: blood is ~equired of thee' 1i And 

he who maintain a it was the ohild who was called 1 bridegroom' , 
'" 

(interprets Zipporah as saying to the ct1ild) , 1 Ohild of the cove-

na~t, a high price is paid for thee.•»10 

In the same passage in Y. Nedarim the :t'a!?bis11 d.iscuss the 

meaning of /'~..,f "lf'./11 , which is us~ally transla.-ted ''And 

she (Zipporah) cast it (the foreskin) at hie feet", but which 

some of the rabbis render, "And it (the foreskin) touched his 

feet. II One Of the rabbis interpreted tit 1 r .Of'J>/ to mean that 

the foreskin of the child toughed the person of Mosesi2. Another 

said that Zipporahcea~t the foreskin at the feet of the angel, 

saying to him "Here~ you have fulfilled your m1ssion"13. Another 

Said~ /ic'..,f oc.J>I means Zipporah touched the body of the child 

with the flint.14 

In commenting on the unusual form of 

in this same passage, that the plural form of the word is to 

teach regarding the several acts in the performanae of oircumci

sion, namely, Milah {cutting off the foreskin), Periah (laying 

-bai•e -the -~~~~-na) s.nd Mezizah (sucking out the wouL1d). 



A highly fantastic i~terpretation of Exod. 4:24-26 is given 

in Exodus Rabba 5:S: "Precious is ciraumo1s1on for it was not 

to be suspended by Moses for even a moment. Therefore, when he 

was on the way and stopped at the lodging-place, and neglected 

to circumcise Eliezer, 1 5 his son, immediately, 'the Lord met 

him and sought to kill kiim' • You find that he was an angel of 
.. 

mercy despite the fact (that scripture states) 'and he sought to 

kill b.im' • ____ Whence did Zipporah know that Moses had endangered 

himself because of the matter of the circumcision? The angel 
~ 
J ,, aame and swallowed Moses from his head to his membrumt Wb.en 
'~ 

Zipporah saw that he had swallowed him only up to the membrum 

she recognized that he was being endangered because of the matter 

of circumcision, and she knew how great was the power of o1roum

c~sion, for he was not able to swallow him beyond that. 16 Im

mediately 'she cut off the foreskin of her son and cast it at 

hie feetl7i and she said: 'Surely a bridegroam of blood art thou 

to me'; (that is), she said:l8•you are my bridegroom; you a.re 

given to me through the merit of this blood of circumcision; for 

behold I have fulfilled the commandment.' Immediately, the angel 

let him alone. 'Then she s~id: 'A bridegroom of blood in regard 
~ 

of the circumcision' ; (that is), she said, 'How great is the power 

Of circumcision, for my bridegroom was guilty of death because 

he negleoted to perform tbe commandment of circumoision, and were 

1t not for it (the fact that the ciroumcis1on took place) he 

would not have been saved.' nl9 

One of the difficulties that the rabbis had to contend with 

Was the fact that Zipporah, a woman, had performed the circumcision. 

The ~ 0,bbiriic t dit h ~a ra ·ion was tat only one who was circumcised could 



perform ciroumoision on another. 20 Hence only a male could qualify 

as the ciraumoiser. Naturally, it was pointed out that the case 

of Zipporah would prove that a woman also is qualified, a1nce 

Scripture states 11And Zipporab. took a flint and !ill! cut off' the 

foreskin of her son. 1121 In answer to tbla it was suggested that 

f'j/~~L "she caused to take" be read for /J/2-1'!. , "she took", and 

tha.t..n ?.::>.../// "And she caused it to be out off 11 for .. Jf?.:J..J)/ ''she cut 
, : -.... : . -

off 11
; i . . e. she oaueed another, a man, to take the flint and per ... 

form the operation. It was also suggested that Zipporah only 

began the circumcisi-0n and Moses completed it. 22 



Notes to Chapter III 

i.(Edited and translated by Jacob z. Lauterbach, J.p.s. 
Philadelphia 1933·) The same passage with some variations is 

1?.!.Uoted in Yerushalm1 Neda.rim 3:9; Neda.rim 3lb; Midrasb. Hagadol 

18. 

'~ (Ed~ Hoffman) p 41. Cf also Exod. Rabba 5:8; Yi;nkut Shimoni 81· 

2. Rabbi Judah Hanas1. The same statement is quoted in 

Nedarim 3lb in the name of R. Joshua b· Korha 

3. During the first three days of oiraumo1s1on, on the basis 

of Gen. 39: 25: ''And 1 ·t oame to pas a on ·the third da.y when they 

were sore", implying that up to and including the third day there 

is danger of life from oiroumoieion. So Nedarim 3lb· 

4~ For three days, after which the ohild would be out of 

danger. 

5 .. Nedo,rim 31b and Y. Neda.rim 3: 9 have "Go return unto Egypt". 

(Exod. 4: 19) 

6. Midraah Hagadol teaches the lesson that 111f Moses, that 

righteous man, because ne busied himself with lodging before cir

cumcision, the angel sought to kill him, how much the more so 

with ordinary men." 

7. Nedarim 32 a ('top) b.ae "Satan". 

8 .. Sinoe th.e expression I' 'ti-? /.J)/> follows immediately upon 

"And Z1ppo:rah aircumoised her son," etc. Since Zipporab. spoke 

the f'ormula ·to ·t.ne clluild, it was evidently he who was attacked. 

In M. Niddah 5:3 the term/../)/) 1e used with reference to a child: 
r T 

"~boy one da ·~r: old (as regards mourning ceremonies) is counted as 

a full /f1 to hie parents and :relatives.n Jastrow, p 514b, trans ... 

lates ;~/) here tta. perfect circumclsed child· t1 
· TT ' 

9. The commentary to Yerushalmi, Karban Ha 1 Edah renders 



th.1 s: 11Zippo:rah said to Moses, ''You who a~e my hu sba.nd ~ the blood 

of the ohild 1 s demanded of you.' 11 

10. So Jastrow translates (p. 514b). Karban Ha'Edah adds the 

aomment, "For had I not c1rcumoised you, you would have been 

killed." 

11· R· Judah, R· Nehemiah and the Sages. 

12· Karban Ha'Edah explains that when Z1pporah saw that the 

danger was on amoount of the o1raumaieion, she took a flint and 

gave it to Moses and said to him "Here, cut off the debt that you 

owe. 11 Zippora.h did not perform the operation since a woman is 

forbidden to circumcise. Therefore, when Moses drew near to the 

child in order to circumcise him, the foreskin of the child touahed 

his (Moses') legs. 
~ 

13· Karban Ha'Eda.h adds: 11 Tb.erefore go away from me. 11 

14. Because of the great baste, she not only oiroumoised 

the ch1ld but aeo1dently touched the flint to another part of his 

body and out him there also. So Karban Ha'edah· 
.. 

15· Raehl (Exod 4:24) likewise states that it was Eliezer. 

Targum Jonathan, however, states that Eliezer had already been 

oircumoised, and it was Gerahom who had not been circumcised. 

16. Rashi (ibid~ gives a similar account: 11The angel be

came a kind of serpent and swallowed him from his head to the 

membrum, and then swallowed klim :from his legs to the membrum. 

Then Z1pporab. knew that :lt was because of' the e1roumois1on. 11 In 

Nedar1m 32a, R. Judah b. Biznab makes the statement; "When Moaee 

Was negligent in the performance of aircymcision~ 'Af 1 and 'Hemab' 

(personification of wrath and anger) oame and awallow~d him~ 
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leaving only his legs. Thereupon, immediately 'Zipporab took 
" 

a flint and nut off ·the foreskin of ne:r son, and so immediately, 1 

'he let him (Moses) alone.•" 

17. Evidently at the feet of Moses. 

18· Evidently to Moses. Rash1 (Exod ~:25) has: "She said 
~ 

to her son-· 'You have brought i·t about so that my bridegroom (Mose a) 

would have been murdered on your account; you would have been 

to me my husband's slayer. 

19· Rashi similarly renders '1>/).df fJ W? /..f)/J : t1My bride

groom would h~ve been killed on aooount of the airoumais1on." 

20. The basis for this is Gen. 1?:13, /J;r~ /)'IT? (ttmust 

needs be aircumo1sed") whiah for exegetical purposes the rabbis 

somet.:l.mes re&•d tn~ f12 ("One who is oiraumcised aball cir-

o.umoisett) Cf. Genesis Rabba 46:12, Abodah Zorah 27a. 

21. /JjMI "took" and ...l'IJ:J..fl/"out off 11 ar•e f'em1nine. 

22. Abodah Zorah 27 a. 
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IV Critical Views on Exodus 4:24-26 

Exod.• 4:24-26 has been placed by modern soholara with almost 

complete unanimity in the J oode. But attempts even by modern 

critical scholarship to interpret this passage satisfactorily 

nave not met with overwhelming success. The same obscurities 

that troubled the early translators and the rabbis have been the 

obstacles in the way of all arit1aal research on this d1ff1e-lt 

passage. The terseness of the passage is sueh that every inter

pretation becomes the result of reading into it muob. that is not 

there. Among 'the modern interpretations, the one most widely 

accepted b.a.s been that of WelU1au sen •1 Wellhausen, whose view 

has likewise been advanced by scholars of no leas authority than 

w. Robertson Smith, Marti, Sta1de, Bertholet, H· p. Smith and many 

athers, holds that clroumoision in Israel was or1ginally~a pu

berty rite, a kind of ba:rbar1e test of maturity which the youth 

had to undergo before he oould marry. The relationship between 

circumcision and marriage is implied in the Dinah and Sheohem 

story in G·en. 34. Here tb.e brothers of Dinah compel Shecbem to 

qndergo the rite as a preliminary to bis marriage with their sis-

t 2 . er.· 
.:f' 

Likewise 1n Exod. 4:24·26 the necessity for the bridegroom 

to undergo ciroumoision a.a a requirement for marriage is implied 

even more directly in the use Of the formula Ir i)./)/C 11 W-1 /.111> 
Moses, a married man, has not been oir-aumoiaed and it is for thie 

that the deity attacks him. 

aon instead of her huabana 
. . ' 

But Zipporab a1roumc1ses her infant 

and, by tou~bing the gen~tals of her 

husband with the bloody foreskin of the child, she indiaates that 

the oiroumcis1on of the child is equivalent in a modified form 

to the original pre-marital oiroumo1s1on of the young men. In 



other words, here is a olear~cut indication that circumcision 

did not originally take plaoe in infancy, but at the age of pu

berty or pl::"ior to .marriage. The circumcision of ·t.he infant by 

Zipporah was but a vicarious method of redeeming Moses from the 

deity whose wrath had been kindled because of the failure of Moses 

to have undergone the ri·te himself. Wellhausen, beside a using 

Gen. 34 and Exod 4:24-26 as support for bis hypothethis, also 

points to Gen. 17:25 where it is stated that Isrunael was circumcised 

in his thirteenth year, and to the practice of some Arab tribes 

irt carrying out th@ rite at about this age, as further evidence 

that oiroumoision was originally connected with p~berty and was 

a prereq1~1s1te to ma:rriage.3 

A more recent interpretation of Exod. 4:24-26 differing 

from that of Wellhausen has been offered by Dr. Julian Morgenstern.4 

Dr. Morgenstern holds that Exod 4:24-26 is not a part of J , but 

a fragment of an earlier document of a Kenite background and origin 

Which he calls K and regards as the oldest document of the Hexa.

teuch. In the account of the circumcision in Exodus
1
Moses does 

not figure at all other than perhaps~ as a helpless onlooker. 
' ' 

The characters are the deity, Z1pporah and her infant son. The 

scene of the narrative is at the circumcision of tho child, the 

lodging-place play1ng no part at a.11.5 Ya.hiW'~(b1 attacked the young 

son of Moses and Zipporah, seeking to kill him, but Zipporah took 

a flint, c1roumc1sed her son and th~ew the severed foreskin at 

Yahwtilb..!J.$ .. feet., while she said to her a.on 'Verily thou art a blood-
'-· 

r_elative to me 1
• Whereupon Yahweh.· left the child alone. '11hus 

she inaugurated the custom of the mother reciting this formula 

at the oircumc1sion of their sons. This narrative doea not mark 



so muoh the beginning of the oircumoia1on rite in Israel, as the 

custom by the mother of reciting the regular formula I' 'if? /-"A 
1/ •).J)/c. Much of the strength of Dr. Morgenstern• s argument is 

derived from the statement by R. Simeon b· G~mliel that it was 

tb.• child who was attacked and to whom the formula was addressed$ 

and likewise from the Mishnaio use of /.iii> with 
7 7 

probable reference to a reoenay oiroumoised child.1 

The account in Exod. 4:24-26 Dr. Morgenstern holds, reflects 

the ancient system of marriage that Robertson Smith designates as 

b~na me,rr·iage~ Under this system the wife and her. children 

always remain with the termer's tribe. Such marriages are seldom 

permanent, end are generally for a stipulated period. With the 

termination of the marriage the husband returns to his own tribe, 

that is, to his mother's tribe. The permanent aff111at1on of the 

husband is with his own mother and si stars, and of the wife and 

her children, with ber own tribe. Moses had oontraoted such a 

marriage with Zipporah of the Kenite tribe. Now under this system 

of marriage the oldest brother of the wife is the head of the 

clan and it is his prerogative to oiroumoise the male offspring 

<? of his sister or sisters. He.is ea.lled ·tb.e /J.>.'t>or 11 eircumoiser 11 .. ~ 
1rhe child who is oiroumoiaed is deeigna:t.ed /'4>1>. 1I'he oiroumoie&on 

r7 

had a two-fold purpose, the removal of taboo, or to redeem the 

child from the evil power that threatened, a.nd to initiate the 

ohild into the ordinary profane life of the tribe and into all 

the tribal relationships. The blood that was shed during the ri·te 

symbolized the blood-relationship between the ah1ld and all the 

members of the tribe. Now intthe oase of Moses and Zipporah the 
. 10 

;1-!!~ was HQbab, Zipporah'e oldest brother, and it was he who 



eb.ould have performed. the oircumolsioa of hie sister' e male off-
•'''""'> spring. But contrary to the fundamental principles of be ena 

marriage Z1pporah leaves her tribe to acaompany Moses. The ahild 

1s born either shortly before tney set out, or upon the journey, 

but at any :rate he has not been oireumoised. Now under tne condi

tions of 'be~ena. marriage the ohild should have belonged to the 

tribe of the mother, and the tribal deity, seeing himself about to 

be deprived of his due, tries to kill the child· But Zippo:rah 

acts in the emergency and.carries out the funotion which normally 

belonged to her oldest brothe~ tbe ,/{!~ , and in oircumoising the 

child herself and throwing the foreskin at the feet of the deity, 

and in pronouncing a formula by which the blood-relationship between 

the child and berself and conseq.uently between the child and her 

tribe ood deity is establ~shed, she appeases the deity and there-

by· sav~a the child 1 s life/ 'l'b.e formula which Zipporah reoi tes 

means no more,than "Surely one related by blood, 1.e. the blood 

of airaumcision, art thou to me,"or in other words, "Surely thou 

art now a full member of my tribe. 11 Dr. Morgenstern would retain 

v 26 b ( .../J /;/ff ~~i /..11/J •)'),-t/c _j 1c ) as it stands and render 

1j., "On that occasion, she ( Zipporah) said jJ W? /IJ/> at the cir-

. oumcisiontt, meaningttd1a.t she was the first to uee this expression, 

and thereby she instituted the custom of motbers calling their 

•one 
11' Mk /OW? /./!fl at ~oumaieion. 

On the basis Df this, Dr. Morgenstern attempts to refute 

Wellhausen 1 s contention that oiroumoision in Israel was originally 

a p:re ... mar1 tal or puberty rite, and at ·the same time at tempt. s to 

Prove that the aooount in Exod. 4:24-26 reflects the practice 

of this rite in infancy or early obildhood. 



Tbere are several flaws in Dr. Morgenstern 1 s thesis. In 

the first place he translates /!M~ in v 24 n at the oircumcision° 

!'a.ther than the conventional t
1at the lodging-pla.ce. 11 If so, then 

it was during the performance of the rite that the deity attacked 
Dr• 

the child; end yet"Morgenstern holds thio1t it was because the ahild 

was uncircumcised that he was attacked. For the child to be 

on the one hand while he was being circumcised, and on the other 

hand only because he was unciraumoised, 1a evidently self-contra

dictory. In the second plaoe ~he attempt to connect the incident 

in :mxod· 4:24-26 with be-'ena marriage would tend to destroy the 
,,_ 

whole hypothesis of be ena marriage rather than support it. In be-

ena marriage it is the ft,'/J , the child's oldes7 maternal uncle 

who performs the circumcision; here tbe mother performs the rite. 

To say that the mother was merely substituting for ber brother 

because she was leaving her tribe, is, as Dr. Morgenstern himself 
.---admits, contrary to the fundamental principal of be ena marriage, 

namely, that the wife or mother and her children never. leave the 

·tribe· The attempt to build up the relation ship between the /'...1)1> 
r T 

and fa'!> , (i.e. that the j-(1,'li, was the oldest maternal uncle 

who oircumcised his sisters child, the LI>/> • and that the /../'JI> 
<? (TT · TT 

o.or•re spondingly was the oircumci sed of the j..(J.A , implying that 

originally /0.'/J could only mee.n maternal uncle to his sister's': 

child and not brother-in-law to hie sister's husband). is like

wise unt.enable. The only oocura.r:ice of the word j..l}.1> in the Bible 

Where it refers to Z1pporah's brother is used 1n connection with 

the name of lvloses. He,bab is the J~i> of Moses11 and not of his 

sister 1 a children. Furthermore, /.JJ n , since it means "one who 
. r1 

··· is circumcised by the t ft ", would imply a direct l:'elationsh1p 
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between the child and his maternal uncle~ and not between the child 

and his mother. Yet Zipporah says, "You have become a j.J>I> of 

blood to !!1!", implying that the relationship is a direct one 

between mother and child. Finallyf Dr. Morgenstern takes the 

liberty o:f proposing wna.t cannot under any circumstances be read 

into the text, such as, that the child was born sbortly before 

or during the journey. In truth, most of tbe proofs that Dr~-Mor-

---~ genstern brings to advance the be ena marriage oonneot1on of the 

oircumoision operate to disprove the very premise be has set up. 

Between the Wellhausen and Morgenstern hypothesis regarding 

the interpretation of Exod. 4:24-26, the burden of proof would 

seem to lie more on the Wellhausen side. But assuming that Well

hau sen is correct in bis hypothesis that Exod. 4:24-26 reflects 

the original practice of c1rcumcis1on on a pre-marital basis, it 

would be much easier to say that that 1 t was Moses who underwent 

the rite and not the child, Just as 1n the J version of Gen. 34 

it is Sbecbem who goes through with the rite and not someone else 

who substitutes vicariously for him. That Moses was the one whom 

Zipporah ·o1rouma1sed oan be arrived at through the very simple 

ell1enda ti on o.~~"~,!±.ns~~he word ;;f ~ from v. 25 and reading . 

/.JJh'l ..Jik: ..JJ'1.:J.JJ/. It is quite understandable that the word J)..f'A 

should have been inserted into the text as a harmon1stic gloss 

at a time when the Abraha.m1c tradition of performing the operation 

on the eighth day we.a already in full force. Under the later 

Abrahamio tradition it would have been inconceivable that Moses, 

a fully grown married man, and the greatest figure in Israelitic 

history and legend, should as yet be unoiroumciaed$ The account 

in Exod. 4:24-26 would then tell of tbe attempt on the part of 



the deity to kill Moses because he had marri~d and had not gone 

through the preliminary act of o1roumois1on. Z1pporab, however, 

ee.vee her b.u sband by o1rc.umcia1ng him at the crucial moment. 

The op~ration completed~ she throws or touches the bloody fore

skin at the feet of Moses (or perhaps the deity) and recites the 

formula 
11
Tb.ou art a bridegroom of blood to me'', meaning, "You 

have become eligible to be my husband through the blood of the 

rite of oirauma1s1on.tt This accomplished the deity lets Moses 

alone. 

Obviously, this is an attempt to place the origin of the 

pre-marital form of circumcision with Moses, and likewise to 

place the origin of the formula recited at such occasions with 

Zippo:rah. The last part of the passage (v 26 b) can then be under

stood to mean, 11Therefo:re do they say (reading ·/'J/f'/c fQr !J )/Y/c 
: 7 T ; r 

'Bridegroom of blood' at circumcisions" (1.e. for this reason it 

is the custom at the c1roumc1sion for the bride to say to the 

bridegroom, 11 'l1t1ou art a bridegroom of blood to me.'' 

It is impossible to determine at whose feet Zipporah casts 

the foreskin, 1.e. whether it is Moses or the deity to whom the 

pronominal suffix in / 1

7
/f1rrefers. If it refers to Moses the 

-:? 

act is inexplicable; if to the deity, perhaps it :represents an 

appeasement offering. At any rate the answer can be arrived 

at only through pure guesswork, and this part of the text must 

remain an insoluble mystery. 

-/ But, as stated previously, there oan be no oonolus.1.ve inter·-

pretat1on of this very cryptic passage, for the simple reason 

that not enough is presented in the text to arrive at any satie~ 
factory conclusione In reality, the most that Exod. 4:24-26 can 

teii us, whether on the basis of Wellhausen's interpretation or 

)12 l 



on the basis of an interpretation that would delete the word y...f~ 

from the text, is that Moses was unc1raumc1sed. Henae at one 

time there must have been a tradition separate from Gen. 34 and 

Gen. 1.7, that held that be~ore Moses circumcision was not prac

ticed in Israel, either because it began ~1th Moses and not with 

Abraham, or else because the practice of this rite was interrupted 

during tbe sojourn in Egypt. Perhaps the answer to this will be 

found in Joab. 5:2-9· 



Notes to Chapter IV 

l· Reste des Altarabiaohen Heidentums. P• 175, Prolegomena 
• 

zur Gesahichte Israels p.339, note. 

2. Genesis 34 ia a composite of two narratives, one generally 

assigned to J, the other to E· The exaot placement of all the 

-verses in the two recensions has not yet been determined. Accord

ing to Ball {Book of Genesis-Polychrome Edltion) in the older 

narrative (J), Sheohe~ t~kes Dinah, the daughter of Jacob to his 

house (of v 26) , has sexual interaoul"se with her \ v 2b) and find

ing himself in love with the maiden~ (v 3a) he determines to take 

her for hie wife. Jacob hears of the defilement of his daughter, 

but prefers to remain silent until his eons acme from the field 

(v 5) • The sons of Jacob upon hearing what happened, beot:>me filled 

with rage. (v 7Y• Sheohem speaks to Dinah' a father and brothers 

and offers to undergo any condition which they may impose if tk1ey 

will let Dinah become his wife (v 12). The sons of Jaoob answer 

him deceitfully (v 13a) and probably demand that he undergo cir

cumciaion as a preliminary to his marriage. (In Ball's arrange

ment of the verses there 11 no mention of c1rcumo1s1on in the J& 

narr~}ive). Sheohem does not delay 1n carrying out their condition 

(y 19) Two of the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, brothers of 

Dinah, take the aword and slay Shechem and remove their sister 

from his house (vv 25a, 26). Jacob reproaches Simeon and Levi 

for their act of vengeance, pointing out tbat the other inhabitants 

of the l.and may rise up against him :for this. They justify their 

action on the ground that their sister had been dealt with as a 

(vv 30, 39) 
..----· "..~""'' ................. .,, ..... 

In the Other narrative (E) Shechem, the son of Hamor tbe 
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. H1vite (or aooording to the Septuagint, the Horite) falls in love 

with Dinah and aske his father to get her to be his wife. (vv 2a~4) 

Hamor acmes to Jacob and proposes not only a marriage between 

D1nab and Sheohem but a general scheme of interm~rr1ag~ between 

both ~lans whereby Jacob's olan will take hi~ daughters and his 

alan Jaoob's daughters. Furthermore, he invites Jacob to dwell 
.. 

1n the land and to carry on trade therein (vv 6,8-10). The sons 

of Ja.oob agree to this on condition that every male in Hamor's 

clan become circumcised. Thia suite Hamor, and ha and Shechem 

go to the gate of the city where they persuade their people to 

undergo the rite (vv 15-18, 20-25). While they are still recup

erating from the operation, the eons of Jacob steal upon the city, 

attack and kill all the male members of the tribe, taking the 

women and children captive and despoiling the city of everything 

it contained (v 25-29). Cf. also Skinner, Genesis (r.a.c.) p 417 f· 

where a slightly different arrangement of the verses in Gen. 34 

is presented. 

" · J •... D:t\~: . Mo~geneter.n,~ (:RlLteLlll.,,.ot ,.:fPif!tl.·r~,i::~eat.kL; .'..M@r:t'iag·e. and.· · 

Kindred Ooeas1ons) oorvectly points ou·t that the account of JEsl:l.

mae11 s circumcision in hie thirteenth year can not be presented 

as evi~ence for the practice of this rite in puberty any mer~ 

than the raot that Abraham was c1roumo1sed in his ninety-n1rith 

year should' prove that some ot' h1s descendants performed the 

rite at that hoary age. Be also points out that the overwhelming 
I"' 

I 
majority of Arabs practice this rite long befo~e puberty, and 

only rarely at the age of puberty. Wellhausen may have been under 

the influence of the statement made by J'osephus that the Arabians 
ti 
oircumc1se after the thirteenth year, because Ishmael, the founder 



of their nation ...... ..,...,was ciroumcised at that aget1 (Antiquities It 

Ch· XII- 2). Regarding Wellhausen's attempt to point to Gen. 34 

as evidence for the pre-marital or1g1n of oiroumoision, Dr. Mor

genstern writes, "In the J version of the story,Sbeohem is oir

oumc1sed alone, or at the most, together with the male members 

of his father's house, and in the E ve:rsion,together with all the 

males of the city, apparently both married and unmarried, child 

as well as adult, and not merely the men of marriageable age. 

Thus, neither version conveys anything of the thought which Well

hausen reads into it, viz. that circumcision was essentially a 

marriage rite, for in such case Shechem alone should have been 

circumcised ai.t this time and all other males only on the occasien 

of their own marriages. But iqstead of this the J version tells 

no more than that for an Israelite maiden to marry an uncircumcised 

man would be a disgrace; but this implied nothing 0ther than the 

old I srae11·te practice of the o1roumo1a1on of male a in early child

hood, and by no means that it was an attendant marriage rite; 

since Sheohem had not been circumcised as a child, naturally he 

had to be ciroumc1aed now before marriage~ 

"Moreove~ the E version tells that the people of Sbeohem 
> 

adopted the Israelite rite of circumcision; and as all the evidence 

indicates, this was performed very early in childhood, and· never 

e.s1.1a. :r1 te immediately preliminary to marriage. Aocor•dingly, all 

the males of the city·--~ were circumcised in conformity with 

the principles -of aircumoision as praotte~d in Israel. In other 

words the tradition in Genesis 34, in either version, does not 

evidence any aonneat1on at all between the rite of oiroumeision 



and marriage, other than that marriage was certainly~ according to 

the Israelite practice, the latest possible date at whioh circum

cision might. be performed, and that, accordingly, an uncircumcised 

:person wa.~~Jua.lified to marry. tt 

4. Rites of Birth, Marriage, Death ~nd Kindred Occasions 

among the Semites, as yet unpublisbed and therefore lacking in 

pagination. Cf. alee by the same author 'The Oldest Document 

of 

(to 

Cf· 

the Hexateuoh' H.u.c.A. 192'7 pp 51 f. 

Dr• ·· 
5 .!\Morgen stern holds that ;1 f),,t ~ is a 

circumcise) and not a maktal form Of 

1 The Oldest Document of the 

6. Mekilta Amalek Chap. 3. 

'l· M· Niddah 5:3 

He xa t eu ch " 

katalan form Of 

;1f (to tarry or 

p 51, note 65. 

8. Kinship and Marriage in Early Arabia. pp 86 ff 

r;/Y 
lodge) • 

9 • On the meaning of the word j{(/J 
1 
Dr. Morgenstern w~i:tes: 

"In the typical beena marriage, where paternity was unstable, 

if as a rule known at all with any certainty, and the children 

remained with their mother and were accounted members of her clan, 

and her husband or husbands were, perhaps, admitted into her clan, 

at least tem:&i"al;'ily, the head of the clan was, of course, as 

Robertson Smith has ahown so clearly, the mother's oldest brother. 

Regardless of who it was that was circumcised, he would be the 

natural, if not the sole person to perform this rite; ne, there

foN:i, would be the /-!! '!> , the ~~iroumciser 11
• Hence undoubtedly 

under the oondi tions of true be Erna,,..,.._.,.. /{'_'/) , 11 cirotuncisertt 

could not have meant fatherr-in-law, nor yet "brother-in-law", 

but only primarily the oldest brother of his sister when she be

came the mother of children, and therefore the senior uncle of 

.. 1~ •• t ~-~------------"" 
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her children, regardless of whether these were by one or more 

husbands; and only secondarily and remotely aould it have meant 

the oldef)t' b::t:'othe:r of the wife of the stranger-husband, whose 

identity might not ha~e been knmwn. In other words, the term 

/J!.'ll must have designated originally the relationship of the 

oldest brother to hi~ sister's children, and not at all his rela

tionship to her husband or hueban'ds, whom he might not even have 

known and never have seen. ____ Actually. it was the children of 

his sister or ~1 sters whom the /!! ';) circumoi sed, and not her or 

their husbands at a.11. 11 (Rites of Birth, Marriage and Death) 

Elsewhere in the same-work Dr. Morgenstern writes: ·~nder 

............ "'""""' ' the conditions of transition from be ena to ba al marriage(in 

which the husband takes the wif€3 with him >j{!i> gradually took. 

Db the secondary mean1n~ "father-in-law" rather than "brother

in-law". And as baal marriage eventually became the normal.\. :t:-o:inm 

of marriage in Israel, and .among the Semitic peoples in general,. 

the meaning father-in-law for /!! ·" , although actually a secondary 

or even a tertiary, development, became established as the common, 

colloquial ~eaning of the word, and the original ~ean1ng, "brother

in-law 11 was eventually almost. completely forgotten. 11 

10. In Nurn. 10:29-32 H.obab is called the /f'!'i> of 1\&oses. 

11 • Nu rn • l 0 : 29 

12. So Ehrlich emends. (Randglossen zur hebraieohen Bibel, 

I' ftfl) Ehrlich hold a that v 26 b should be regarded as an inde ... 

pendent. editorial comment, and the passage rendered, "At tha:b 

time ( 1.e. in . the days of Moses) they said I''/{-? j.fJIJ a.t oiroumc1sion.' 
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V Joshua 5:2-9 

Joshua 5:2-9 reads as follows: 

2~1.At t.hat time1 the Lord said unto J·oahua: 'Make thee knives 

of flint and aircumoise again2 the ohildren of Israel the seoond 

time~' 3. And Joshua made him knives of flint, and circumcised 

the children of Israel at G1beath-ha-araloth. 4. And this is the 

cause why Joshua did circumcise; all the people that came forth 

out of Egypt, that were males, even all the men of war, died in 

the wilderness by the way, after they came forth out of Egypt. 

5. For all the people that came out were uncircumcised; but all 

the people that were born in the wilderness by the way as they 

came forth out of Egypt had not been circumcised. 6. For the 

children of Israel walked forty years in the wilderness, till 

all the nation, even the men of war that came forth out of Egypt 

were consumed, because they hearkened not to the voioe of the 

Lord; unto whom the Lord swore that He would not let them see 

the land which the Lord swore unto their fathers that he would 

give us. a land flowing with milk and honey. 7. And He raised 

up their children in their stead; them did Joshua circumcise; for 

they were unciraumoised, because they had not been oircumciaed by 

the way. 3 8. And it came to pass, when all the nation were cir· 

cfumoised, every one of them, that they abode in th$11~ places in 

·J the aamp, till they were whole. 9. And the Lord said unto Joshua: 

'This day have I rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you.' 

Wherefore the name of that place was called Gi~gal unto this day." 

A critical study of this passage reveals a number of irre

·conoilea.ble difficulties which indicate clearly that it is made 

up of more than one stratum. In v 2 Joshua is told to oiroumcise 
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the people a s'eoond time, but there is no record of an incident 

during which the children of Israel were a1roumo1aed the first 

ti.me. Obviously, the words !JI~ "again" and ,../J',../e ttthe second 

time'' are either redactorial additions or marginal glosses that 
,/ 

crept into the text. The words are not present in some :;of tl:le 

Greek versions. The writer was promted to insert them because 

he was probably attempting to barmonize vv 2·3 with the Abrahamic 

tradition regarding the origin of circumcision. Vv 2-3 together 

with vv 8-9 undoubtedly represent a tradition, separate from 

Genesis 17 and older than it, which held that the institution ~ 

this rite took place under Joshua shortly before the benetration 

into the land. Scholars generally assign these verses to J. 

Vv~4-7 read almost lik® a rabbinic comment on vv. 1-2 and are 

likew1 se latsr addition e which al so attempt to harmonize ·the ori

ginal passage with the Abrahamia tradition. These verses are re

garded by some as Deuteronomistio expansions4 , by others as the 

work of P, and by still others, together with the interpolated 

words in v 2, as the work of an even later writer than p.5 

The J account relates that Joshua was told to make knives 

of flint and to oiraumcise the people. This be did, oarrying out 

the rite at G1beath Ha'araloth, "the hill of foreskins." Obviously, 

the ittempt here is to associate a legend with the name of a place. 

In vv 8-9, the 'direct continuation of vv 2-3, we are told that 

after everyone had been oiraumoised they sat in the camp until they 

were healed, and we are given the reason for the airoumcision; 

to roll away the "reproach of Egypt"· For this, was the place 

Where they en camped called nGilgal 11
, 1. e. 11 rolling away 11

• 6 

The striking feature of the J account is that 1t reveals 

a tradition whioh maintained that circumcision was not practiced 

1~- ,,I 
________ , ___________ ....;.i 



1ri Israel before the encampment at Gilgal, and which connected 

the neglect of the practice in some way with Egypt. But the mean

ing of "·today I have rolled away the reproach. of Egypt" is not 

clear. Some writers believe the passage reveals that the Israel-. 
ites had been uncircumcised during their sojourn in Egypt and the 

neglect of this had excited the reproach of the circumcised Egyp

tian a. The oiroumcision at G1lgal repaired tbis.7 It has also 

been suggested that the Hebrews were prohibited the use of this 

rite during the Egyptian period, circumciaion being the distino-
8 tive mark of the ruling race. At any ·rate, either view would 

conform somewhat with Exod. 4:24-26 whiob implies that Moses, 

an Egyptian Israelite, was uncircumcised until the incident o~ 
9 

the journey. Herodotus, writing in the fifth century B.Q.E. 
" 

tells ue that "the Colohiane, and Eg1pt1ana, and the Ethiopians 

are the only nations who have practiced airoumcision from the 

earliest time e. 1l1he .Whoenioian s and the Syrians of Palestine 

themselves con:fe as that they learnt tb.e cu st om of the F~gyptian a." 

Evidently, by "the Syrians of Palestine" Herodotus means the Jew~.10 

Possibly, in the time of Herodotus a tradition still persisted 

that Israel bad borrowed oiroumoision from the Egyptians, and 

Joshua 5:9 may be a remnant of this tradition. 
<.? 

Vv. 4-7, as stated, are an attempt to ba~mon1ze the previous 

verses with the Abrahamio tradition of Gen. 17· The writer in 

saying that all' the males were oiroumcised when they left Egypt, 

thus removes any ohance of suggestion that vv. 2-3 aontradiat 

Gen. 1'7, or that oiroumois1on had not been practiced befo.r•e this 

time, or that the iBstitt~tion of the rite took place for the first 

time at Gilgal. Therefore, it was necessary for him to state why 

this Wholesale circumcision of the people took place here. His 
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answer is a oontradiotion of the J acoount whioh makes t~ rite 

a removal of the 11reproaoti of Egypt; but in an almost Midra.sb.io 

style, he tells us that all of the old generation that had been 

born in Egypt had died on the way, while those born during the 

f'orty years .wandering had not been ciroumciaed. Perhaps he also 

bad in mind Gen. 17:8, wherein, in connection with the covenant 

o:f ciroumci sion the promise to Abraham of the land ot· Canaan i e 

made. Thus, because the older generation had been lax in hearken

ing to God,one of their laxities being the failure to circumcise 

their children, it became necessary, in aooordanoe with the cove

nant of Gen. 17, for the new generation to be oircumolsed before 

they entered the land. 



Notea to Chapter V 

i. Between the tenth and fourteenth of the first montb. 

In 4:19 it i~ stated: "And the people came up out of the Jordan 

on the tenth day of the first month and encamped in G1lgal, on 

the east borper "of Jerico". In 5:10 it is stated: nAnd the 

children of Israel encamped in Gilgal; and they kept the Passover 

on the fourteenth day of the month at even in the plains of Jerico. 0 

Thus it appears tb.at the oiroumoi sion took place just before the 

Passover. 

2. Lacking in some of tbe Greek texts. 

3. vv. 4-7 b.ave a widely different reading in the Septuagint. 

4. Cf Bennett, The Book of Joshua (Polychrome Bible) 

5. Cf Dictionary of the Bible (ed. Hastings) II p 771, article 

Joshua by G. fi. Smith 

6. This is a poor explanation of Gilgal. G1lgal generally 

means 11a wheel of a chariot" (Is. 28:28; Jer. 47:3) or a "stone~ 

oircle 11 (Cf. Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Hastings II, p 781 b) 

There is an obvious contradiction between v.3 and v.9; v.3 attempts 

to associate the account Of the c1raumcis1on with Gibeatb Ha'araloth; 

and v.9 with G1lga1. 

7• Cf. ibid. 

~. Cf. International Standard Bible Encyclopedia I p 656 b, 

arti ale "Oiro-umc1 sion" by 'r. Lewis~ Pirke de R. Eliezeir on. 29 makes 

tne assertion tnat circumcision was prohibited to Israel in Egypte 

9. Book II. Ch. 104 (ed. Rawlinson) 

10. Raidin (Jews Among the Greeks and Romans, p. 80) writes, 

"He (Herodotus) obviously writes at second hand, so that we have 

no means of knowing whether or not he re:t'ere to Jews. l1hat he 



knew the name'Iov5~iot (Jew) is not likely, but the fact that 

his source was probably a literary one makes 1t possible to date 

the acquaintance of Greeks with the practice of oiroumois1on in 

this region, and, th.erefore, perhaps with Jews, at least to the 

beginning of t~ fifth century B.o.E." Herodotus, however, him

self testifies that be was "1n that part of Syria oalled Palestine" 

(Book Il, 106) so that his information is undoubtedly first hand. 

Josephus (Antiquities, Book VIII, Ch. X, 3) commenting on Herodotus' 

statement that the Syrians in Palestine learned circumcision from 

the Egyptians, says, "Yet it ls evident, that no other of the 

Syrians that live in Palestine, besides us alone, are circumcised; 

but as to such matters let everyone speak what is agreeable to hie 

own opinion. tr Josephu ~here d1sored1 ts Herodotus' statement as .. be

ing ba.~eless f but the fact that he too uses the name "Syrians'' 

With reference to the Jew~ would indicate that Herodotus likewise 

had the Jews 1n mind. Of also, Against Apion, Book I, sec. 22). 

In Deut. 26:5 the word 'AJlc, usually translated "Sy:r1an'1 , is 

used With reference to Israel. 

11-.&..'.._ ··' 
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VI Rabbinie Comments on Josn. 5:2-9 

Since S0ripture had stated that Joshua was told to circumcise 

the children of Israel a second time, this naturally invited 

speculation by the Rabbis regarding the first oircumo 1s1on. With 

Scriptural evidence that the Whole nation was uncircumcised 

at Gilgal, many questions arose, such as, Who carried out the 

sacrificial laws during the forty years wandering, since only the 

circumcised could enter the sanctuary of God?l, and~ How could 

the people partake of the Passover offering, if, according to 

Exod. 12:48, no uncircumcised person could eat of it? In answer 

to tbe first question the Sifr12 has the following: "R. Simeon 

b. Yohai said: The Israelites did not offer up sacrifice (in the 

wilderness). Then who offered the sacrifice? The tribe of Levi, 

as it is said3, 'They put inoense before thee and whole burnt 

offering upon thine alter'; and Scripture also says, 'Then Moses 

stood at the gate of the oamp and said: Whoso is on the Lord's 

side let him come unto me. And all the sons of Levi gathered 

themselves together unto him. 14 The Israelites worshipped idol

atry, but the Levites did not worship idolatry, (as it is said), 

'For they have observed thy word and have kept thy covenant.'5 

(M~reover Scripture says), 'For all the people that came out 

were circumcised; but all the people that were born 1n the wild-

erness ___ .had not been circumcised.'6 The Israelites were not 

circumcised. Then who was? The tribe of Levi, as it is said, 

'And they have kept thy covenant' "7 Henae, as this homily points 

out, because they were uncirouma1sed, as well as ~or their other 

disqualifications,_ the Israelites were not permitted to offer up 
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eaar1fice, whereas the Levites, who were oiroumcised and obeyed 

the word of God, were givet that privllege. 
~.\; ' 

Midra.sh r11anhuma8 gi v,~k' a similar statement: ttDuring the 

time when the Israelites were in Egypt they rejected the Torah 

and circumcision and all of them became idolators-·-~What did 
' 

God do? He brought darkness upon Egypt for three days9 and in 

them slew all the wicked of Israel ___ H But as for the tribe of . 
Levi, all of them were righteous and they observed the Torah, 

as it is said, 'For they have observed thy wor·a.• 10--this is 1.rorahJ 

'And they have kept thy covenant•lO --this is ciroumcision. 1111 

Another view, however, was that Israel did not wilfully 

give up c1rcumc1sion in Egypt. Pirke de ft. El1ezer Ghap. 29 

holds that the sons of Jacob were all c1rcumaised12 and that they 

circumcised their eons and grandsons, handing down circumcision 

ttaa an inheritance for an everlasting statute, until Pharaoh, the 

Wicked, arose and decreed harsh laws against them and withheld 

from them the covenant of circumcision. But on the day when 

the children of Israel went forth from Egypt, all the people, 

young and old were oiroumclsed, as it is said, 'For all tbe people 

that came out wer~ circumcised.' 11 

The f~rst ciraumaision, according to the Rabbis, took place 

in the night Of I s:t:>ael' s departure from Egypt in connection With 
"" the first celebration of the passover.13 Exodus Rabba 19:6 gives 

the following account. "Ou:r Rabbis said: '!1he Israelites did not 

want to pract1aa ciroumoieion in Egypt. Except for tbe tribe 

Of Levi, all Of them 
' 

negleo·ted c1roumo1sion ••.•• And yet God wanted 
to redeem them but they had to merit. What did God do'.i' He called 
to Moses and said to him: Go and circumcise them. (Jrnd some say 



that Joshua was there and it was he who circumcised them, for 

Scripture says,'And again circumcise the children of Israel a 

second time 1
)
14· But there were many who would not take it upon 

themselves to be circumcised. Therefore, God commanded that the 

passover be celebrated, and when Moses prepared the Paschal lamb, 

God decreed that the four winds that blow in the garden of Eden 

come and blow upon the\, aschal lamb •.•• And the savoury odor that 
~': 

resulted lasted ~or fortf days. As a result, all Israel came ~ 

Mose a and said to him: 'Pray let u a eat of tte Paschal lamb, 1 for 

they were already fatigued from the odor. But God said; Unless 

you be c1roumc1s~d you may not eat of it' - as Scripture says, 

'And the Lord said unto Moses and Aaron: This ls the ordinance 

of the passover •••• no unoirournc1sed person shall eat thereof' 

(:mxod •. 12:43-48). Immediately, they gave themselves over for cir

oumcislon and the blood of the passover became mixed with the 

blood of' trrn oircumc1sion. And God passed by and took ea.oh and 

everyone and kissed him and blessed him, as it is said: 'And 

when I ~assed by thee, and saw thee wallowing in thy blood, I 

said unto thee: In thy blood,live; yea, I said unto thee: In 

thy blood live' (Ezek. 16:6) ,15 __ 1·•· live by the blood of the 
. . 16 

passover, live by the blood of tb.e oir·cumo.i sion ! · Pirke de H. 

Eliezer chap. 29 states that it was the twofold blood of the o1r

cumois1on and the,paseover that the Israelites put upon the lintel 

of their houses~ and that when God passed over to plague the Egyp~ 

tians and saw the blood of the passover, mingled with that of the 
0 1rcumoision, on the lintel, he was filled with compassion for 

17 18 I era.el· · ' H. Eliezer ra1 see the qt~est1on, Why did Scripture 

see fit to say "In thy bl ood 11 ve" twice'i' 11 he first refers to the 

- 11......i.__,., 



blood of the oiraumcision and the blood of the passover, through 

the merit of which God delivered Israel from Egypt; the second 

ref'ers to tbe blood of the circumcision and the Passover through 

the merit of which Israel would be redeemed in the future at the 
19 end of the fourth kingdom. 

Thus the c1raumc1sion in Egypt, like the one at Gilgal took 

place just before the passover20 and t~ rabbis were able to an

swer to their own eatisfaot1on the meaning of the ·term ...J) 1JC! in 

Josh. 5:2, and likewise of the statement in v.5 that "all the 

people that came out were oircumoised." But Scripture had also 

stated that all the people who were born in the wilderness were 

not airoumoised (v.5), and the rabbis had to answer why the rite 

was negleote~ during the forty years Of wandering in the wilderness. 

One answer was that the affliction and fatigue of the jour-
21 ney did not permit circumcision Another answer22 waa that the 

North wind which brings wholesome weather, did not blow upon them, 23 
.,4 

because the people were under Divine displeasure,~ or, according 

to another opinion, in order that the clouds of glory, 25 which 

surrounded Israel on the jouPney, might not be scattered. 

R. Ishmael did not accept the view that the whole generation 

bor•n in the wilderness had not been circuruoised.26 "Would the 

unoiroumcised have heard the voice of God on Mt. Sinai~ he asked, 
tto r would God have given to them the Torah? God forbidt They were 

o1roumoised, but not according to regulation. ~hey had cut off 

the foreskin but they had not performed Periah,27 and whoever 

hae been circumcised, but has not had Per1ah performed, it is as 
28 though he had not been circumcised. Therefore, the text says 

'Tb.ey had not been cir.cumcised. 1 (Josh. 5:7) And when the Israelites 
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aame to the land of Israel God said to Joshua: Do you not know 

that the Israelites are not circumcised according to proper re-

gulation; therefore circumcise them again, a second time." Gene

sis Rabba 46:9 points out that the circumoieion was performed at 

Gilgal in acaordance with ·the promise made to AbraJ:mm, 11I will 

give to thee and to thy seed after thee the land of thy sojourning" 

(Gen. 17:d) on condition that "thou shalt keep My covenant (ibid 

v.9) Since Gilgal was on the border of the land, Joshua said to 

the people: "Did you t.hink you would enter the land uncircumcised?" 

and speaking thus he circumcised them. Similarly in Genesis 

Rabba 46:9 God is reported to have offered the condition that if 

thev, accepted circumcision they would enter the land, and if not, 

they wpula not enter the land. 

~egarding tbe name Gibeath-ha-araloth in Josh. 5:3 the rabbis 

say little more than what the text itself implies, that all the 

foreskins were gathered together until they became like a hill; 

hence the na~e Gibeath-ha-araloth. 29 The Israelites then took 

the foreskins and the blood and covered them with the dust of the 

Wilderness, so that When Balaam oame and saw all the wilderness 

filled with the foreskins of the Israelites, he said "Who can 

count the dust of Jacob?" (Num. 23:10), meaning, Who will be 

able to stand against the merit (which this people has) of the 

blood of the covenant of circumcision, which is covered by the 

dust? Hence the sages decreed that the practice should be foll

owed of covering the foreskin and the blood with the dust of the 

earth, since Israel is compared to the dust of the earth in Gen. 

28: 14, "And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth." l'hus 

did the people practice the law of circumcision, the ra'bbis say, 



·until the division into the two kingdoms, when the kingdom of 

Ephriam discarded the covenant of aircumoision.30 

'l'he genera ti on that Mose a circumc1 sed, declarft')d R. Nahman ~ 31 

was the seventb,32 and the generation oircumcised by Joshua was 

the eighth. Therefore "give a portion to seven, yea even to 

eight" (Ecol. 11:2)33 

Regarding the expression in Josh. 5:9 "This day have I rolled 

away the reproach of .Egypt from off' you 11 Ya.lkut Shimoni Joshua 1534 

gives the following homily. "By means of his astrology Pharaoh 

foresaw the future. He said to Israel: 'Look evil is before you 1 

(Exod. 10:10), that is, Pharaoh said to them, 'I see by my astro

logical art a certain star rising toward you, and its name is 

Evil~ and it is the symbol of blood and slaughter.' And when the 

Israelites sinned in the wilderness ·over the golden calf and God 

intended to slay them, ~oses entreated with bis prayer: 'Wherefore 

should the Egyptians say: He brought them forth with Evil? (Exod. 

32:12), 1.e. under the influence of the star Evil. God repented 

over the evil he had intended for them, and he changed the blood 

(of Which the star was the symbol) to the blood of circumcision 

( tha·t was shed) when Joshua circumoi sed them. 'I1hi s is what is 

meant when Scripture says, 'This day have I rolled away the re

proach of Egypt from off you•, for they said to you 'We see blood 

impending over you in the wildernesa, 1
" Hence the circumcision at 

Gilgal removed the evil that the Egyptians foresaw for Israel in 

the wilderness. 



Notes to Chapter/VI 

1. Of. Ezek. 44:~ 

2. Be 1 haalothcha, 67 

3. Regarding the tribe of Lev1. Deut. 33:10. 

4. Thus proving that they alone were loyal to God and therefore 

worthy of offering sacrifice. Exod. 32:26. 

5. This likewise refers to the tribe of Levi. Deut. 33:9. 
6. J' o sh. 5: 5 • 

7. Deu·t. 33:9. "Covenant" here is naturally taken to mean 

the covenant of circumcision. 

8. Be
1
haalothcha, 8; (Buber, Be'haalothcha, 13) 

9. E:xod. 10: 22 

10. Deut. 33:9 

ii. Similarly in Tanhuma Shemoth, 5, the rabbis, commenting 

on the verse, "'1
1

hey ha. ve deceived the Lord; for they have begotten 

strange children" (Hos. 5:7), say, "The meaning of this is that 

they (the Israelites in Egypt) bore sons but they did not cir

cumcise them. For when Joseph died they nullified the covenant 

of circumcision. They said, 'Let us be like the Egyptians.' 

When God saw this He turned away from His love for them and caused 

new decrees to be issued against them by Pharaoh." (Cf. also 

Tanhuma, Buber, Shemoth 7). 

tto 
12. In Gen. 34:15 the sons of Jacob say to Shechem and Hamor, 

nly on this condition Will we consent unto you: if ye will be 

as we are, that every male of you be circumcised." 

13. See Raah1 on Josh. 5:2. 

14. Josh. 5:2. Since Joshua is commanded to oircumcise a 

·second time, evldently there must have been a previous circumcision 

Which he performed. 



15· ~rhe repetition of the phrase 11In thy 'blood live", in

dicates that the prophet was referring to two kinds of blood, 

i.e., the blood of the Passover and the blood of ciraumcision. 

16· A var1at16n of this homily is given in the same Midrash 

(E:.xod. Habba 19:6) "R. Simeon b. Halafta said: When Israel 

went out from Egypt, God said to Moses, Give heed to Israel re

garding the commandment of the Passover that 'no alien shall eat 

thereof, and every man's servant that is bought for money, when 

thou hast circumcised him, then shall he eat thereof' (Exod. 12: 43) 

When the Israelites saw that the uncircumcised were forbidden 

to eat of the Passover, they c1rcurno1sed in a short time all their 

servants, their sons and all who went forth with them, as it is 

said, 1And all the children Gf Israel did as the Lord commanded' 

(Exod. 12:50)°. .lt is oor.apa.:rable to a king who made a banquet for 

bis friends. The king s~id: Unless the guests show my seal, 

(on the invitation cards) let not one of them enter here. Thus 

too, God made a banquet for them of flesh roasted in fire, and 

unleavened bread and bitter herbs, because he had delivered them 

from their trouble. But he said to them, "If the seal 01' Abraham 

is not in your flesh you may not taste of it. Immediately, everyone 

that was born in Egypt became ciroumoieed. It is of them that 

Scripture says, 'Gather My saints together unto Me• those that 

have made a covenant with de by sacrifice'. (Ps. 50:5) 

In Canticles Rabba 3:7 the following homily, based on the 

Verse "Every man hath his sword upon his thigb. 11 (Cant. 3:8), occurs: 

"When Mo~es said to t~em, Thus in short did God say to me, 'No 
. 

uncircumcised person shall eat of 1t 1 (Exod. 12:48), immediately 

eaoh and every one put his sword upon his thigh and circumcised 
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himself .Who c1raumcised them? R. Barachiah said, Moses was the 

c1rcumo1ser and Aaron performed the Periah and Joshua gave drink 

to those who were being circumcised. And there are some Who say 

that Joshua did the circumcising and Aaron performed the Periah 

and Moses gave the drink. Thus is 1t written, 'At that time the 

Lord said unto Joshua: Make thee knives of flint and again cir

cumcise the children of Israel a second time.' (Josh. 5:2) And 

why is it stated'a second t1me 1 ? From this we learn that it was 

he who oiroumc1sed them the f~rst time. 11 Genesis Ha.bba 46:6, 

47:7 has that it was Moses who circumcised them the first time 

in :Egypt. 

In Numbers Rabba 11:6 it is stated that tbe Israelites were 

prompted to circumo1ae themselves because of the dread in the 

night.. "Scripture says: 'Every man hath his sword upon his thigb. 

because of the dread in the night.' (Cant. 3:3) What is the mean• 

ing of 'the dread in the night'? They were not able to celebrate 
-

too Passover as it is written, 1No uncircumcised person shall eat 

of it'. (Exod. 12:48) And if they did not celebrate the Passover, 

they would die in the nights of the Passover as the first born of 

Egypt died, as it is said, "And when I see the blood, I will pass 

over you, and there sh~ll no plague be upon you to destroy you 

When I smite the land of Egypt'. (Exod. 12:13) Hence because of 

'the dread in the night', (the children of Israel consented to be 

o1rcumc1sed) • " 

17. Exod. 12:13. The root ;iou means "to spare". Hence 'Jl/J()O/ 

means bo·th "I Will pass over", and "I w:tll have compassion". 

18. Pirke de R. Eliezer. Chap. 29. 

19. I.e. during the Messianic redemption. 
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20. They encamped at Gilgal on the 10th of the first month 

(Josh. 4:19) and they celebrated the Passover at Gilgal on the 

14th (Josh. 5:10) The oircumc1e1on took place between these 

two dates. 

21. Pirke de R. Eliezer, chap. 29; Yebamoth 7lb (bot.) 

22. Yebamotb .72 b (top) 

23. The c1roumcis1on wound becomes extremely painful in in

olimate weather. All the more so would this have been the case 

under the added hardships of the journey in the wilderness. 

Hence H. ~a.pa ruled ·that circumcision may riot be performed on a 

cloudy day or on a day when the South wind, (whiah brings unwhole~ 

some weather) blows. R. Papa's :ruling, howevert was not followed, 
11
s1noe many people are 1n the habit of disregarding these pre

oautio~s, "and 'the Lord preserveth the simple'~ (Ps. 116:6), 

1.e. God protects those who cannot protect themselves. Yebamotb 

72 b. 

24. On account of the sin of the golden calf. Exod. 32. 

(So Rashi) 

25. Exod. 13:21 f. 

26. Pirke de R. Eliezer, chap. 29. 

27. Uncovering the corona. 

28. Cf. M. Shab. 19:6. 

29. Pirke de R. Eliezer, chap. 29. In Levitio\Jla\ Rabba 25:7, 

R. Levi describes Gibeath-ha-araloth as meaning "a place that is 

heaped with foreskins. 11 In Genesis Habba 47:'7 R. Abahu gl'V'es 

a similar account in the case of the a1roumcision by Abraham of 

hie household. 11When Abraham had oiraumcisad those born in his 

___ h_ouse, be set up a hill of foreskins ( .J'Jlhi .J)oA/ ) . When the 
.., 
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sun shone on them they rotted Jltld thetr odor oame up before God 

as a sweet-smelling incense. And God said, When my children 

acme into the power of others, I will remember that odor and I 

will have compassion on them." 

30. Pirke de R. Eliezer, chap. 29. 

31. Yalk.1J;t Shirnoni Joshua 15. 

32. I.e. in the geneology begirrnine; w1 th Abraham. 

33. r.e. give honor to the number seven eta. 

34. Rashid:J.nExod. 10:10 and J·osh 5:9 give the same homily. 

In the latter he attributes this teaching to R. Moses Hadarshan. 
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VII The Eighth Day 

Outside of what the several passages already discussed tell 

us (Gen. 34; Exod. 4:24-26; Josh. 5:2-9), little else is definitely 

known about oiroumoision in Israel during pre-exil1c times. 

Gen. 34:15 strongly suggests that intermarriage with uncircumcised 

peoples was prohibit~d. This is likewise true of Jud. 14:3 where 

Samson's parents are described as attempting to persuade their 

son not "to take a wife of the uncircumcised Ph111stines.tt The 

fact that the eppro'briou s epi that "unci:roumci sed 11 was applied so 

distinctively to the Philistines would indicate that the other 

neighboring peoples~ the Canaanites who lived inland, and those 

who lived on the sea-board, whom Herodotus (II. 104) calls Phoe

nicians, all practiced ciroumcisionl. Among tbe other oiroumoised 
2 

people~, as Jeremiah lists them, were "Egypt, Judah, Edom, Ammon, 

Moab, and they that dwell in the wilderness", the last probably 

referr•ing to the bedouin Ara.bs3 • Herodotus (:[.[,. 104) names the 

Egyptians, the Culohians, the Ethiopians, the Phoenicians .and 

Syrians of Palestine, the Syrians who dwell about the rivers 

The:rmador and Parthenius, and the Maoronians, as the nations 

that subjected ~hemselves to this rite. Herodotus, of course, 

lived after the exile, but his statement that the Egyptians, the 

Oolahians and tbe Ethiopians were the only people that practiced 

circumcision from the earliest times, and that the Phoenicians and 

Syrians of Palestine learned this custom t'rom too Egyptians, is 

of particular interest, since by the Syrians of Palestine he un

doubtedly means the Jews. 4 

The use of flint knives in performing the operation was 

Probably common in pre-exilic times. So E:xod. 4: 25 and J·osh 5: 2 



would indicate. Unless Exod. 4:25 be taken as it stands, there 

1a no evidence that in the earliest times the rite was performed 

in infancy or early childhood. Exod. 4:24~26 and Gen. 34 would 

indicate that it was a pre-marital rite, or at least it was neoes-

aary for one to be oiroumciaed, regardless at what age he under-

went the operation, in order for him to be eligible to marry. 

Josh. 5:2-3, 8-9 does not specify any age and seems to give the 

picture of a general airoumaision which included both young and 

old· As for the religious signifioanae of this rite and its 

relation to Yahweh, we are left almost completely in the dark. 

Exod. 4:24 ... 26 alone suggests that failure to comply with this 

practice would arouse the anger of the deity and threaten a per

son's life. But what is behind this idea is not made very clear. 

W4atever oonclueions are drawn regarding the religious signifiaane 

of circumcision in pre-exilic times must be based largely on 

oonjeoture. 

Aside from Jeremiah 9:24-25, the pre-exilio prophets, and 

for that matter the whole range of literature coming fro~ the 

time o:f the Deuteronomio reforms to the exile, b.a.ve nothing to 

say for or against airaumaision. Jeremiah threatens divine pun

ishment against all the airoumcised peoples, incl~ding Judah· When 

he 6ontlnues, 'For all the nations are uncircumoised, and all 

the house of I~rael uncircumcised in lleart'(v.25 b), Moore5 sug

gests that his meaning is that the a1rcuma1s1on 1n the flesh will 

not sav& them in the day of vieitation--it is not the true oir

cumoi sion. But this part of the passage is an obvious contradic

tion of tbe preceding statement, 'I will punish all them that are 
" 

ciroumoised in the foreskin' (v.24), and doubtless is not original 

With Je:r•emiah'. 6. But the concept of ·the circumcised heart as the 



ideal ethical standard, and as denoting obedience to God, and of 

the uncirournoised heart as denoting the evil impulse in man, is 

pre-exilio, as evidenced by Deut. 10:16; 30:6 and Jer. 4:4. The 

silence on the part of the literary prophets regarding aircurncision 

can only mean that the practice was taken so much for granted, and 

was so universal, that there was no need for them to preach to the 

people for or against it. It was during the exile that a new 

importance was attached to the rite. With the national life no 

longer in existanoe, it became together with the Sabbath a badge 

71 of unity with fellow Jews in a strange land. With the suspension 

of the sacrificial worship, the Jew could express faith and alle

giance to his God only in the practice of those rites and cere

monial practices which· Were possible for him to observe~ and of 

these o1roumaision and the Sabbath became dominant. Where the 

earlier legal codes made no mention at all o:f ciroumoiaion, it 

now became, together with the Sabbath, a law of first magnitude, 

so that Ezekiel could deary as an abomination the bringing in of 

"aliens, uncircumcised in heart and unoiraumoieed in flesh to be 

in M.Y sanctuary, to profane it" (44:7) and could lay down the law 

that "no alien, uncircumcised in hee,rt and uncircumcised in flesh 

shall.enter into My sanctuary, even any alien that is among the 

Children of Israel" (44:9) It was undoubtedly in Babylonia that 
i 

there was first attached to ciroumcision the signiflaance that P 

later gave to it in Gen. 17, namely, that it was the sign of the. 

covenant between God and Israel. It was probably during the ex1le
1 

too 1 that the concept was first advanced that the fate of the un

oiroumaised was to "lie in the nether-world slain with the sword", 

and ·that "the uncircumcised male ___ ..,shall be out off from hie people". 

(Gen. 17:14) 



The Priestly account of the oircumoision of Abraham and the 

male members of hie household in Gen. 17 is by far the most im

portant passage relating to circumcision in the Bible, and the 

chief basis for later rabbinic legislation governing the practice 

of this rite. The obvious intent of this account is to tell of 

tbe origin of a practice already in long usage and to confirm 

its importance by placing its institution with no less a parsonage 
. 9 

than the patriarch Abraham. The details of the account are as 

follows: In Abram's ninety-ninth year God appears before him, 

revealing himself for the first time under the new name El Shaddai. 

He tells Abram to walk before Him and be wholehearted (v.1) The 

purpose of the revelation is to eatabl1sh a covenant. (v.2) Tbe 

terms of the covenant are; (a) Henceforth the patriarch's name 

is no longer to be Abram, but Abraham (v.5) and Sarai 1 s name 1e 

to be Sarah (v.15); (b) Abraham and Sarah will be multiplied ex-
• 

aeedingly and become the father and mother of a multitude of nations; 

nations and kings will issue from them.(vv. 2.5,6~15,16); (c) The 
,j 

covenant is to be not only between Abraham an~God, but an ever-

lasting one between God and all the generations of Abraham's des

cendants to follow (v.7); (d) The land of Abraham's sojourningst 

the land of Canaan, will be given to h1m and his descendants for 

an everlasting possession (v.5); (e) In exactly a year's time 

Sarah will bear Abraham a son, to be oalled Isaac. Through him 

the covenant relationship will be continued (vv. 16,19,21); (f) 

Abraham and h1a desoendante are to accept the deity who appeared 

before him as their God (vv.7,8); (g) The keeping of the covenant 

1s to be marked by the oircumoi~ion of every male; the circumcision 

1n the flesh of .. the foreskin to be the sign of the everlasting 



covenant between Abraham and God. The oircumcisioD is to take 

place on the eighth day of birth. Those who are not of Abraham's 

seed but are bought with money of a foreigner are likewise to be 

circumc1sed (vv.10-13); (h) Whoever does not become o1roumc1sed 

bas broken the covenant of God and will be cut off from his people 

(v.14). In accordance with these terms, and on the same day that 

God spoke to him, Abraham circumcised himself, his son, Ishmael, 

who was then thitteen years of age, and all the male members of 

his household, both "those born in the house and those bought 

with money of a foreigner (vv.23-27) In the continuation of the 

narrative in Gen. 21:1-4, when the divine promise is fulfilled and 

Isaac is born, the Priestly writer relates that ''Abraham circumcised 

his son Isaao when he was eight days old, as God had commanded." 

The most significant part of the -0ovenant is the command 

to e1rc~mcise on the eighth day of birth. This command is repeated 

by P in Lev. 12:3. Although later Rabbinic legislation permitted 

ciroumoision to be performed after the eighth day (never before) 

if oiroumstanoes demanded postponement, P seems to stress that it 

may not take place on any other than the eighth day. v.14 originally 

read, "And ·the unoiroumoieed male who is not ciroumaised in the 

flesh of' his foreskin .Q.D. ].he eisalQ. day,, that soul shall be cut 

Off from his people; he hath broken My covenant». The Massorab 

omits »on the eighth day'', from v. 14, but the Samaritan version, 

the Septuagint and the repetition of Gen. 17 in Jubilees 15,8 
9 

1nolude this phrase. The realization that a too rigid adherence 

to the principle of circumcising only on the eighth day might 

endanger the lives of some children probably accounts for the dele

tiori Of this phrise from the Hebrew text. 
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A most plausible explanation for the observ&noe of the rite 
10 on the eighth.day, is that which Dr· Morgenstern offers. Dr. 

Morgenstern connects ciraumc1s1on with the aqiqa rites.practiced 

by many Arab trlbes. These rites consisted in the cutting off of 

th~ ohild'.s first hair and of the sacrifice of an animal on the 

aeventh or eighth day of the child's life. The first seven days 

in the child's life were thought to be days of evil and taboo, and 

the purpose of the aq1qa ceremonies was to redeem the new-born 

infant from the taboo that was thought to rest upon him and ·threat

ened his life. By cutting off the child's hair and offering it as 

a eacr1f1ce, it was believed that the taboo would be removed, the 

underlying principle being that the saorif ice of a part of the 

tabood objeot would redeem the remainder. Circumcision in Israel, 

as it is described in the Priestly code, is such a rite. The 

o1raumc1sion on the eighth day redeemed the infant from the taboo 

that threatened his life during the first seven days, the same 

principle that .a part redeems the whole being the underlying motive 

here too. The seven day period of taboo figures prominently in 

the Bible in a number of other ways. A Nazirite, who came into 

contact with a dead body, became defiled for seven days. On the 
11 

eighth day he brought a sacr1f1ae to atone for bis defilement. 

Similarly, if an ordinary person came into contact with a dead 

body his ~eriod of uncleanness lasted for seven days 9 On the third 

and seventh dCl.Y of hie defilement he bad to undergo rites of' 
12 

Purification. The seven day period of taboo also applied to a 

Priest who tou;bed a oorpse. 13 A leper,14 a menstruating woman, 

a man who bad intercourse with a menstruating woman, a man or 

Woman who bad an issue or who came into contact with a person 

thus contaminated, all bad to undergo purification rites that 



lasted for seven days after they had been declared clean• The 

r1tes culminated on the eighth day with a double sacrifice of 
15 

animals. Similarly with the rites of purifioation of the alter 

and priests; the period of purification lasted for aeven days, 

and only on the eighth day did ooneecration take place and the 
16 

holy service begin. But most significant of all is the case ot 

a woman who bears a male ohild. Her initial impurity lasts for 

seven days. On the eighth day, when the child is circumcised 

this initial impurity ends and she enters into a period of purl~ 

fication that lasts for thirty-three days. Should she bear a 

female child tb4periods Of both her impurity and purification 

t/are doubled.
17 i/Tne close connection between the circumcision and 

the seven day period of impurity of the mother would indicate that 

the rite of c1raumc1a1on both brought to an end tbe initial im

purity that attached to the mother~ and culminated the seven days 

of impurity or taboo that at.tached to the child. 1rhe c:l.roumoision 

of the tio~eskin on the eighth day was the sacrifice paid by the 

cbild to redeem him from his taboo, just as the double sacrifice 

of' animals on the eighth day of purification atoned for a person 

who was ritually defiled • 

. Even today, among some Orthodox Jews the night before the 

circumcision is a night when the "shed1m" evil spirits, hover 

about the child and seek to use their power over him. Someone 

is always in tbe room to guard the mother and child on that night. 

The other days in ·the first week of the child's life a.re also 

filled with evil import, but the seventh night, the "watchnigbt 11 , 

is the most dangerous. The circumcision on the eighth day re-

- rnove s the taboo a.nd takes the child out of the power of the 11 shedim". 
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Similar beliefs prevail among the native Jews of Jerusalem and 

also among the Jews of Turkey. Another common Jewish superstition 

is the belief that Lilith (the night demon) has the power to 

carry off new-born children, and to ward against this, both mother 

and ohild are provided with proper amylets and charms. 

The practice of circumcision on the eighth day probably had 

its origin in human sacrifice. In Exod. 22:28,29 occurs the pass

age: "The first born of thy sons shalt thou give unto Me. Like

wise shalt thou do with thine oxen and with thy sheep; seven days 

it shall be witbi1ta mother; on the eighth day thou shalt give it 

to Me 11 • The ftrst born of the mother among both men and animals 
18 belonged to the deity. The principle underlying this was tbat 

all the offspring of tbe mother belonged to the deity, but by 
·,. 

sacrif1o1ng the first born male the remainder cf tbe issue from 

the mother would be redeemed. The sacrifice of a part redeemed 

the whole. The sacrifice of the first born male, both human and 

animal took plaGe on the eighth day after birth as Ex· 22:28,29 

conclusively 1nd1oa;tes. In later years~ when human eaor1f'1ce was 

abolished, the principle still remained that the offspring Of the 

mother belonged to the deity and· that it was still necessary to 

sacrifice .a part in order to redeem the whole, and this form of 

redemption came to include not only the first born son of the mother, 

but all of her ~ale off spring. The part sacrificed would natur-

ally be a part of the body that was not of great imprtance; among 

the Arabs it was the child's first hair; among the Israelites it 

was the prepuce. But the eighth day as the day of fedemption 

remained and was later incorporated into the Priestly coda, although 

there it loses somewhat its redempt1onary obaraoter and becomes 

the sign of a covenant relationship with the deity. 

·-~·11·. \ 



In this connection mention should be made of a seemingly 

close relationahip between circumcision and the Passover. It 

will be recalled that the oircumcielon at Gilgal by Joshua (Josh· 

5:2-9) took pl•ae just before the Passover. 4:19 t~lls us that 

the Israelites encamped at Gdlgal on the tenth of the first month, 

and 5:10 tells us that they celebrated the Passover at Gilgal 

on the fourteenth of the month. Tbe account of the ciroumcislon 

comes between these two verses. Now 4:19 and 5:10 show all the 

characteristics of P, while the original account of tbe circum

cision at Gilgal (vv. 2-3,8-9) is generally assigned to J. But 

it is reasonable to assume that the circumcision account would 

not have been placed by the redactor into its present position 

in the text, where it comes immediately before the very verse ·that 

tells of the celebration of the Paseo•er, unless there w~s an 

old tradition that made for a close interconnection between the 

two. Similarly in Exod. 12:43-48 Which is a part of p. there is 

also a close relationship between c1roumcis1on and the Passover. 

There we are told that when a man buys a servant for monei the 

servant must first be a1rcumcised and then he may eat of the Pass

over ( v .LJ.3)·, and that t1when a stranger/shall sojourn with thee and 

Will keep the Passover to the Lord, let all his males be oircum

oised, and then let him come near and keep it, and he shall be as 

one that is born in the land; but no uncircumcised person shall eat 

thereof." The R~bb1s likewise lay great stress on the tradition 
• 

that a wholesale circumcision took place on the eve of the first 

Passover.
19 

In Pesahim 69 b the statement is made that if on the 

eve of Passover a whole community was found to be uncircumcised~ 

they were told 'Arise, circumcise yourselvee and sacrifice the 

Passover'. The same words were spoken to an unc1rcumo1sed 



and if he did not airoumcise himself and saorif1oe the Passover, 

b.e was p1.rnisb.ed wl. ·t:.h "Kareth". 21 

Now a relic of the original practice of sacrificing the first 

born in connection with the Passover is found in Exod. 13:1-2. 

There tb.e ordirrn,nae la given ·t.hat "all tb.e fir st born, wh&tsoever 

openeth the womb among ·t:.b.e children of Israel, both of man and 

beast" be sanctified to God, for it is His. The previous verse 

(12:51) tells us that the ordinance was given on the selfsame day 

that the Lord brought the children of Israel out of Egypt, namely 

the Passover.· And in Exod. 13:14 f the explanation of this or

dinance, to sanctify all the first born to the deity, is g~ven. 

11.And 1t shall be wben thy son asketh thee in time to come saying: 

What is this? that thou shalt say unto h1m: By strength of hand 

the Lord brought us out from Egypt, from the house of bondage: 

and it came to pass, when Pharoab would hardly let us go, that 

the Lord slew all the first-born in the land of Egypt, both the 

first-born of man, and the first-born of beast; therefore, I sac-

rifice to the Lord all that openeth the ~omb, being males, but all 

the first-born of my sons I redeem. 11 Again in Exod. 34:18-20 a 
bo't'YI 

close connection is found between tbe sacrifice of the firstVanimala, 

the redemption of the first born son, and the celebration of the 

f 22 east of unleavened bread. 

The meaning of all this is obvious, Originally, among the 

early nomadic Israelites the Passover was celebrated by the sac-
' 

'r>tf'ioe of the first· 'born among the an1mals .. ;and also of the first

born son of a woman. The sacrifice was of a redemptionary character 

Whose purp.o·ee :1. t was to redeem all ·t:.ne other offspring bo·th of men 

and of a.n~rnals. It also had the character of a thanksgiving offering, 



61· 

a1nce 1 t was carried out in ·the spring when the lambs were born• 

The saorifioe of the first born animals continued on the Passover, 

but human sacrifice gave way to the oiroumcision of.first, the 

f1rst-born·s~n, and later, of all the males. The sa~e principle 

that the sacrifice of a part redeemed the whole underlay airaum

cision too. Naturally, since circumc1eion was but a substitute 

for the original human sacrifice, it continued to be practiced 

just before the Passover. The circumcision made one eligible to 

eat of the Pascal lamb and probably each year a,-t tl:Le Passover 

celebration, a new 11class 11 of children underwent ·the rite~ Per-

haps, sometimes, a period of years went by without the circumcision 

taking place, which may account for the fact that in Josh• 5:2-9 

the picture is given of a general circumcision, that included both 

y9ung and old· A slave who came into the tribe, or a foreigner. 

likewise had to undergo the rite before he could partake of the 

Passover offering. (Exod. 12:43-48) The circumcision of slaves 

and aliens would naturally take place at the logical time of 

Passover when the others were circumcised~ 

When the nomadic wanderers came into Palestine and gradually 

changed their mode of life from a pastoral to an agricultural one, 

they naturally took over many of the customs and praotioee of 

their Canaanite neighbors. The pastoral Passover celebration was 

easily synthesized with the agricultural feast of unleavened bread, 

since both took place in the spring. The sacrif1oe of the first

born animals ~o the deity continued in the synthesized Passover

unleavened bread festival, but the practice of oircumcis1on at this 

season was gradually dropped. Nevertheless, a relic of the original 

~edemptionary rite of sacrificing the first-born son continued. 

·.; ..... 
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As he was still thought to belong to the deity something else 

had to be offered in his place for him to be redeems~~ The re

demption was probably carried out either with a grain offering 

or an animal.sacrifice. Perhaps this is the meaning of Exod • 

. 34:20, "And all the first-born of thy sons thou shalt redeem and 

none shall appear before Me empty." In later years the original 

signif icanoe of botn the sacrifice of the first born animals and 

the redemption of the first born son (originally the sacrifice 

of the first-born son) was either forgotten or given a new inter

pretation. This interpretation connected both with the story of 

the first-born in Egypt, and as Exod. 13:15 and Num. 3:13 attempt 

to explain, the sacrifice of the first-born animals and the redemp

tion of the first-born eon were an atonement for the slaying of the 

first-born of man and beast in the land of Egypt. Still later the 

Levites took the place of the first-born as the possession of the 

deity, but the process of ~edeeming the first-born continued, this 

time by payments of money to the sanctuary~3 Similarly, the first

born of domesticated animals that were levitically unclean, suob 

as the ass, no longer had to be sacrificed but could be redeemed 

by sacrificing a lamb instead.24 

Now in the native agricultural life of Palestine, the first-born 

of the oxen and sheep were saorif iced to the deity on the eighth 

day after they had issued from the womb. This is obviously the 

meaning of Exod. 22:29· While the previous verse (28 b) suggests 

very strongly that tbe first-born son was likewise saorificed to 

the deity on the ei~th day. Here too, in both oases, the sacrifice 

Was of a redemptionary character. With the abolition of this form 

of child sacrifice the substitute also became c1roumo1sion--on 

the same day that the sacrifice had previously been carried out, 



namely, on ths eighth day. It was natural in an agricultural 

society that the seventh and eighth days should become important 

from a ri tuali st.ic etandpoit1t. '.l.'he seventh day~ for example, as 

the day of rest could only evolve out of a stabilized agricultural 

life; never out of a roving pastoral kind of life where the 

people had to tend the flocks and be on the move all the time. 

So that it was natural that the seventh and eighth days should be 

reckoned with importance when any change in the life cycle took 

place. As noted previously, when someone died and a person came 

into contact with his body, that person became defiled for a 

period of seven days. Similarly, 1n the case of a menstruating 

woman or a person who had a flux; for seven days they went through 

a process of pur1fiaat1on$ and on the eighth day with the offering 

of \he proper saorifice they were declared ritually cleane These 

changes in the life cycle were evidence of taboos that rested upon 

the defiled individual and which threatened both him and anyone 
/ 

who had cwnte,ct with him. All the mor•e so should this have been 

the case of a mother who underwent so revolutionary a change in 

the life cycle as to bear her first male child. The taboo that 

rested on her, and probably on the whole community, lasted for 

seven days. But on the eighth day expiation came for her, her 

futur~ Offspring and the community, when her first-born son was 

eaoril1oed to the deity. This same B1gn1fioance waa attaohed to 

airaumc1sion when lt supplanted the original sacrifice, exoept 

that now the ciroumoision beoame an act whereby the child redeemed 

himself, from his initial impurity at birth,by sacrificing a part 

of his body, and an 1ns1gn1f1oant part at that, to the deity. 

When the nomadic Israelite tribes aame into Palestine and 

Underwent the change from a pastoral to an agricultural people, 



64. 

they gradually dropped their practice of circumcising their male 

children at the Passover spring festival, and took over the native 

agrioultural.praatice of a1rauma1sing on the eighth day. But 

vestiges of tbe former Passover connection of ciroumoiaion con

tinued to remain, in the story of the circumcision at Gilgal, in 

the Priestly requirement that a slave or alien h&d to undergo the 

rite before he could eat of the Passover offering,and that only 

the circumcised could partake of it, and in the traditions that 

came down to the Rabbis telling of a wholesale ci:roumcision in 

Egypt on the e~e of the first Passover. 

Now this hypothesis does not necessarily contradict the hy-

pothesis previously presented, namely that oiroumo1sion was ori

ginally a pre~mar1tal requirement as Exod. 4:24-26 and Gen. 34 

see.m to indicate. In all probability· the pre-marital form of 

aircumoision preceded the eighth day observance of the rite and 

was in practice concurrently with the time that human saarifioa of 
/ 

the first~born was carried on. When the sacrifice of the first-

born male on the eighth day gave way to e1rcumo1sion of tbe first 

born on the eighth day, the older .tiorm of oirournoision which al 1 

the males had to undergo as a pre-marital requirement$ was also 

~hifted to the eighth day, perhaps for the sake ot uniformity. 

There is no definite proof for all this, but it seems to be the 

logical development in the synthesis of three obviously original 

and separate forms of oiroumoision, namely, as a pre-marital rite, 

as a ceremony connected with the Passover, and as a practice that 

grew out of the.original redemptionary sacrifice of the first-born 

male on the eighth day. 



Notes to Chapter VII 

l· See Moore, Judaism, II, 17· 

2. 9:24 f 

3" See Moore, ibid. 

4. See above P• 36· 

5. Judaism, II, 17 

6. See above P• 5, 8 (notes 3,4) 

7. Dr. JPin.ita:estein, ~:1 he Pharisees, 171 t'. writes: 11Af'ter 

the deportation to Babylonia •••• institutions which in Palestine 

appeared neutral or aesimilatory because they were common to all 

the inhabitants, assumed in th.9 foreign Babylonian environment 

where they were unknown to the general population, the status of a 

covenant between God and his chosen people. The Sabbath, oircum-

oi st'on a..nd the sacrificial system, the observance of which the 

Palestinian prophets bad taken for granted as part of the oountries 

cultural ])-fe and involving no superior piety, became symbols 

of ident1f1cat1on wi·th the J·ewisb. community and of resistance ·to 

assimilation. Renae the wide difference between Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel in their attitude toward the aeremonial law, the priests, 

the Temple and the sacrifices. Jeremiah is always critical of the 

1nstitutions and their observance: Ezekiel insists on their value 

and importance. II Cf. al so, Cooke' 1.rhe Book Of Joshua ( Oambrigge 

Bible) P·37; Skinner, Genesis (r.c.o) P• 297. Graetz, History 

Of the Jews (J.~.s.) I, p.339 says that the exiles in their zeal 

for Judaism won over many new pro selytea who "after ·their oonver

Si.on, kept the Sabbath, obeyed the sta.tutes, a.nd even submi·tted 

to the rite of oircumc1s1on." (Cf. also ibid p.364) 

8. Jub. 15: 14 



66. 

9. See Charles Apocrypha and Pseudapigrapha, II, P·36, note 

on Jub. 15:14. 

10. Rites of Birth, Marriage, Death and Kindred Oooasions. 

11· Num. 6:~ f 

12· Num. 19:11-19; 31:19,24 

13· Ezek. 44: 26 

14. Lev. 15. Cf. also Num. 12:14 

15. Lev. 15:19 ff. 

16. Exod. 29-30, 35, 37; Lev. 8, 33, 35; Ezek. 43:25 ff; 

of. also II Chron. 7:9 

1 7. Lev. 12: 2-5 

18. Cf. also Exod. 13:2, 12 f.; Lev. 22:27; Num. 3:12; 18:15 

19~ Exodus Rabba 19:6; P1rke de R. E11ezer ahape 29; Canticles 

H .• · 3:7; Numbers Habba. 11:6; Rashi on J'osh. 5:2. Of. above p4:tf. 

20. An individual who remained uncircumo1sed beoauae two of 

his brothers had died ae a result of the operation and it was 
/ 

feared that he might suffer a like fate. In such a case the rabbis 

permitted postponement of the circumcision until it was felt that 

the individual was able to undergo the r1 te in safety. See ·, ~os. 
Shab. 15 (16) 8. 

I 
exterpat1on from ones people through Divine pun1sh-

i.;:.."<I'~ ... -,..,,.., 

ment. See Gen. 17:14 where it is stated that one who is not c1r

oumc1sed
1
' 

11
w1ll be ou:t off from his people 11 , and Exod. 12: 15 ,19 

Where it is stated that a similar fate 1e in store for one who eats 

leaven during the Passover. 

.. 22. Cf. also Num. 3:12; 18:15 

23. Of. Num. 3:40 f' • 

24. Exod. 13:1.3; 34:19; Num. 18:15. 
~~ .~; ~ 



Part Two 

Early Post-Biblical Times 



VIII The Hellenistic Period 

The rite of ciroumoision as it was embodied in the priestly 

code became the standard praat1oe in early post-Biblioal and Hell

·enistio times. In oontrast to the later rabbinic view which per

mitted the rite to take place from the eighth to twelfth days in 

·order to avoid possibilities of desecrating Sabbaths and festivals, 1 

""' and which also permitted ciroumoision to be postponed indefinitely 

in the case of 1llness2 or hereditary physical weakness, 3 the 

earlier post-Biblical view adhered rigidly to its performance on 

the eighth day only.4 Failure toicomply meant the Biblical pun-
l 

1shment of"Karetb. 11 • The Book of Jubilees (15:24 f.) indicates how 

zealously the Priestly law of oircumc1s1on was guarded by faithful 

Jew@ of the Ha.emonean are.. "This law ·is for all the generations 

for ~ver, and tbete is no oiraumo1sion of the days, and no omiasion 

of one day out of the eight days; for it is an eternal ordinance, 

ordained and written on the heavenly tablets. And everyone that 

is born, the flesh of whose foreskin is not oircumo1sed on the 

eighth day, belongs not to the children Of the covenant Which the 

Lord made with Abraham, but to the children Of destruction; nor is 

there, moreover, any sign on him that he is the Lord's, but (he 

ia de.stined) to be destroyed and slain from the earth, a,nd to be 

rooted out of the earth, for he has broken the covenant of the Lord 

our God." The author of Jubilees in his zeal fer the law goes on 

to say that even the angels of the presence and the angels of the 

sanctification have been oircumc1sed since their creation (v.27), 

e,n 1deQ so anthropomorphic t.ha,,t the Rabbis would have received it 

only with repugnance. The 6rdinance of circumcision, the author 

of Jubilees continues, is the sign of a covenant promise that the 



children of Israel w111 never be rooted out of the1r land. (v.28) 

But, he adda, "I announce unto thee that the children of Israel -...-----, 

will not keep true to this ordinance and they will not circumcise 

their sons according to all this law; for in the flesh of their 

foreskin they will omit this ciroumoieion of their sons, and all 

of them, sons of Belial will leave their sons unoiroumciaed as 

they were born and there will be a great wrath from the Lord 

against '.irie children of Israel, because they have forsaken His 

covenant and turned aside from His word and provoked and blas

phemed, inasmuch ae they do not observe the ordinance of this law, 

for they have treated their members like the Gentiles, so that 

they may be removed and rooted out of the land and there will no 

more be pardon or forgiveness unto them for all the sin of this 

eternal error" (vv.33-34). 

The author of Jubilees, though pretendipg to write of the 

future,1e actually condemning the neglect of ciroumcision that 

was current in past years and possibly in his own time~ The threat 

of divine punishment for this neglect is in accordance with the 

,Biblical threa,t that "the unoircumci sed male ..... shall be out off 

from hie people" (Gen. 17:14). If there were some Jews such as he 

who were zealous in demanding rigid adherence to the rite, there 

were other Jews, who refused to submit themselves or their sons 

to circumcision, and even went so far as to obliterate the mark 

of the covenant if they bad already been ~ircumaised. 

At the end Of the third century and in the early years of 

the second century B.c.E. the influence of Greek culture was al

ready becoming strong in Palestine~ A group of Hellenized Jews, 

known as t~ Tobiads, who belonged chiefly to the aristocratic 



families of Jerusalem, adopted the Greek customs, established a 

gymnasium in Jerusalem, and participated in the Greek games, which 

were carried on 1n complete nakedness. Becoming ashamed of the 

circumcision mark when it was thus exposed, despite the fact that 

they were 1n their own land and amidst their own people~ many 

proceded to obliterate it by drawing forward what was left of the 

prepuce, so to eventually hide tt1e covenant sign and make them 

appear l~e Greeks.5 Often they would undergo painful surgical 
6 operations to achieve the same result· Naturally they discontinued 

the circumcision of their sons. In the overthrow of the Jewish 

state by Ant1oahus IV Epipbanes, these Jews no doubt found parti

cular delight, for it meant to them the complete Be].enizati.on 

of Palestine. In 168 B.C.E· Antioohus attacked Jerusalem, took 

tb.e city, desecrated the Temple by placing therein a statue of 

Jup1 ter' and issued a ser•ies of unbearable decrees againert the 

practice of Judaism, which included the proscription of circumcision. 

In the words of ·the F'irst Book of Maccabees ( 1 :44-49) : "The king 

sent messengers to Jerusalem and to the cities of Judah (to the 

effect that) they should practice o~stoms foreign to the traditions 

of the land and that they should cease the whole burnt offerings 

and sacrifices and drink offerings in the sanctuary •••• and that 

th~y should profane the Sabbaths and Feasts, and pollute the sanc

tuary and those who had been sanotified; that they should build 

high places, and sacred groves, and shrines for idols and that 

they should sacrifice swine and other unclean animals: and that 

they should leave their sons uncircumcised, and make themselves 

abominable by means of everything that was unclean and profane, 

so that they might for get the Ls,w and change all the traditional 

ord1nanoee." Refusal to obey these decrees meant the death penalty. 
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Perhaps nothing else aroused so much the spirit of revolt, as 

the brutal action by the Greek author1tles in tak.ibg two Jewish 

women who had circumcised their children, parading them around the 

cl:ty with their babies he,_nging at their breasts and then flinging 

them from the top of a wall, at the same time putting to death 
7 

tcrnir entire families and those who had. performed the circumcision. 

As. the Maoaa.bean revo·l t against the ·~yranny of Antiochus spread 

Mattathias and his friends went aboutupulling down alters and 

circumcising by force as many uncircumcised children as they found \ . 

w1·th1YJ the borders of' I arael. 118. The victory of the lVlaooabees 

meant for a time at least the stoppage of the Hellenic influence, 

the Greek games~ the practice of epispasm, or obliteration ·or the 

covenant mark by drawing forward the foreskin, ood of wilful 

neglect of circumcision by wealthy He1lenized Jews. Nevertheless, 

the practice of epispasm and opposition to oircumaision sprang 

up again during the period of the Roman occupation of Palestine 

and continued down through Tannaitio times. 

Faithful Jews befuie~ed the peraeoution by Antiocbus to be a 

divinely sent punishment for the:: violation of the covenant rite. 

The author of the Apocalyptic book, Assumption of Moses, although 

writing as if to fortell the future, but actually telling of con

temporary events in which he indicts the Hellenized J'ewa of his 

own time, gives some evidence that ·tnis belief was common. 11.And 

there shall come upon them a second visitation and wrath, euoh as 

.has not befallen them from the beginning until that time in which 

He will stir up againa·~ them th:e king of kings of the earth and one 

that ruleth with great power, who shall crucify those who confess 

to their circumcision: and those who conceal it he shall torture 

~ and deliver them up to be bound and led into prison. And their 



wives shall be given to their gods among the Gentiles, and their 

young sons sl:J.all be op:erated on by the physicians in order to 

bring forwa.rd their foreskin. .And o·thers amongs·t them shall be 

punished by tortures and fire and sword and they ab~l be forced 

to bear in public their idols, polluted as they are like those 

who keep them." (8:1-4) 1fhe expressions "a seoond visitation" 

and 11 k1ng of kings of the earth" aan only refer to Antiochus 

Epiphanes and his persecution of the Jews. 

The Maccabean victory restored the old religious zeal of 
------

the people and the ancient covenant rite was again given its 

cardinal position in the religious life. The great zeal for Jud

aism during the reign of the Mamoneans resulted in forced con

versions of other peoples, and their compulsory submission to 

the ri\;e of circumcision. Josephus t.ells us,9 11Hyrcanus10 took 

also Dora and Marissa, cities of Idumea, and subdued all the 

Idumeans; and permitted them to stay in that country if they would 

circumcise their genitals, and make use of the laws of the Jews; 

and they were so desirous of living in the country of their fore

fathers, that they submitted to the use of circumcision, and of 

the rest of the Jewish ways of living; at which time therefore 

this befell them, that they were hereafter no other than Jews."11 

The suooessor to Jobn Hyroanus, Aristobulus I performed a similar 

service for bis people in b1s conquest of Iturea (106 B.Q.E.). 

Josephus relates, 12 ttHe (Ar1stobulus) •••• made war against Itu:rea 

and added a great part of it to Judea, and compelled the inhabitants 

if they would continue in that country, to be oircumoieed and to 

live according to the Jewish laws." More than a century and a 

half later when Josephus wae governor of Galilee, be relatesl3 
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tb.a t once when two non-Jew e oame to that province, tr1e Galileans 

were io zealous that they attempted to foroe circumcision on the 

new-comers, if they would stay among them. Josephus, however~ 

ref'used to permit this on the ground that "everyone ought to wor

ihip God according to his own inclination and not to be oonstraiced 

by force." 

. In the fateful and turbulent years of the first century C~E· 

opposition to circumcision reaohed a new climax.· Philo remarks 

that the rite was held up for ridicule by people in general* By 

"people in general" he no doubt means Greeks and Romans and possibly 

Jews W1th strong Hellenistic tendencies. At any rate, this ridicule 

was partly responsible for calling forth his notable Treatise on 

Ciroumoision1L~ in defense of the rite. r11ne Treatise was at the same 

time ·a part of his great attempt to explain l'.'atiorially and comment 

upon allegorically the ritual law of the Bible. He points out at 

first that the Egyptians~ one of the mightiest and most prolific 

of nations, practice circumcision, which in itself is proof tbat 

is wisdom behind this cu~rtom. First Of all, he says, oir1 oumcis1. on 

is a preventive of a painful disease. Philo calls this disease 

"a -0arbuno1e." Evidently he bas in mind the disease known as 

Phimosis. And this disease, be addsf is very apt to be engendered 

among those who have not undergone the rite of circumcision. 

rtseoondly, circurnci sion seou re a the cleanliness of the body 

1n a way that is suited to a people consecrated to God •.•• for some 

of the evils which ought to be got rid of lodge under •.•. the prepuce." 

"Thirdly, there is· a resemblance of' the part that is circumcised 

to the heart; for both parts are prepared for the sake of generation; 

for the breath contained within the heart is generative of thoughts, 

and the generative organ itself is preductive of living beings. 



Therefore, the men of old thciught it right to make the evident and 

visible organ by which the obje&ta of the outward senses are 

genera'ted, resemble that invisible and superior part 
1 

by means 

of which ideas are formed." 

As his fourth and most important reason for oiroumciaion 

Philo holds that the performance of the rite makes for prolific

ness. 
11
For it is said that the seminal fluid proceeds on its 

path easily, neither being at all scattered nor flowing on its 

passage into what may be called the b~gs of the prepuae. On which 

account those nations which practice circumcision are the most 

prolific and the most populous." 

Moreover, Philo looked upon circumcision as a symbol of two 

ethical ideas of fundamental importance. First, it is symbolic 

of the excision of superfluous and excessive pleasures which de-

lude the mind. This the lawgivers signified figuratively by 

mutilating the organ which gives the most exquisite pleasuresi 

the association of man with woman. Secondly, it is a symbol of 

man's knowing himself and discarding his vanity. "For some men, 
" 

like good statuaries have boasted that they aan make the most 

beautiful animal, man; and being puffed up with arrogance, have 

deified themselves, hiding from sight the true cause of the creation 

Of all things~ namely God, although they might have corrected 

that error from a consideration of other persons among whom they 

live; for there are among them many men who have no children and 

many barren women whose connections lead to nothing, so that they 

grow old in cbildlessneas." 

But Philo's highly rationalietio defenoe of circumci&on, which 

1nc1dentally in some parts reached the same conclusions as those ------·-

~· ... 



of modern medicine, seems to bave had little effect in stemming 

the tide of opposition to tbe covenant rite. Being an Alexandrian 

in ~11 probability bis work never reached Palestine or if it did, 

was known to only a f'ew. '£be Rti.bbi s seem to b.e,ve been totally 

unaware that such a work existed, for in none of their discussions 

on circumcision is his name mentioned or his ideas advanced. 
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Notes to Chapter VIII 

1. M. Sha.b. 19:5· "A cb.ild could be circumcised on the 

eighth, ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth days. How so't Or-

dinat.1ly he was ci.rcumoi sed on the eighth. But if he was born at 

twilight he wa. s circumcised on the ninth; if at twilight on the eve 

of Sabbath, he was oiroumc1sed on the tenth. If a festival day 

came after the Sabbath, he was o1roumoised on the eleventh. If 

the two days of Rosh Hashana came after the Sabbath he was circum

cised on the twelfth: 'Circumc1s1on, however, was permitted on 

Sabbaths and Festivals if they were the eighth day. 

2. Ibid. "A child who was 111 was not oiroumcised until he 

became well." After he recovered from his illness it, was customary 

to wait another seven days and then to circumcise. (Shab. 137 a) 

3~ If the child had two brothers who died because of oi~cum

oision, the rite was postponed until it was felt that he would 

be able to withstand it with safety. (Toa. Shab. 15 (16) 8) 

4. The Samaritans and Falashas still follow this practice 

and never postpone circumcision. See Charles Apoc. and Pseud· 

II p. 36, note. 

5. I Mace. 1: 11-15 gives the following account: "In those 

days there came forth out of Israel lawless men and persuaded many 

saying: Let us go make a covenant with the nations that are round 

about ue; for since we separated ourselves from them many evils 

have come upon us. And the saying appeared good in their eyes. 

And as aerta1n of the people were eager (to carry this out) they 

went to the king and he gave them the authority to introduce tbe 

customs of the Gentiles. And they built a gymnasium in Jerusalem 

according \o the manner of the Gentiles. They also submitted 



{-

themselves to uncircumcislon and repudiated the holy covenant: 

yea, they Joined themselves to the Gentiles, and sold themselves 

to do evil•" 

6. Cf. Assumption of Moses 8:3; Josephus Antlq. Bk. XII~ 

chap. v' lo 

7• I Mace. 1:59; II Mace. 6:10. Cf. also IV Mace. 4:25. 

8. I Maco. 2:45-46. 

9· Ant1q. Bk. I, chap. IX, 1. 

10. John Byrcanus (135-106 B.c.E.) 

11· This account indicates that the Idumeans were accepted as 

full proselytes (;H1 'Jf!). But elsewhere (Antiq. Bk. XIV, cbap. XV,2) 

Josephus relates that Herod whose forebears were such proselytes 

was called by his enemy Antigonus an Idumean, 1.e., a half-Jew. 

Josephus' account of the proselytization of the Idumeans is con

firmed by Ammon1ue (d. 241 C.E.) "'rhe Jews, 11 he says, 11 a.re such 

by nature and from the beginning, whilst the Idumeans were not 

Jews from the beginning, but Phenioians and Syrians, but being 

afterward subdt~ed by the J'ews, and compelled to be circumcised, 

and to unite into one nation, and be subject to the same laws, 

they were called Jews. 11 

1924) II, p.340, note.) 

J( (Quoted in Josephus (Bigelow Brown & Co. 

·12. Antiq. Bk. 1 1 chap. XII, 2 
... --·-~--~---.. 

13· Life, sec. 23. 

14. In Works of Philo Judaeus, trans. by c. D· Yonge, London 

1855, II, P• 175 f. 



IX The Christian Opposition 

In Pale st ine, the real oppoiH t1on to circumcision came from 

the' newly rising Christian sect. From the first the Judeo-Cbris

tians seem to have accepted circumcision as they did the rest of 

the ritual law. But in their zealous attempts to gain new prose

lytes among the heathens,tbe circumcision requirement proved to be 

a great setback. A faction arose, headed by Paul, which took the 

view that "circumcision ls no·tb.ing and unoircumoision is nothingil 

More than that, Paul went about teaching Jews in the Diaspora to 

forsake the law of Moses and "that they ought not ·to circumcise 

their children or to walk after the custorneU2 However, there was 

a faction of the new sect in Jerusalem that continued to oppose 

the abrogation of the covenant rite. On one occasion when Peter 

came to Jerusalem after having baptized some new proselytes from 

. among the Gentiles, he was r~buked by the Jerusalem faction for 

having associated with the uncircumcised and eaten with them.3 

When Paul and Barnabas were in Antioch preaching the new religion 

among both Jews and Gentiles, certain men from Judea came and 

declared that there could be no salvation for the new adherents 

unless they had first been circumcised. Paul .and Barnabas, therefore, 

went to Jerusalem to raise this question before the apostles and 

elders there. The apostles and elders took up deliberation over 

this matter, and after hearing arguments on both sides reached the 

conclusion that circumcision was not mandatory. In accordance 

With this decision, letters were dispatched through Paul and 

Barnabas to the Gentile proselytes of Antioch, Syria and Cicily 

saying, 11Forasmuoh as we have heard that oerte.in men which went 

out from us have troubled you with words , subverting your souls, 



78. 

saying, Ye must be oiroumc1sedt (we wtite to you that) we gave 
. 4 

to them no suah oommandment. 11 

' 
Nevertheless the· struggle between the two opposing factions 

continued, the one, maintaining that airaumoision was necessary, 

the other that it was not. Peter headed the former- Paul the 

latter. Eventually a oompromise was reached and it was agreed 

that Peter was to preach the gospel among the Jews, while Paul 

and Barnabas were to carry on their preaching among the heathen.5 

However. when Paul found it to hia advantage to circumcise one 

of his disciples, he did so without hesitancy. This he did with 

Timotheus, the son of a Jewish mother and a Greek father. The 

circumcision was performed to enable ~imotheus to go with him among 

the Jews, since the Jews knew hie father was a Rreek.6 

Pau.l gi vea _aenerou a expression in the Epistles to his views 
--.........._'-""·,,..., 

on circumoision and uncircumoision. In I Corinth. 7:18-20 he 

write a: "Was a man c1rcumci sed at the time he was called 1 Then 

he is not to efface the marks of it. Has any man been called 

when he was unoiraumcised? Then he is not to get circumcised. 

Circumcision counts for nothing, uncircumoiaion oounts for nothing; 

obedience to God's commands is everything. Everyone must remain 

in the condition of life where he was oalled. 07 In Romane 2:25f 

he writes: 11 Ciraumo1sion is certainly of use providing you keep 

the Law; but if you are a breaker of the Law then your oircumo1sion 

turned to uncircumaision. If then the unc1roumoised observe the 

r~quirements of the Law shall not their uncircumcis1on be reckoned 

equivalent to circumcision? And shall not those who are physically 

unoircuma1sed and who fulfil the Law, Judge you who are a breaker 

---- Of the Law for all your wr1 tten code and circumcision? He is no 



Jew who is merely a Jew outwardly~ nor is cirouruoision sometl'11ng 

outward in the flesh; he is a Jew who 1s one inwardly, and cir-

oumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritue.l not li·te:ral--praised ,. 

by God' ~ot by man. II He points out ·t:.hat .Abraham was a righteous 

man before he was circumcised, and that he received the sign of 

oircumoision as a seal of' the righ·teousness he already bad when 

unc1rcumc1sed. 8 Therefore faith and righteousness have nothing 

whatever to do with c1roumoi•1on, and whether a man is circumcised 

or unoircumcised oan only be Justified by faith. 9 The real cir

cumcision requires no cutting of flesh from the body, but is the 

burial with Christ in baptism and belief in the power of the God who 

raised him from the dead. 10 Paul attacks viciously the opposing 

party, accusing them of advocating circumcision in order "to make 

a grand display in the flesh" and 11 to avoid being persecuted for 

the cross of Christ." "Why even the circumcision party, 11 be wtitea, 

"de/not observe tbs Law themselves t They merely want you to get 

circumcised so as to boast over your flesh. 1111 On one occasion when 

Peter ca.me to Antioch where Paul was carrying on his preaching, 

and there at an assembly of believers in the new faith separated 

hims~lf from those who were unairoumoised, which led to the other 

Jews and even Barnabas doing likewise, Paul severly rebuked Peter 

for this act. In the presence of everyone, he said to Peter, "If 

you being a Jew live after the manner of Gentiles, and not as 

do the Jews, why do you compel the Gentiles to live as do the Jews. 

Paul's views on oiraumoiaion eventually won out~ but the struggle 

between the two factions continued, and even today, the Coptic 

ohuroh in Ethiopia demands circumcision of its adherents. 

Another New Testament critisoism of circumcision was the fact 



so. 

that the Jews permitted the rite to be carried out on the Sabbath$ 

The rather late gospel of John puts this criticism into the mouth 

of Jesus. When Jesus allegedly enraged the people for his having 

healed a man on the Sabbath, ne ie said to have answered this 

oharge by saying: "Moses gave you the rite of oircumoision •••• and 

you will ciroumoise a man on the Sabbath. Well, if a man gets 

circumcised on the Sabbath to avoid breaking the Law of Moses, 

are you enraged at me for curing, not cutting, the entire body 

of a man upon the Sabbath?13 

The Christian attacks on circumcision were taken up again 

by the early Church apologists, one of the foremost of whom was 

Justin. In his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew14 (written 0·138) 

he tells Trypho that the circumcision in the flesh th~ was de-

rived ~rem Abraham was really intended to distinguish the Jews 

from other nations and from Christians in order that they alone 

15 might suffer the inflictions that were now being laid upon them, 

nfor by fleshy circumcision alone can you be distinguished from 

other men. 
1116 

"It is because c1rct~moision is not necessary for 

all 
11

, he continues, "but only for you Jews that, as I said be ... 

fore, you might undergo your present justly merited sufferings •••• 

You,. who are circumcised in the flesh~ require our c1raumcision; 17 

Whilst we who possess this have no need of yours. For had airaum

oision been absolutely necessary, God would not have created Adam 

Without 1·t 1 nor would he have r•egarded the sacrifice of .Abel, which 

' he offered in uncircumcision ~ nor would :Enoch have 'been pleasing· 

in his sight in uncircumo1s1on •••• L0t was saved without circumc1s1on~ 

the Angels and the Lord Himself leading him out of Sodom. Noah~ 

father of man, being in uncircumoision, entered with his children 



1nto the Ark. Melah1sedic, the priest of the Most High, was un

a1rcumcieed, to whom Abraham the first who received circumcision, 

, ge;ve tithe·s, and was blessed by him. All those were just men, and 

righteous 1n the sight of God, without even keeping the Sabbath.nl8 
' 

Justin takes up the same argument that Paul did with regard 
l~ to Abraham's circumcision, namely,that Abraham was righteous 

while he was yet unc1rcume1sed, and that circumcision was given to 

him for• a sign of righteou Einess and not for righteousness 1tself'. 20 

"And since women are incapable of receiving fleshy circumcisicrn • 

we have a positive proof that it 1s given as a sign, and not as 

a work of righteousness. For God has made that sex capable of 

performing e.11 the duties of justice and rlghteousness. 1121 

That oiroumoision in itself is not pleasing to God, Justin 

tries to prove by 'turning to Jel'.» 9:25,26: 11:l:t"or behold the days 

oome aai th the Lord ·tha:t I will visit all th-at have circumcised 

their foreskins; Egypt and Judah and Edom, and the children of 

Moab; for all these nations are unciroumcised and all the house 

of I sx•ael are uncircumcised in the hear·~." 11Do you not perceive n, 

·J.ustin comments~ 11tha:t God does not want ·that oiroumclsion which is 

given for a sign, for it profits not the Egyptians, nor the child

ren of Moab and Edom. 1122 

To Trypho he presses the question that se~med to bother the 

early Christians so much, namely, the one relating to circumcision 

on ·the Sabbath. 111re11 me, did God desire that you:r high priest.a, 

Who offered oblations on the Sabbath, or those who were c1raumo1sed 

themselves, and circumcised others on that day should commit sin? 

s1noe He commanded that a1rcumc1s1on should certainly be practiced 

bn the eighth day, though that were the Sabbath? Could He not have 



aommanded 1 t to be done,, the day bef'ore or the day af'ter t.be Sab ... 

bath if He knew that it were wrong to do it on that day? or why 

did He no·t teach tr1ose who lived before Moses and Abrahe,m to 

observe the same laws, who are termed Just men and pleas,ng to 

2 God, tho4gh they were not circumcised and observed no·t the Sabbaths? tt 
. .. ~ 

It was God's intention, sajs Justin~ that o1rcumc1s1on of the 

flesh and the ritual law should cease with the coming of Christ. 
1rhoee who come to God through Christ receive not the fleshy oir-

oumcision but the spiritual one which the righteous men before 
24 

Abraham observed. The blood of the former a1raumcision is now 

done, and the blood of the new ciroumo1s1on is the blood of the 

Savior. A new law has come out of Zion, and in this law Christ 

circumcises all who are willing with knives of stone, to make 

the people a righteous na~ on keeping fait~ truth and peace. 25 

The expression 11 knives of s·tone 0 b.as reference to the circumcision 

at Gilga.l (Josh. 5:2 f) where Joshua was told to take 11 knives of 

flint and circumcise ·the people a second time. 11 Justin attempts 

to connect the names Joshua and Jesus. The second circumcision at 

Gilgal figuratively heralded the second circumcision through Christ, 

i. e • the circumcision of the heart. The "knives of st one 11 are the 

doctr,ines of Chriat, "by which so many who were wandering in error 

were circumcised from uncircumc1s1on, with the circumcision of 
1126 

the heart. 
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13• John 6:22 f. 
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under Hadrian to Judea at ·the ·time of the Bar Koohba revolt. 

Trypho had fought with Bar Kochba and had escaped. 

16. Ibid~ sea. 16 
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unto him for righteousness" (Gen. 15:6) 
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X Polem1ca· 

AgairHrt suoh attacks as tb.ese, the log1o of which was i:n

de~d difficult.to dispute, the Rabbis had to defend the ancient 

covenant rite. Thus, many of the Ag1ad1a passages on oiroumc1sion 

of a polemical character. They are directed not only against the 

attacks of Christians, but also ~gainst~the sceptical attitude 

that many Jews had fallen into. Unfortunately,. the Rabbis had 

not the rationalistic approach of a Philo; in all probability they 

b.ad never hea~d of the Alexandrian philosopher and his remark-

able defense of ciraumcieion. Or if they did, they paid no heed 

to him or his work, and regarded Scriptural proof as a stronger 

basis for upholding a religious practice than the rationalistic 

approach which he had undertaken. Moreover, the Rabbis were 

unalterably opposed to anything that smacked of Hellenism, and 

:Philo 1 s writings would certainly have been classed by them as such· 

The Christians and. heretically-minded Jews had baaed their 

opposition to a large extent on the~r oppclmt1upre~ation of 

,Scripture. Therefore 1t was but natural that tbe Rabbis should 

seek to defend the validity and importance of ciroumcision with 

their own application of Scriptural evidence. 

·rn contra.st to the Christian view expressed by Paul, that 
I } 'circumcision is nothing and unairoumcision is nothing" the 

Rabbis gave· the most glowing of tributes to the covenant rite, 

not. hesitating to emphasize that it was the most fundamental 
. . 2 

of all the commandments.· 11Great is circumcision," R. Ishmael 

declared t "for thirteen covenants were made therein. 113 R. J-ose 

said, "Great 1s circumcision for it overrides the Sabbath·" :H. 

Joshua b. Korba said: "Great is circumcision for the neglect of 
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wh1oh Moses did not bave his punishment suspended even for a single 

hour." R. Nehemiah said: "Great is circumcision for it supersedes 
. 4 

the laws of leprosy. 11 Rabbi said, "Great is circumoi sion, for 

despite all the precepts that Abraham fulfilled, he was not desig

nted perfect until ha circumcised himself, as it is said, 1 Walk 

before Me and be ·~nou perfect.' 11 (Gen. 1.7: 1) "Great is ciroumci sion 

since but for that, God would not have created the universe, as 

it is written• 'Thus saith the Lord, But for My aovenant
5 

by day 

and night, I would not have appointed the ordinances of' heaven and 

earth.in (Jer•. 33:25) Great is c,l:roumcision for it is equal to all 

the works of creation mentioned in the Torah, as it is said, 'Behold 

the blood of the covenant which the Lord hath made with you in 

agreement with all these words!" (Exod. 24:8) 6 "Great is ciroum-

aision for it is equal to all the other precepts of the Torah, 

as it is wt1tten,· ~Fer after tbe teno~~ of these words I have made 

a covenant with thee and with Israel' (ExoQ.. 34:27)7. 11Great is 

circumcision, tor it is one of the three covenants that God made 

between H1mself and his creatures~ namely~ the rainbow, the clr-
8 cumcision, and the Sabbath. 

No doubt many hel"etioally minded Jews had ra.ised the same 

questipns that Christians like Justin had advanced; that if cir-

cumcision was so important, how is it that there were righteous 

men who lived before Abraham and who therefore could not have 

been circumcised? Furthermore, why was Abraham not c1roumoised 

~ntil hie ninety-ninth year?; lf circumcision was so fundamental 

God would have established the covenant wi'tkl him when he was a 

much younger man. It was also noted that the Bible made no mention 

o:f' the ciroumo1s1on of other import.an-t Biblical figu:Y.'ea. To these 



challenges the Rabbis had the fitting answer. Adam, Seth, Noah, 

Shem, they said, were all born circumcised. Similarly, there 

were others of whom no mention of circumcision was made in the 
' 

Bible, Who were born circumcised, namely, Jacob~ Joseph, Job, Moses 

Samuel- David and Jeremiah. Naturally an appropriate Scriptural 

verse was supplied to prove each case.9 ,As for Abraham's circum-

oision, it was pointed out that 1t was for the sake of the pro

selytes that he did not undergo the rite until his ninety-ninth 
10 

year. 
11
E'or had· he been circumcised at twenty or thirty years 

of age, only those under the age of thirty could have become pro

selytes to Judaism. Therefore, God bore with Abraham until he 

teached ninety-nine years of age so as not to olose the door to 

future proselytee--and also to deter~1ne the reward according to 

the days and years, thus increasing the rewa,rd of him who does 

His w111. 1111 

12 
Similarly in Tanhuma Lech Lecha 17, the statement is made. 

"Why was Abraham circumcised in his ninety-ninth year~/ To teach 

strangers who wish to become proselytes not to say: I am too old 

(to become circumcised), I cannot become a proselyte. Let him 

learn from Abraham who circumcised himself in his ninety-ninth 
yea,1· •. 11 

Again in answer to the questionJ Why was Abraham circumcised 

in his ninety-ninth year?t the following statement is made. 13 

(Because) "tTo everything there is a season and a time to every 

Purpose under the heaven' (Eccl 3:1) There was a time for circum

a1s1on to be given to Abraham, (as Scripture says) 'In the self

same day was Abraham circumcised.' (Gen. 17:26) There was a time 

"if -·-fol" 1 t to fall to hi a descendants in the wilderness, (as Scripture 
-

says): 'For all the people that came out were oiraumo1sed; but 
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all the people th.st were bf6n 1n the Wilderness by the way as ·they 

came forth out of Egypt had not been oircumoieed.' (Josh. 5:5) 

He (Abraham) might have been c1rcumo1eed in his forty-eighth year, 

at the time he recognized his Creator, (but was not) in order not 

to close the door to future proselytes. He might have been o1r-

oumcised in his eighty-fifth year at the time when God spoke to 

him "between the pieces" (Gen. 15:17,18) (but was not) in order 

14 that Isaac might issue f~th from a bely drop. He might also 

have been circumcised in his eighty-sixth year at the time Ish

mael was born. Said R. Simeon b. Lakish: ·(God said): I will 

establi ah a "Kinnamon 11 (an everlasting principle) in the world. 
15 Just as the kinnamon (the cinnamon tree, no matter how old) 

will bear fruit when you manure and hoe around it, so shall Abra

ham (bear fruit) after his blood is tied up and his passion is 

gone and his desire is gone." (In other words H. Simeon b. Lakish 

was saying that by becoming circumcised Abraham was able to beget 

children in his old age, the oircumc1s1on restoring his generative 

powers.) 

The arguments for and against circumcision are put forth in 

a dialogue between Abraham and God. 16 Abraham first asks God: 

"Why, if oircum~ision is so precious, was it not given to Adam?" 

In reply God reminds him, "I a.m '1 (! he (reading 1:, e, 1. e., I am - .. : 
God who is sufficient) • It should be sufficient for you that I 

and you are in the world; it should be sufficient for you that 

,unc1roumc1sion prevailed and circumois1on was suppressed unt11 

now• 
11 

When .Abra.hs,rn argues that until now many hav·e Joined him, 

and now with circumcision demanded, they will no longer come and 

join him, God replies that it should be sufficient for him that 
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He is the God and protector of ·both Abraham and the world· 

The role that the Rabbis claimed c1rcumc1s1on played in saving 

·the world, is illustrated in the following passage wh.ich also 

makes a play oil the word 1-1<!.. 11G·od said to Abrs,bam, 1 Since 1 

created the world I have waited through twenty generations that 

you might come and accept oircumcision. And if you do not accept 

it, the world has existed long enough ( '1 ) until now, and I 

will turn it baok into chaos, for I do not need the world." There

fore did he say. 'I am El Shaddai' (reading '?e and meaning) 'I - ... 
am God, for whom the world has existed long enough ( '1 ) , but 

if you accept circurncision, you and I are sufficient ( '1 ) in 

the world (and I will not destroy it) 11118 Thus, the Rabbinic 

view seems to ha,ve been that only by virtue of' Abraham's acceptance 

of circumcision was the world saved f~om God's determination to 

completely annihilate it. 

'l'he question, why, if ciroumci si<im 1 s so important, was :l t 
19 

not given to Adam, was asked of R. Hoshayiah by a philosopher. 

Ine·tead of replying immediately, R. Iiosha.yiah asked him, 1iWhy do 

~ou shave the side of your face and yet let your beard grow.» 

Tb.e philosopher an ewered, "Because 1 t (the hair on ·the side o :t' 

my face) has grown with me in folly.» "In that oase, 11 the Rabbi 

countered, 11why not blind your eyes and cut off your· hands and 

break your legs, since they too ba.ve grown with you 1n folly. 1120 

"But," R • Hoshay1ah continued, "I oannot di sm1 ss you without an 

, answer. Everything that was created in the six days of creation 

needed improvement; the mustard needed sweet$ning, the lupines 

needed sweetening, the wheat needed to be milled~ and man too 

needed improvement. 21 
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It. is :r·eported that a Roman lady once asked R· J"ose b. 

Halafta_ "Why if c1roumoision is so pleasing to God, was it not 

included in tbe Ten Commandments'?" R. Jose replied, 11It has 

already been included in the phrase, 'And the stranger who ie 

in thy gates.' (Exod. 20:10) This refers to the proselyte who 

tl:le Sabbath and the covenant of circumcision just as an Israelite 

does. 1122 

When Aquila23 the proselyte put this same question to R· 

he was given a much better answer. "It was given before the 

Ten Commandments," R· Eliezer repl.ied, 11 in ·the injunction~ 'And 

thou sh:::ilt keep my covenant.'" (E;xod. 19:5) 24 

The Rabbis went to considerable length in commenting on 

the expression in Gen. 17:1 11Walk before l\lle and be thou perfect." 

Out of their commerits they produced the only rationale for cir

cumcision in the whole of the Talmudic and Midraeh1c literature~ 

The foreskin was a blemisl:l and it• removal brougl:lt about bodily 
1 perfection. This was the meaning of God's command to Abraham 

to walk before Him and b.e perfect. ttrt is comparable, 11 said R. 

Levi, 11 to a lady to whom a king said, 1 Pass before me .. ' She 

passed before him and she was made to feel ashamed. Sbe said 

to him, 1 Is there, perhaps, some worthless object to be found ___ ...., ... _. 

on me?' He said to her, 'There is no worthless object on you ex

cept the nail of your small finger which is about the size of an 

amulet; remove it and the blemish is gone.' Thus God said to 

"'' Abraham; ''I1here is no wart.hless object. on you except this fore-

. skin. Remove it and it 1s gone: Walk before Me and be thou 

perfect. 11125 

In a similar vein ~· Judan saict, 26 "Just as a fig-tree 

has no worthless matter except the peduncle; remove it and the 



blemish is void; so the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Abra ... 

ham: You have no worthless object on you except this foreskin;27 

remove it and the blemish 1s void; 'Walk before me and be thou 

perfect.' tt 

28 R. Akiba taught: "There are four kinds of 1 arlah 1 (unair-

cumoision). 1 Arlah 1 is spoken of with respect to the ear, as 

it is said, 'Beho-ld their ear is 'arlah', dull' (J«e:r. 6:10). 

And 'arlah' is spoken of with respect to the mouth; 'Behold I 

am of uncircumcised ('arel') lips. (Exod. 6:30) And 'arlah' 

is spoken of with respect to the heart: "And all the house 

of Israel are ucciroumcised ('arle') in the heart" (Jer. 9:25)· 

And yet 1t was said to Abraham, 'Walk before Me and be thou per

fect" (Gen. 17:1). Should he be circumcised in the ear$ he 

would not be perfect; or on the mouth he would bot be perfect; 

or in 'the heart, he would not be perfect~ Where oould he be 

o1rcumc1eed and still remain perfect? The answer is, in the 

foreskin of the body •••• M9reover, were he to be circumcised in 

the ear, he would not be able to hear; on the mouth, be would 

not be able to speak; in the heart, he would not be able to think. 
Where could he be circumciaed and still be able to 
hear, speak and think? Namely in the foreskin Of the body. 

In Tanhuma Lech Lecha 16 occurs the interes~ing proof by 

means of gematr1a that Abraham's ciroumcision brought about 

his physical perfection. "When God said ·to A'bram~ 'Walk before 

Me and be thou perfeot 1 (and at the same time told h1m to become 
" 

circumcised), Abram said: 'At present I am perfect (whole) but 

11' I circurnc1 se myself I will be lacking in one of my limbs (and 

hence will no longer be perfect) • 1 To this God said: 'D1d you 

think you were actually perfect? You are lacking in five of your 
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limbs. While you are uncir•oumoi sed your name is Abram ( f J 111c.) 

the gematrie, of which is 243, and the number of limbs in a. man 

is 248. Circumcise yourself and beaome perfeat. 1 And when he 

did become oircumoised God said to him: 'Your name shall no 

31 longer be Abram but .Abraham' ( I' 9 Hie ) ; · and by adding the i) 

in hie name, God added to him five more limbs, t.o total 248: 

Therefore, 1 Be rrtiou perfect';' 11 (i.e., by means of the oiroum-
"' 

cieion Abr•aham received five more limbs to ·total 2li.S, wr1ioh 

is the gernatria of the name Abraham, and at the ea.me time the 

number of limbs in a perfect ma~. 

Similarly in Nedarim 32 b (top) R. Ammi b. Abba taught: 

11At first Abram is written~ then Abraham. At first God gave 

him mastery over 243 limbs and then over 248~ the additional 

ones b~ing the two eyes, the t.wo ears and the membrum. 11 32 

Proof of God's love for ciroumaision is expressed in the 

following homily: 11Scr1pture says (with regard to Abraham's 

circumcision) , 1 Walk before me and be thou 12.~!:f.eo!' (Gen. 17: 2); 

and elsewhere it says, 'As for God~ His way is 12e;r,feg_i·' (Ps~ 18:31) 

What is the meaning of "perfect'' (in the seoond verse)? (It can 

only refer to airoumoision, and hence it means) that God cher-

ishes oiroumcision. 11 33 

The same thought ia more elaborately expressed in the foll

owing passage, which incidentally also seems to give the view 

that circumcision is a partial substitute for the former Temple 
'1 'ii, 

sacr1J:1oe. "Come and see how cherished the commandment of cir-

cumcision is before God; for every Israelite who brings his son 

to be oircumcised in the morning, is accounted as though he 

were bringing the continual offering of the morning on that day. 



And the blood of the circumcision appears to God as the sacrifice 

of the two he-lambs tha.t were of :t'ered continually on the a1·~2£.~ 

one for the morning and one for the evening. And hie son 1& 

m~de perfeot as a he-lamb a year old without blemiahj and it is 

concerning him too, that Scripture writes~ 'He shall offer it, 
.. 

a ma.le ( 'J:J_)) without blemish (p'/f./I) (Lev. 1:3)· 'l1here:f'ore 
. . 

through (circumcision of') his ma.le geni·tals ( /-/H'>.:J~) is he 

(the child) made w1·thout blemish ( p'r/ . .{) ) as it is said, 'Walk 

before Me and be thou perfect. 1 B'or ·this reason is the commandment 
,,34 

of oircumo1s1on cherished. 



94. 

N~tes to Chapter X 

1 • I .. d or. 7 : 19 

2 e M. N e·d. 3: 11; Ned.• 31 B; To s • Ned• 2: 5, 6; y· • Ned• 3: 9; 

Mekilta Amalekt 3· 

3. 'l1he term '11 '1 ~ "covenan-t'' occurs thir·teen times in the 

passage· enjoining circumcision on Abraham and his descendants 

(Cf ,1 also Shab 132 a top) 

4. It is forbidden to cut off a leprous spot, but if it 

is on the foreskin it may be removed together with it. Cf. Sbab. 

132 b. 

5. "Covenant 11 here is taken to refer to circumcision. 

6. Toa. Ned. 2:6. The phrase 11 1n agreement with all these 

words" in the Hebrew reads ~ /}c.':J prJiFFJ J; h, which may also 

be translated "over all these things", 1.e. "Behold the blood 

of the covenant •.•. 1s over (greater than) all these things (the 

works of creation). 

7• Ned. 32 a. "After the tenor of all these words 11 is taken 

to refer to all the laws of the Torah, while "covenant" is taken 

to refer to olrcumcision. The fact that the two are in juxta

position to each other indicates that they are e~uated • 

. 8. Midrash Hagadol (Quoted 1n Kasher's Torah Shelemah p. 

702). We'iss, Dor II, 9 holds tb.a t all the above sta:t.ement s were 

called forth by the Christian abrogation of the covenant rite. 

9. Aboth de H. Nathan Chap. 2. 

10. Mekilta Nezikin chap. 18; Genesis Rabba 46:2; Tract. 

Gerim chap. 4; Yalkut Koheleth 968 

11. Mekilta Nez1k1n chap. 18 



12~ Also in Buber's Tanhuma, Lech Lecba 24 

13.Genesis R. 46:2 

14. This is a rather inconsistant statement. Iaaao would 

have issued from a holy drop regardless of whether Abraham was 

circumcised in his eighty-fifth or ninety-ninth year. 

15· A play on words. 

16. Gen. R. li·6 :3. 

17· The arguments given by Abraham are undoubtedly those ~ 
" 

which were advanced by Jews opposed to circumcision. The answer 

given by God in the play on the word ~e, expresses the view 

that whenever God gives a command that in itself is sufficient. 

Hence the argument that Adam did not receive a1rcumoie1on has 

no bearing whatsoever on circumcision as it touches Israel~ 

The argument that c1rcumcis1on would keep away proselytes was 

common in Judaism as it was in earliest Christianity. The an

swer expresses the view that even though proselytes e,re kept away 

from Judaism because of circumcision, and henoe the possibilities 

of Judaism growing mighty in strength and saving the world are 

diminished, nevertheless, God is sufficient to protect Israel 

and the world· 

18. Tanhuma (Buber) Lech Leana 24. The same thought 1s 

expressed in Midrash Hagadol to Gen 17:1 (Quoted by Kasher, 

Torah ShEllemah p. 687): "Scripture says: 'He hath remembered 

H1s covenant for ever, the word which He commanded to a thousand 

generations; (the covenant) which He made wi·th Abraham~ and 

Bis oath unto Isaac. And He established it unto Jacob for a 

statute, to Israel for an everlasting covenant.' (Pa. 105:8-10) 

It was taught in tbe school of R. Eliezer: From the day that 

God c~eated the world, Be decreed that a thousand generations 
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should arise without c1rcumois16n; When the generat1~h of the 

flood came and they corrupted their ways, their evil deeds 

caused them to perish. After ten generations came ~he generation 

Of the dispersion and they dealt more wantonly than their pre-

decessorsf and so He caused them to become confounded. But when 

Abraham, our father, aame,and God saw that he walked in integ

rity and uprightness of heart, He said: This one is worthy 

enough for the commandment of c1rcumcieion to be given through 

him.1 Immediately, God revealed Himself to him and said: 'I am 

El Shaddai.
1 

That is, He said tQ him: 'If you accept tbe covenant 

of oircumoision, it is well; but if not, I shall say unto the 

world: 'It is enough~ ' ( 'l ) and I will turn 1 t back into chaos. 
1"' .•. 

Likewise in Gen. R. 49:--a similar thought occurs. "rt is 

written: 'The secret ( 'lo ) of the tord 1s with them that 

fear Him, and His covenant, to make them know it.' (Ps. 25:14). 

What is the secret ( l/o ) of the Lord? This is circumcision. 

For He did not reveal it from the time of Adam and until twenty 

generations later, until Abraham arose and it.was. given to him, 

as it is said, 'And I will make My covenant between Me and thee' 
' 

(Gen. 17:2). ·God said to him: If you will be ciraumcised then 

you will reoei ve the secret ( ~JO ) of the Lord. What 1 a tbe 

secret ( ~10) Of the Lord'( 0 equals sixty, I equals six, q equals 

four, a total of seventy. By merit of the o1rcumcision I will 

raise up seventy of your descendants, as it is said, 'Thy fathers 

went down into Egypt with seventy persons' (Deut. 10:22) and 

I Will raise up from among them seventy elders, as it is said, 

'Gather unto me seventy men of the elders of Israel' (Num. 11:16), 

and from among them I will raise up ~oses who will know the'Law 

1n seventy tongues, as it said,' In the land of Moab Moses took 
.1. L 
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it upon him to ·expound this Law. i (Deut. 1:5). By merit of what 

(shall all this take place)? By rner1 t of the ciroumci sion, 

.as it is said, "The secret of the Lord is with them that fear 

Him.' God also said to Abraham: It is sufficient ( ~ tor 

the servant that he should. be like the master•. 11 ( 1. e., if Abra-

ham accepts oircumoision, his descendants will likewise accept it. 

(The word 11 sufficient" 11 is a play on 1q(.!. ) • 

19· Gen. R. 11:1; Pesikta Rabbati 23 (Friedman p.116 b) 

In the latter it is Rabbi and not R. Hoshayiah who takes part 

in this discussion. 

20. R. Hoshayiah was merely pointing out to h1m how 1rrele~ 

vant his question was. That Adam did not receive circumcision 

is no indication that it is not important, any more than that 

because a man shaves his face, it should follow that he must 

also blind his eyes and out off his hands. 

21. The implication of this answer 1s that circumcision 

is an act of improvement and perfection in man. Although the 

first man was not airaumcised, neither were the other wo~ks of 

creation perfect. It remained for later generations to bring 

about the improvement. 

22. Pesikta Rabbati 23 (Friedman p. 117 a) 

23. Ibid. Tanhuma,Leah Leaha 20 has "King Agrippa" instead 

of ''Aquila" • 
.... 

24. In Mekilta Ba Hodesh chap. 3, a R. Eliezer holds that 

this verse refers to the Sabbath, while R. Akiba claims it refers 

to oir•oumcision. 

25. Genesis Rabba 46:4; Yalkut, Leah Leoha 81 

26. Genesis R. 46:1; Yalkut Lech Leaha, 80; Yalkut Hosea, 

525,Cf. also Tanbuma (Buber) Leab Leoha 21. 



27. 1'he stigma and repugnance that the Rabbis attached to 

the foreskin and the uncircumcised person is well expressed in 

the following passages: "The foreskin is a reproach, as it is 

said, 'We oannot •••. give our sister to one who is unoiroumcised, 
~ 

for that (the foreskin) is a reproach to us' (Gen. 34:14), be-

cause the foreskin is more unclean than all unclean things, as 

it is said, "For henceforth there shall no more come unto thee 

the uncircumcised and the unclean' (Is. 52:1). For the foreskin 
.. 

is a blemish above all blemishes." (Pirke de R. Eliezer chap. 

29, beg.) 

11The fore skin 1 s a festering sore ·tna t hangs from the body." 

(Gen. R· 46:10) 

'Unoiraumcised' is a term applicable only to heathens, for 

it is eaid, 'For all the nations are uncircumcised and all the 

house of Israel are uncircumcised in heart' (Jer. 9:25), (1.e. 

the nations are called uncircumcised because they are heathens, 

and Israel too when it takes on heathen customs is called un-

circumcised) (M.Ned. 3:11) 

"R. 11aeazer b. Azaria..h says: Unciroumc1 sion 1 s detestable, 

for ·the wicked are reproached with it, as it is said 'For all 

the nations are uncircumcised.'" (M.Ned. 3:11; Mekilta Amalek 

chap. 3) 

"We f'ind that the fate of the Nations was sealed only on 

account of their unc1roumc1s1on, as it is said: 'For all of 

them are unoircumcieed, fallen with t~ sword.' 11 (Ezek. 32:26) 

(tr o s • Ned • 2 : 4) 

"He who separates himself from circumcision is like one 

separated from God" •... "He who eats with an uncircumcised person 
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it is as though be were eating flesh of abomination (another 

" version, 11 as though he were eating with a dog). All who ba:the 

with the uncircumcised are as though they bathed with carrion 

,(another version, "a, leper 11
) , and all who t ou oh an uncircumcised 

person are as though they touched the dead, for in their lifetime 

they are like the dead; and in their death they are like the 

carrion of the beast, and their prayer does not come before 

the Holy One, blessed be He, as it is said, 'The dead praise not 

the Lord' (Ps. 115· 17). (Pirke de R. Eliezer chap. 29. This last 

denunciation of t~ unc1roumc1sed does not occur in the published 
,, 

Hebrew texts, probably because of censorship, but it is included 

in Friedlander's translation p. 208.) 

28. Gen. R. 46:5; Lev. R. 25:6 

29. Of. also Buber's Tanhuma Leah Leoha 20: 

30. f(:l, ~ :2, 7::200, P:40, a total of 243 

31~/c al, II :2· ):200, ~ ::::5, p :4'.>, a total of 248 
t1Y 

:52. The eyes, the ears and the membrum all entice one to 

immorality, but now by becoming airoumcised Abraham reoei~ed 

, mastery ove:r' those limbE; and the ,,willpower to resist looking 

upon or listening to sin, as well as the willpower to 0 control 

his sex-lust. Thus he became the perfect man from a moral stand-

Pqlnt. But, on the other hand, it was also reported by R. Judah 

in ·the name Of Rab, that when God told Abraham to_ walk before 

Him and be perfect, Abraham was seized with trembling for he 

thought that G·od meant by this that there was somet.hing imperfect 

and shameful in him. But his mind was appeased when God added, 
11
.And I will make ;,:y covenant between Me and thee" f thus incUcating 

that it was not because of any imperfection in himself that 

__ Abraham was told to become oiroumcised , but because of the absence 

of a formal covenant between him and the Almighty. {Nedarim 32a,bot.) 
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33. Tanhuma, Lech Lecha, 17. 

34. Quoted in Kasher, Torah Shelemah p.691 (on Gen. 17:1). 

'l'he source g'iven is "1viidrash" ( 'i). 

'"-· 
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XI The Saving Powers of Circumcision. 

Circumcision according to the Rabbis, had a saving effect 

on the life beyond the grave and delivered one from Gehinnom. 

According to R. ·Nahman B. Isaac, an infant was eligible to enter 

the future world only from the time of his circumcision.l ''At 

the gate of Gehinnomtt R· Levi ta.ught. 2 "Abraham sits and will 

not permit a circumcised Israelite to descend into its midst. 

But as for those who have sinned more than their share, he trans-

fers to them the foreakins of infants who died before they could 

be circumcised and (since they now appear to be uncircumcised) 

brings them down into Gehinnom. Thus it is wr1~ten, 'He puts 

forth his hands against them that were at peace with him, he 

destr.oys the covenant. 1 (Ps. 55: 21)3 

Similarly in Taphuma, Lech Leaha 20, it is stated that 

God made the promise to Abraham that none who were circumcised 

would descend into Gehinnorn. But all the uncircumcised nations 

mentioned by Ezekiel (chap. 31,32) will descend there as Ezekiel 

promised. And as for the heretics and sinners in Israel who 

deny the existance of God an~ follow idolatrous practices, dee-

pite the fact that they are c1rcurnoised1God draws out their tDEe

skins, and they fall into Gebinnom. In the opinion of R. Eliezer 

the Modaite, one who breaks the covenant of ciroumcis1on$ even 

though he may have many good deeds in his favor, is worthy of 
4 

being thrust out Of the world. 

That circumcision was cherished by the patriarchs because 

they knew of its saving powers could be proved from Scripture. 

"Even Jacob, when he adjured Joseph, said to him, 'Put I pray 
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thee, my hand under thy thigh' {Gen. 47:29) Why did they cherish 

the circumcision? Because they knew that in the future it would 

save them from Gehinnom, and because they had undergone the rite~ 

,bring them into the world to come, as it is said, 'The nether

world hath enlarged her desire and opened her mouth without 

measure' .(rs. 5:14) What is the meaning of 'without measure' 

( /ll '/;~[)'1 :Measure~ ( i'/J) can o.nly mean ~ircurncieion, for it 

is saidt 'The covenant which.he made with Abraham •••• and he es

tablished it unto J·aoob for a statute (/})I ), n (Ps. 105:10). 

(Therefore/)/> means ciroumcision, and for those without /)/J, 
i.e., circumcision, the netherworld opens wide her mouth)· But 

the Israelites, since they are circumcised escape from 1t
1
as 

i·t is~ said, 'When thou passes'l.i through ·the waters I w111 be 

with thee 1· 11 etc. (Is.43:2)5 

.A. story is told6 
of a non-Jew, Ketiah b. Shalom, who / be

cause he defended the Jews and thereby shamed the Emperor
1

was 

ordered to be cast into a furnace. While· he was being led away 

a Roman Matron sa.id of him, "Pity the ship that sails toward the 

harbor without paying the tax. 117 Forthwith, Ketiah b· Shalom 

ciroumci sed himself and exclaimed, "I have paid the tax, I will 

9nter paradise." As he was being cast into the furnace he be

quea~hed all his possessions to R. Akiba and his friends. A 

Bath Kol then exclaimed: 11Ketiah b. Shalom is destined for life 

in the world ·to come. 11 Thus for ·the single &,ct of ciroumci s1on 

Ketlah b. Shalom was privileged to enter Paradise. Rabbi,upon 

hearing this story, remarked that one person may acquire eternity 

in a single hour, another only after many years. 

From the above passages it would seem that the Rabbis in 

general felt that there was no room in the world to come for 
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anyone who did not undergo ciroumcleion, whether Jew or non-

Jew. And yet 1n striking contrast to this is the famous Rabbinic 

ste.teme_nt_ that t
1the righteous of fall nations have a share 1n 

8 .the world to come." 

Not only did circumcision deliver one. from Gehinnom, but 

it also had certain talismanic powers which delivered one 1n 

times of danger. On one occasion when David stepped into the 

bath and stripped himself of his phylacteries (which provided 

protection against evil) he thanked God for the covenant mark 

which was still on him, for it now gave him the necessary pro-

tection; and he, therefore, sang Pe. 12 which bears the super-

ecription ''Al Hashmln1 ~1."J. 11 ( lit. 11 on the elghtb. 11 ) which. the Rabbis 

interpreted as referring to circumcision. 9 
·" 
A story is told of R. Ta.nhuta, ·to whom the E~mperor made the 

proposal, "Come and let us all be one people. 11 R. '.I'anhum agreed, 
11
Bu·t 11

, he continued, ''we who are clrcumci:aed canno·t possibly 

become like you; do you become ciroumc1sed and you will be like 

us." The Emperor, provoked by this answer, ordered R· Tanrium to be 

thrown into the vivarium to be devoured by beasts. But when 

he was thrown in he was not eaten. Thereupon a heretic remarked, 
11
'l'he reason they did not eat him 1 s that t.hey are not hungry. 11 

10 ~I.1hey th:i:'few the heretic in and he was eaten. 

11 A story with some historical basis, is told in the Midrash, 

o:r Monobasus and Izates, ·the sons of Kinej Ptolemy who had become 

interested in Judaism. They were reading in the Book of Genesis 

and when they came to the verse "And ye shall be circumcised" 

first one turned his face to the wall and wept and then the other 

turned his face to the wall and wept, for neither had been cir-

cumcised. Some days later they were again sitting and reading 
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in the Book of Genesis, and when they reached the same verse, 

one said to -~he other, "You continue my brother 11 , l1.nd the other 

said, "No, you continue and not I. 11 'llien they revealed to ee,ch 

other what was on their minds. Their mother perceived this and 

so she went to their father and told him that their sons had 

an ulcerated sore and that the physician advised circumcision. 

The father gave his consent and they were circumcised. In re

ward for this, when they were engaged in a war and fell into a 

ditcb that had been dug by the enemy, an angel came and saved 

them. 

.. :i 
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Notes ·t,o Ohap·te:r Xl 

l • Sanh. 110 b.f 

2· Genesis Rabba 48:8. Cf. also Yalk. Gen. 82; Yalk· Ps 0 777; 
' 

Tanhuma Tazr1a 5; Exod. R. 19:4; Mid. Teh111m 6:1 

3. /_JJ I J ~ r;;, /JY1/tA /{' fife : 1rl:la t 1 s to say, even L 

though they were ,,ow/t, (perfect) and circumcised, he neverthe-

less 11 sends forth his hand to destroy ·the covenant~" So 'l1heodor 

explains. This homily is interesting, because it indicates con

clusively that the practice of ciricumoising at the grave those 

infants who died before they could undergo the rite, was not 

carried on at the time this statement was penned, 1.e., in 

Tannaitic times. In Erub. 19a, commenting on the verse, 'Pass-

ing through~.tae valley of Bacca (Ps.$l1:7) tbe Rabbis say that this 

verse ·refers to t.he wicked who are under senter1oe to suffer in 

Gehinnbm, but our father Abraham comes, brings them up and re""! 

ceives them (evidently saving them from the netherworld) except 

such an Israelite as had immoral intercourse with the daughter 

of an idolator, since his foreskin becomes drawn, and he cannot 

be reco~nized (as an Israelite by Abraham, who mistakes him for 

a heathen and so permits him to descend into Gehinnom.) The 

tradition that Abraham guards the portals of Gehimmom is un

doubtedly indicated in this passage too. 

4.0Sifri Shalah 112. There are thirty-six commandments in 

the Torah, of which the failure to observe is punishable by ex

teripation (.J)1 o ) . Of these two are positive, ci:rcumci sion and 

the Passover. (M_. Ker. 1:1) 

5· Buber's Tanhuma Hayye Sarah, 6. Cf. also Tanhuma Lech 

Lecha 20. A similar teaching is found in Exod. R· 19:5, which 
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also adds the remark that as soon as Gebinnom sees the foreskin 

suspended from the wicked, she opens up wide her mouth and swallows 

them. 

6. Abodah Zarah 10 b. 

7. 'rhe Roman matron was saying thAfKetlah b· Shalom who was 

giving up his life for the Jews, was going to the hereafter with

out having conformed ·to the Jewish rite of circumcision. 

So. Rashi· 

8. Toa. Sanh. 13:2 

9. Yebamoth 43 b· 

10. Sanhedrin 39 a. 

11· Gen. R· 46:10. Josephus (Antiq. XX chap. 2:3,4) tells 

this same story of !zates, son of Monobasus and Queen Helena. 

A Jew Ananias had succeeded in conv~rting Queen Helena to Juda

ism. Her son Izates wished to follow in her path, and offered 

to undergo circumcision. Both his mother and Ananias urged him 

not to do so because the people might be aroused by this act 

and overthrow the dynasty. Nevertheless, Izates did submit to 

the operation, and God rewarded him for his piety, and delivered 

him e.nd his sons out o:f' many dangers. 
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XI I 1I'he Ciroumci si on of Abraham 

According to one tradition Abraham was.circumcised on the 
1 

,Day of Atonement, 2 according to another, on the Passover • 

Proof that he was circumcised on the Day of Atonement is sup

plied by the phrase >}j.J pi 1
.;; pJ"O ff which occurs wi tb. reference 

t.o both circumcision and the D,;a,y of .Atonement: "Ye shall do 

no manner of work in ].hat aelfsame_S!:_a;y, for it is a day of atone

ment" (Lev. 23:28) e.nd, "In !~....§!.§l1JSlamS2_§!.§U. was Abraham cir

cumcised." (Gen. 17:26) Because the circumcision took place at 

that time, every year, on the Day of Atonement God sees the 

blood that Abraham shed and he forgives the sins Of Israel. In 

the very place where Abraham was circumcised, there the altar 

of the temple was built. The circumcision was the eighth of the 

ten trials to which Abraham submitted in order to prove h~ 

loyalty to G·od. 3 

On the third day of the circumcision in order to test him 

still further, Ab:r1aham:was rnade very aore. What did God do'? He 
I 

, made a hole in Gehinnom so that the day became very hot, like the 

day of the wicked and Abraham in order to escape from the heat 

went and sat down at the door of' the tent, as it is said 
1 

"And 

he sat at the tent door in the heat of the day." (Gen. 18:1) 

Then God se,id to his ministering angels, 11 0 ome and let us des-

o end and visit the Bick for the virtue of visiting the sick is 

great before me." So God and the angels descended to visit 

Abx•aham, as it is said, "And the Lord appeared ur:rt;o him·(1bid) 

Then God said to His ministering angels, "Come and see the power 

of circumcision. Before Ibraham was circumcised he fell on his 

f&"ce before lVIe and afterwards I spoke to him," as 1t is said, 



11And .Abraham fell upon his face. n (Gen. 17:1'7) ''Now that he is 

circumcised he site and I etand. 11 Whence do we know that God 

was standing? Because it is said, 11And he looked and lo, three 
4 'men stood over him. 11 (Gen. 18:2) 

When the cbmmand was given to Abraham to be circumcised, 

he said to God, "While I am uncircumcised every passerby comes 

to visit me. Perhaps, if I become circumcised they will no more 

visit me." 1'o this God replied, "While you are unci rctJ.JI\cised, 

.only uncircumcised people come to you. But,now,I in my glory 

will be revealed to you. 11 And thus Scripture says, "And the Lord 

appeared unto him." (Gen. 18:1) 5 

According to one tradition, Shem, the son of Noeh performed 

the circumcision o~ Abraham and his household. 6 According to 

another tradition, taught 1n the name of Rabban Gamliel, the 

circumciser was the angel Rapbae1. 7 A rather fantastic picture 

of Abraham's circumcision, based on still another tradition is 

given in Tanhuma,Lech Lecha 17. 8 ".Abraham was sitting and had 

to ask in wonderment, 'How shall I be circumcised?' when God 

·told him, 'And I will put my covenant between Me and tbee.' 

(Gen. 17:2). But what is written immediately after this? 'And 

Abraham f'e.11 upon his face.' (v.3) God gave him a hint regarding 

'that place (which was to be circumcised, and moreover} a scor

pion came and stung him there (and severed the foreskin). Whence 

do we know this? Because it is said, '~nd God talked with him 

saying: As for Me, behold, ~Y covenant is (already) wit0 tnee 

and thou shalt be the father of a multitud~ of nations' (v.4) 

1.e., 'behold you are already circumc1sed; 1 and moreover it is 

w:r1 tten, 'On the self- same day Abraham !il circumci.§.~£ 1 ( v. 26) • 
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R. Levi said: /;v ( 1He circumcised himself') is not writ.ten but 

{;A'-' ('He yt§.§._.Q.!,£.Q!d.fil.9..!.&!Q.. 1
) • He examined himself and found 

that be was already circumcised. lt is comparable to the friend 

of a king who wanted to marry the king's daughter, and he was 

a.bashed and did not know whether to put the proposal 1.n his own 

name or in the name of another person. The king perceived what 

was on his mind and said to him, 'I know what your desire is. 

Behold, my daughter is already in your house.' So too, .Abraham 

became abashed when God said to him, 'And I will put ~y covenant 

between Me and thee,' and he fell down upon his face. But 

in falling he found that he was circumcised, (as Scripture proves) 

when G·od said to him, 'Behold my covenant is (already) with you.'" 

EQually fantastic is the account given in Aggadath Beresh

ith 16. "(When Abraham was told to be circumcised), he said to 

God, 'And who shall circumcise me? 1 God said to him, 'You your-
.. 

self'. Abraham then took a sword and seizing hold of hie foreskin 

he was about to cut, but he was afraid because he was an old man 

and he began to trs~ble. What did God do? If this were possible,. 

He sent forth his hand, and took hold with him as Abraham out. 

Whence do we know this? Because it is written, 'Thou art the Lord, 

the God, who did st choi>se Abram .•.• and made st a covenant w1ih_ 

him· ' 0:-:J eh· 9: 7, 8) . It is not wr1 t ten J> 'Jli •) ;( _fl/J.::Jf 1 And made st 

a covenaint to him' , but../)')~•) l/f't .../J/../)v/, 1 and rnadest a,_ covenant 

JY.;1.ih. him.' We thus learn that God was holding on .!i th Abraham 

and Abraham did the cutting." 

9 Abraham was a high priest, R. Ishmael said, for the verse 
111

l
1
hou al:'t a priest forever after tt1e manner of iVlalchizedek. tt 

(Pa. 110:4) refers to him. Now, ae a high priest, where could 
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he be circumcised and still be f1t to off~r sacrif1ae? Scrip-

ture speaks of four kinds of c1rcumcie1on, on the ~ar, the mouth, 

the heart and the foreskin. Should he be circumcised on the ear 

the mouth or the heart he would not be fit to offer sacrifice. 

Hence only by ofrcumcising-the foreskin would he remain fite 

Rab Huna taught1~ in the name of Bar Kappora: 11.Abraham 

our father sat and expounded as follows: 'Arlah' 1$ spoken of 

with reference to trees (Lev. 19:23) and it is also spoken of 

with reference to man. (Gen. 17:11) Just as the 'arlah 1 spoken 

of with reference to trees le 1n that plaoe where the tree pro

duces fruit, so too, the 'arlah' spoken of with reference to 

man is in that place which produoes fru1t. 11 1ro tb1s R. Hanin b. 

Paz1 said: "And was ·the principle of argument frorn minor to 

11 majora or of inference by analogy actually given to Abraham? 

In answer, R. Huna said, "He was given a hint in the verse 

'And I Will make My covenant between Me and thee, and I will 

multiply thee exceedingly' (Gen. 17:2); namely, the place that 

multiplies and produces fruit (is the 1 arlah' of the body that 

is to be ciroumoised) 1112 

'rhe Habbis r1eld that the verse, 11G1rd thy sword upon thy thigp., 

0 ~~ghty one, thy glory and thy majesty." (Ps. 45:4) refers to 

the circumcision ·or Abraham. "Gird thy sword upon thy thighu, 

that is, put the oircumoision between thy thighs, and it will 
13 be "thy glory and thy majesty. 11 

Vvhy was 1 t necessary f'or Sor1pture to say, "on the self

same .Q..~ Was Abraham circmnci sed? 11 (Gen. 1'7: 26) R. Berachiah 

r answered, u (Because it 1 s wr1 tten of God) 'I do not speak in r 
secret' (Is. 45:19) For God said to Himself, 'If Abraham were 
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circumcised in the night) then all of his generation would have 

said: We knew nothing about it; had we known we would not have 

permitted him to be oiraumcised.r Therefore it was necessary 

for Scripture to say 11 0n the selfsame day. 11 14 

It was also noticed that wi·th regard ·to Abraham Scripture 

said, ;..nhu 1 {!;:; 1/Jr,)tJ , while of Ishmael it was written '){;i Jlfc ;k.J'I 

/../I fu'. Why the extra .J'J IC in the case of Isl1.mael'l 'l'ne answer 

was that Abra.ham's genitals had already been crushed by sexual 

intercourse and· so he did not require/ /...Ji/>. While, I shrnael who 

had not yet.· experienced such relations, required both// II ft and 
15 

.; '( ')0 , thereforefhe added.J) le • 

Why were 11 all the men of' his house, those born in the house 

and those bought with money 11 circumcised with Abraham? "Bee au se 

of pu~ity," n. J'ohanan answered, "so ·~hat they should not de-

file their masters with their food and with their drink, for 

whosoever eatetb with an unoiraumcised person, is as though he 
16 

were eating flesh of abomination." 

R. Ayy~o taught that when Abraham finished circumo1sing 

himself and the members of' l11S household, he took all the fore-

skins and piled them into a heap. When the sun shone on them 

they rotted and their odor went up to God as a sweet-smelling 

incense. For this God promised that when Israel would fall 

under the power of others, He would remember the good deed and 
17 

have compassion on them. 

1l'he promise made by G-od t.o Abraham 11And I will give to thee 

!; and to thy se,::d · after thee the land of ·thy soj ournlnge 11 (Gen .17: 2) 

war.; a conditional one, R. Judan explained. "If your descendants 

accept circumol sion 11 God ·t;ol.d him, "then they. will enter into ·tne 



land, but if not, they will not enter into the land.ttl8 

Why does Scripture state twice "And Abraham fell on his 

face" (Gen. 1'7:3,17). 0 .Abra.ham fell on his t'~ce tw1oe 11 R .. Pin

nae explained in the name of R. Levit "corresponding to the 

two times that his descendants accepted circumcision, once in 

Egypt and once in the wilderness. In Egypt Moses came and 

circumcised them. while in the wilderness Joshua came and cir-
19 

cumcised them. 
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Notes to Chapter XII 

l· Pirke de R. Eliezer chap. 29. 

2. Baba ~ezia 86 b. 

3. Pirke de R. Eliezer ibid. Aocordirig to II Aboth de R. 

Nathan chap. 36, it was the sixth trial. 

4. Pirke de R· Eliezer, ibid. 

5. Gen. R. 47:10. In ibid 48:1 a verse from Job is used 

to prove that God was revealed to Abraham only by virtue of 

his circumcision: "It is written 'And when after this my skin 

is destroyed 1~~~' then without my flesh shall 

I see God 1 (Job ·19: 26) • Abraham said: 'After I arn circumcised 

many proselytes will come to cleave to this sign (fa~ Scripture 

says): 'Without my flesh shall I see Godt 1 For had I not done 

so, ho• could God have been revealed to me, as it is said, 'And 

·the Lord a'ppeared ur.rto him.'" (Cf. also Y'alk· Job 90'7) 

6· Pirke de R· Eliezer 29. 

7• Yelamdenu on Gen. 17:2 (Quoted in Kasher, Torah Sbelemah 

P• 692). 

8. Cf. also Gen. R. 47:9. 

9. Gen. R.46:5; Lev.R.25:6, Yalk. Gen.81 

· 10. Gen. R. 46:4; Lev. R· 25:6 

11. I.e. How could Abraham argue with hermeneutic principles, 

if these principles were not introduced until Rabbinio times. 

12. In a similar vein R. Tanhuma taught regarding the ex

pression "uncircumcised male" (Gen:• 1'7:14) "Is there such a thing 

as an uncircumcised female? But in the place where the child 

1 s recognized as male or female, ·there they c1rcumci se him. 11 
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(R. Tanhuma did not think that TJf ht teaches that the male 

is to be circumcised, sinoe that is self-evident; but it is 

necessa.ry ·to teach in what part of the body ciroumc1.sion ls to 

take place, namely in that part which determines that the child 

is a male) Gen. R. 46:5; ibid 46:3,(where this teaching is made 

by R. Haggai in the name of R. Isaac) Cf. also Lev. R· 25:6; 

Shab 108 a. 

13· Tanhuma Lech Lecha 18. 

14. Gen. R. 47:9. 

15· C}en. R. 47:8 (So Ha.shi on Gen. 17:25 explains this 

passage.) 

16. Pirke de R. Eliezer, 29. The Rabbinic view was that 

food touched by a heathen or un~rcumcised slave was defiled, 

and likewise wine touched by them was rendered 'nesek', the rea-

son being that such food and drink was suspected of having been 

dedicated to an idol. Even the place where they tread was re-

garded as unclean. If a slave was circumcised he was still sue-

pected of idolatry until he underwent ritual ablution, and until 

he did so, the use of food r::md drink that he touched was pro

hibited to uewe. The same principle applied to heathens who had 

become circumcised but had not formally entered Judaism by immer

sion. See Abodah Zorah 57 a,b; 59 a. 

l'/. Gen. H. 4'7: ""( 

18. ibid 46:9, Yalkut Gen. 82. 

19· Gen. R· 46:6; 47;3. 
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.XIII. Periah a:nd J.~pis:pasm 

The moFJt impo:i:·tant change instituted by :~a1:>ld.n:i.c Juc1.G.ism 

in' connection V'i th circumcj.sion wars the injunction to perform 

Periah; that is, to tear the mucous lining underneath the fore-
1 

skin so as to lay bare the corona. There was no Biblical 

basis for this praot~~; Scripture in fact had given no direo-

t:ions whatever regurc1:L::1g the rite other than the eomraancl to cut 
2 

off the foreskin. The j_nst:i.tution of Pcrlah Vilas undoubtedly 
~-) 

an P"ttem.pt to check tlie "'-'Hl.es1;ren(l :praet:lic e of epis:pasrn vihich 

seems to have continued until late Trmnai·cic thaes. Just n.s 

the early Hellenistr:; ha<l atte,·,·<ptecl to obliterate the c:i.rcum-

cision mark to enable them to assimilnte more easily into Greek 

·life ana. cul tu.re• so in the later Homf'J:1· period the same tender1-

cy was strong among 13ome Jews. No d.oubt many of the Jucleo-

C:J.ristians used. this method. as a meanf::l of e sc a:pe from Juda.ism, 

partict1larly after the Ror:a1Jf,mr, r'he:n if one '.Pas a Jew he VHMJ 
' 

compelled. to pay the humilieting J?iscus Jmlaicus instituted by 

Vespasian and VJT'.[j singled out as not lJeing a full ci ti~en of 

the Homan ern:pire ancl hence was denied. eJ.l the privileges and 
4: 

exem:ptions that were attached. to Homan citizenship. 

many Jews fou:nd. in the obliteration of the covenant mark a 

convenient method of hiding their Jewish identity also for the 

:pur:pose of escaping the F.'iscus Jucla:Lcus. :By instituting Per:Lah 

t{.le RabM.s felt they Y'OU1cl check altogether the posEli bility of 

f§'§torinc; the foreskin ej_ then~ through e11ispasm or 'by means of 

su:i:•,c;ical onerations. It·c · t't t' l "Liri t _, J::' '"' 1ns·:i.·u.-J.on, J.owewer, c u. no· come 

about u~n til after the Bar f(ochba revolt of 132 c. :rn. , for the 

T 
.5 

alrnud relates that d.ur:i.ng the d.a.YS o:t' Bar Kochba many Je11rn 
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still practiLs ed. eDls:pasm. Had :Pcriah been r~, 1>art of the circum-

cj.s:Lon rite bof'ore the :i.nsurrect:ton, the Ylides:i:iread. practice o:f 

e1>ispasm c ouJ.d have ·been im11ossible then. '.J:he Dar Kochba rev-olt 

,invited. the Hadrien:Lc }?ersecuti .:ns, and amonc the d.ecrees isr:iued 
6 

by Raclria:n wr.s the vroh:i.1)i ti on o:f c ircume is ion. But vvith the 

·a. f' rs d. . I ~ ~. t ()J:J.1' J:l'J.S I)1' us ( .'L r.i: 8 r:. ·u'. ) ascen anc.v o. :a.a. rian (~ sucees:3or, .1cu.1 '· ~ o ~ .J.!J 

the ed.ic·t against circurnc:i.s:Lon vms revoked and the Jews we:re able 

to continue their ancient practice fref:;ly. It seems that it vms at 

about this time or shortly after that Periah became a :permanen·t 

})art of the circumcdsion rite. By the time the Mishna waD com-

piled less than a ceri:tury later, it vm.s undoubtedly an alread.y 

lone established traCU.M.on that circumcision vdthout Periah was 

not valia. circumcision. (M. Shab. 19: 6) 

The Re.b'bis regarded epispasm e.s the height of wlckeclness and 

did ndt hesitate to accuse some of the villainous characters of 

the Bible with having ind.rlged in this practice. Achan vms 
7 

declared. to have been an 'episp~stic by H. Il 1 ea. Some of the 

kir.lgf3 in the Dav:Ld:Lc clynaut,y viere likevvise so a,(~nusecl, pQ.r-
8 

ticularly Jehoiakim. H. Isaac by manirmlating verses was 

able to prove that Adam was also an epispastic: "For it i 

written 'like man (Ad.am) they have transgressed the covenant 

(Hos. 6: 7) and. elsewhere :Lt is said 'He hath broke:n 1,1y cov~nan·t 
9 

( G-e:n. 17 : 14 )'~' 

The same ver13e that apJ:llied to an Israelite who had failed 

to u.w1ergo the rite vras l:Lkewi[:Je taken to refer to an e1)iSJ?astic: 

n~rhat soul shall be 
10 

covenant. 11 ( i 'bid) 

out off from his ~eople, he hath broken My 

Moreover, there was no share for the e:pis-
11 

:pas tic in the life of the world to come, ancl he v:as declared 
12 

na.eserving of being 1mshed. ou.t of the world.. n 



'I1here cou.la. be no :pard.oning of one 1vho broke the covenant 

of .Abraham, whether by epispasm or by neelent. Ha.bbi declared 

that eve:n the Day of Atonement, al though :it procured atonement 

:foJ::• all transesJ::-ess.ions of the laws of the Torah, in three cases 

did not };Jrocure atonement; namely, 11where one threw off ·the yolce 

of th€'. Torah, (i.e. , deniecl the existence of God.) , or interr)reted. 

the 1.rorah Ul1lawfully, or broke the covenant of Abraham our father. n 

Hovrnver, Habbi ccntj_nuecl, the day clid. procure atonement in these 

cases if there was repentance, that is, if the source of {;uilt 
13 

v1n.s remov-ed. 

One of the q_uestions :put forvmrd by the Rabbis was v/hether 
14: 

the 11mashu1c" or e:pis:pastic needed to be circu:ncd.sed agr1.in. 

One view held that it wan neceBsary that he do so. Another view, 

and this by IL Judah, held. that the operation would be dangerous 

in his .case and.. so should not be carriecl out. Against H. Judah's 

view it vv'as argued. that during the days of Bar Koehba many w.ho 

haa. J?rncticed. e1lispamn were recircumcisecl ancl a:fterwarcl:s bee;at 

child.ren, thus :proving that :i.t was not d.r:~ngerous. An attem11t 

vms made to· prove that Pentateuchally the 11 mashu.k11 was req_uired 

to be rec ircumeisea.. Script·1.1re had stat eel [;If, Elf i) nue must 

needs be circumcised, rr the emphatic form teaeh:ing that if nee-

essa~y, one may be c ircurnciseCi as often 8.E3 a hunclref1 times. 

However, it was pointed. ou.t the.tin reaJ.ity the cornmancl to re-

circumcise was Rabbinical and. :not Pentateuchal ana_ the Scri:ptural 

statement was merely brough·~ supJ)Ort the Hab.binical a.ecree. 

n. Hu.na cleclareCL that Pentateuch.ally a 11maslmk 11 was even permitted 

to e:;;i,t t1tcrtunah" but was forbiclclen to do so by Labbi:nical ordi-

nu:nc e si:nce his ap})earance was like that of an unc irournc ised 

IJerson. 
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Notes to Chapter XIII 

1. Per:Lah vms never adopted by non-Rabbinie sec"Lri, such as 

the Samaritans, Karaiten, or Falashas. 

2. Nevertheless, a Scr:Lpturnl 1rn,sis w2.s fou.ncl for Pariah in 

the e:x:1n'ess1on ;;~£ fr~,). The dou'ble form was to inclicate !fiilah 

on one hand and l?eriah on the other. (Y. Shab. 19:2) Sechel Tob 

on Gen. Fl: 10 says that J?eriah was not given to Abraham, 1nd was 

commanclet'l. to 1.roses in J:t~g,ypt. (Quoteci by Kasher, '.forah Shelemah, 

p. 704) 

3 • ..;/J,7).) /;(?;r- 11 d.rawing :forward of the :fores}cin. rr A person 

v1ho indulged in this practice was called. a 11mashuk 11 • See Yeb~ 

amoth 72a; Gen. R. 46: l~?. 

4. See Graetz, Gesch. IV, p. 73, note 1. 

5. Yebamoth 72a, Cf. also Genesis Rabba 46:13 

6. See nosh Ha~il:lona 19a and. '.L1 a~1nith 18a. For a full account 

of the prohibition of circumcision by Hadrian, see Radin, Jews 

Among the Gree1cs and. Romans, )) • 344f. Des:pi te the 1:iror:Jcrirtion 

of c ircumc is ion it was :nevertheless scrlil.pulo-usly observed. lJy 

most J'ews. R. Simeo:n 1J. Elcr.,7,['J'.' Er.:i.a., 11All thone commanclmer:1:ts 

v.'.hich cluring their :l.nterclict by the Roman government Israel ·would 

rather clie than infringe, such as those ·res1;ecting idolatry and 

circumcision are still scrn:pulou.sly observe<l by them. :But those 
not 

for the sake of which they wol,ld.vsacrifice their lives dn.rinr; the 

interdict, such as ~hose relating to the phylacteries, are still 

loosely observed by them. (Shab. 130a) 

Dnrinc; the persecution it was often necessary to disguise 

the name of' the rite to allay the sus11icj_ons of the Homan author-

i tles. rr}.':.US the name /fJ>) ol~ e nvveek Of the 8011 11 was Used :i.n 

place of the mor0 common ;;['IV .J)')~ 11 covenant of eircumcision." 

(To[). Meg. 4 (3) :15; Sr:nh. 32b; Baba Kama 80a) In Be:ba J3athra 



60b, the following statement is mede by R. Ishmael b. Elisha: 

nsince the c1c,yB of the clefltruct:L: :n of the Cf.'el11J;>le VJC shoulcl by 

right bind ourselves not to ent meat nor drink wine, only we do 

JfOt lay a hardshi:p on the comnmn:L ty unlesc the maj orit,y can 

onclnro it. Anfl. f:eon the cla,:,' that a government has come into 

J)Ovrer which issues clecree r; agF.inst us f:l.l'.lJl forbids us to enter 

into the 11wedc o:r the son" J: '.) y1;1'2 (according to another ver

sion, 11 the saJ:vation o:f' the son!! ;11v r1e11) we ought not to 

marry ancl l>oget cbilclren, and tL.e seea. of Abraham our father 

woulCl~ come to e,n end. of itself. I3ut let Israel go their 'Nay; 

it is better that they shou.la_ err in ignorance than :presum:p-

tumrnly. 11 13oth :;"(ashi and Hashbam U:anh 32b) hold thi::t !fl') "'flfJ <!_ 

refers to circuriicision. ':Che term "'1iii) 11/Jt( "the \'leek of t1::;.e 

daughtern occu.rs ir. Naohmanid.es Torm:th.Ha' adam 35b. Dr. JVID:tJ.n 

( Jl' U C A· 1 924 ,J. • ill • ..t~ • - • -.J •. p " 325 note 3) claims that this title refers to 

the ceremony of naming girls in the synae;oguo. 

Another :pro1lable reference to the Haclrifm.ic Jl8I'De cu t:Lon 

ocours :Ln Sm1.h. 321J. There we are told that :Ln J3urni, a town 

of grind.st:mes, 1n1ch wan probably m1 i:ncUcation that the j_n-

grec1ieni;s used. for heall:ng the cdroumc:i.sion v 01J.:nd. were beinJ; 

ground. Against the vievv t.ha:t. /fJ;) r1~<! was a d.isgu.ised. name 

:f:'or oircumol~don lh:tring the reign of the em1rnror :cac1r:i.rn1, the 

use of th:i.s term by H. Eleazar b. Zc.doJ:: ,,·ho li v-ed in J'erusalem 

before 'Lhe clestruction of the 1l1em};Jle, can be i;iointec'.i. to. 

(Tos. Meg. 4(3):15) 

8. 'l'anhuma J~ech Iiecha, 20 

0. Btu:ilt. 381:>. Sj_nee 1 cove:nant 1 j_n G-en. 17:14 refers to 

cj_rcumcision, hence j_t must also refer to cj_rcn1mcisj_on in Hotil. 6:7. 

10. Sanh. 99a 



11. Ibid; Aboth 3:2 

li~. Sifri Shalah 112 (on Nu.m. 15: 31) 

13. Yorna 85b. 

14. Tos. ShalJ 15(16):9; Yebarnoth 72a 



XIV. The Ceremony 

The :perf'ormt-mce of the circurncision as it was regule,ted in 
1 

·':Palmuclic ti.me~"'! consii:1tecl of four separe,te acts: 1. '1vUlah' (or 

'}\.i tuch); the c11tii111g of the foresJcLn; 2. '1'er:Lah', the tearing 

of the mucous lining; ~3. 1.Mez:Lzah', ·the S"LlCkint~ out of the 

i:101.u1Cl; 4. 'Z:lzin', the t:r-:Lmmi:ne of the ri1eml1rum, or' removal of 

the Bhrech; of the :foreskj.:n that :remained. 1.l}he Iviezizah v:ar:J a 

necessary precaution for the safety of the/cldld. ~:1he mwking 

out of the blooa~ cree.ted n stricture in the blood yessels vrh:Lch 
2 

hac1 1:1, haemo~~tatic effect, thus reclucing tho clanger of hemorrho.t;e. 

After the operation a special band.age called a 11haluk11 wai:.1 

ap:_~lied to tiie r:ound togethe:c vi th cummin and a mixture of wine 
3 l.j, hl/U/( 

a:ncl o:U.. Bcrth10ra desc:r.i rJeE1 the.Va,s a Iliece of oloth vd th a. 

hole in j_ t. nie f_1pecial cons t:J.'UO ti on of the b8 .. ndr::t::;e vms to :pre~ 

vent the skin from slipping ·orw: rd., and covering up the urgan. 

Abaye, follovdng his foster-mother's aa.vice, e1::mtionecl. that the 

'fl sicle-selvj.dge or hem of the haluk should be uppermost and not 

.face tl-ie :flesh, lest e, thread from it stiek to the v;ound a:nd 

mu:tilt~te the child_ 1:iri vily. If no haluk was available, e, hemmecl 

rag ecr::_l(l be used. with the hem tied at t.i·;,e bottom and. doubled. 
5 

over· at the top so as to keep the edge on the outside. The 

severecl :foreskin and. the blood fror:i the v1ounc1 were cove.:eed. with 
6 

earth. 

Shreds of the foreskin that remained had to be removed. 

If the shreds that rffire left covered the greater part of the 

corona, the c :ircmmc 1.sion WtH3 invalicl awl haa. to be clone over 

e.r;ain. If in such a case, the ind.i vid:ual V'B .. s a priest, o.ncl the 

shrecls that invalidate(: the circ11r:ic:i.sion eo;1tinued. to remain, 
he v:as :Coro id.den to eat ntorm.rnah. 11 7 If a ehild waxecl fat so 



that it ap1ieB.r0cl e.s if he vrnre 11:.wircurncised, thin had. to 1}e set 
8 g 

aright for aJ.l:J:lear~J,noe 1 s sal'::e. H. Simeon b. G-amliel taught 

that if the child' 8 mem1n•um was so overg1:own v.:ith flesh that 

the pre1/u.ce vmu invi.s:Lble they exn.mined him '.'t a time 1:·he:n he 
10 

'f "l l . ., -"; ·.orcec iinrne.;.J_. If he then ['<Pl) et red to oe U11.C j_rcumc iDed., they 

circumcifrna. him again. A circumciser vrho fa:i.lec1 to tri;i1 the mem-

brum of the renminine [3hretls .~;:f. ~~he fore skin vnu3 regard.ed as 
11 

1mnishable vii th nKareth. 11 If a child was such that he a:ppeared 

to have oeen born without a fo:eskin,. h6 w~s regarded as one 

having a su:p:pressed. fore~1lci.n, D.nc.L it v.·Ew necessary to prick the 
l~~ 

membrum to b:dng the flcrw of a fev: drops of 11 covenant l;loocL." 
13 

The circumcision alvm,ys took J:ilace in the daytime a.nd 
14 

the ceremony was ·nfmall;;r performerl in the synagoc;1w. An earl;l 
15 

~practice v:as to give the child his name at that time. In 

Jerusalem, before the d.e:=-,truc.tio:n of the 1remple, there vrere 

societies 1/hose special J!'Llrpose it v:as to };larticipate in ·t,he 
16 

ceremony. A custom that was initiated in later times, for the 
17 

first mention of it is made ir Pirke de R. Eliezer, was to 

set asicle a special seat of honor at the eircumcis:Lon for Eli-

j ah who was a:nsia.erec1 the IJatron saint or 111v1essenger of the 

Covenant. 11 A Scri1Jtu.ral oasi El for this tracli ti on ViG.S founcl in 

:Mal. 3:1: 11And the messenger of the coveno.nt 1xhom ye delJ.ght 

in, l)ehold he cometh. 11 

Circumcision was always a joyous occ~sion, and a day on 

which the father of the child war1 bQ'll;tnc'l to rnake festivities and 
18 

a banq_uet. 1I'he joyous s11iri t in which the 1·ab1J:l.s acce)?tecl 

eircur;:icision :is illustrated. by Hao J-u.clah' s interIJretation of' I;:st. 

8:16: 11 .AnCl. the J"ews had. light e,ncl r;l.ad.nesr, joy awl honor. 11 

11IJight'1 , saic1 Hab Juclah, nmes.nr:t the '.J:orah; gla:iness rnecms a f'east 
19 

a.a.y; j o;y moans circumcisj_on, arni honor m.0an;3 the J/hylacterief!. n 



In a similar vein, R. Eliezer said: "Circumcision is one of 

the comma:nd.ments 1·hich having lieen acc~eriteC. rd th ;joy are ever 
20 

obeyed with .joy." 

Special .beneditctions and prayers were recited by the 

eircumciser ar.d the child' B fa.ther. 11.1he ord.er o:C beneclictions 

in the ce:remuny as tt :Ls given in Shab. l37b v:as as follows: 

11He who e:i.rci.:uncises must recite: 'Illessed art Thou .•••• who hast 

s:::1,x10t:i..fied. us with Thy commandme11ts and. cor.::mw .. ncled. us concerning 
21 

c :Lrc.umc :i.sion.' The fl:~:bher o:f. the ohj_ld. recites: rBJ.es roed art 

Thou ••. who hast sane tified. us with ~:hy c ommanctmonts and lu::i,st 

commanded us to enter into the covenent of our father Abraham.' 

as he has entere<1 the covenant, 

so r:-1a:r he enter :Lnto the 1I1ore .. h ~ the uar:d.age ceJ.1o:i;i~', and. {~ood 

works.' He VJho recites the benediction sEt;;s: 'J3lossed. art 
22 

'l1:hou .... who lrn.B :::rn .. netif':i.ecl the beloved. one from the v.·omb: Ho 

set a statute in his t•J.esh, tmd. sealed. his o:.f:':fs:print; Fi.th tho 

sign of the holy covenant. ir111erefore in revrarcl of this, 0 

li vtng God., Viho e.rt our roYl~ion, give 1I1hy co:mu:md to a.eLL ver 

the belovea of our flesh from the pit, for the sake of Thy 

e ovcnm:1 t 1\·hich '.I111ou l:Hi'l.fll~lpu·b in onr flesh. I3les:c:ec'l art Thou, 0 

:Cora., 'Who esto.bJj_fJhe~3t ·;. "e covenont.' 

He who circumcise~3 proselyte::; says: 'J31essea. art 'J~hou 0 
us 

Lor<1 our G-ocl, King of the Universe, r110 has sanctified 1Jy 'rhy 

conrmand.ments encl oomma:nded. us c .ncerni:ng circumcision.' He 

vrho rec:Ltes t.i1e benecl'.cU.on says: 'J3lossecl art 1rhou ..•• Who hast 

sane Uf:i.ea" lHJ v:ith Thy comrnana . .ments ancl commanded. u.s to ciI'curn-

c:Lse the :pi'oselytes nncl to tal\:e from : hem a.rops of the covenant 

blood, :t'or V'ere :i.t not for the blood of' the covenant, heaven ancl 

earth uould not ~nfrure, ao it is said: 'If not :for my covenant 



1~24. 

by day a:ncl by night, I ViOu.ld. not ~ .. ::vc a})J)Oi:nte,L the 01·canances 

of heaven and earth. 1 (Jer. 33:C.-:5) IHe~rned art ~rhou. 0 :Iiorcl 

·who estc.1ilh;hest the covenant.' u 'J.1he ~1ame 1Jene(Uctio:ns were 

1'ec:Lted at the circmmcinlon of r;laves, e:s:ceJrl; that the vrn~··c1 

11 sln.ves 11 vmEJ su1H3tltutod for nproselytes. 11 
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1. See :LT. Sh1:.tb 19. 

2. A c ircumo is er \'.!ho d.:1.cl :not :per:forra 11Me zj_zah n vvas di ('J-

'r:i:Lssed .. (Shn.lJ. i;:33b) I:n noclern t.i..mes the :.::ezizah is done by 

means o:f a glass ct~.se that };lrod:i.:wes a vacuum mi.ction. On the 

haemostatic effect of Mezizah, seo Hemond:Lno, Circrn11cis:Lon, 

:p. lt50f. 

3. !Vf. ShG b 1. 9 : 2 ; Sha b 1331J 

<l:. I'bid. 

5. SheJJ. l~·Ha) 

6. Pirke de R. Eliezer Chap. 29. The practice of cover-

ing the foreskin and 1;1 ood. vri th earth wrw :Collowecl by the I)a1-

estinian Jevm. :Gut in 13a'bylo:rda they used. water to cover the 

blood.. c:• I 1 ' , 1 ~ ( l~ a '') 1:lO !l'lOG.- anCL,01' : • .. e h. ];• , ··· " l "' .·t·1. o ·t O· '7. ) .:J' ' J) ~ (...J~ t..J .. Q • 

7. M. Shab. 19:6. :Flertinoro e:x:pl'1.ins: 11 It 1s Eiaicl ':.'ith 

vant shall :not eat thereof,' J..2:4:7) a.ncl :Lt is said. with 

:regard. to terumah, 'a ten'.:.nt of a :priest or a hired servant 

Just as the 

:Pa~rnover offe:cing hi forbiClden to an une:Lrewncir::rna. r>erson, so is 

'torumah' for1lid.clen to the u1icircu.mcisec1.n (In :i~xoa .• 12:47 r1hired 

servan:t 11 ref en~ to an unc ircumc hied pers0n, for in the ne::t verse 

Scripture says: nNo unctrcu.mcisecl person shall eat thereof. n 

Hence rrhirec1 serv~mt 11 in Lev. 2?2: 10 must also ref er to nn un-

c ircumc is eel person, th'LlB teachi.nc; .~Jud; tte unc ircumc isea. mn.y not 

eat 1 terumah 1
• Hence an rmc.drcu.mcised :priest rnn,y not eat 'teru-

rnah'. Ily an 11unc:i.rcumcit:EHl :pricer!;" WE\,f::l meant 011e who rlicl not 

undergo the rite bee aT1se .his brothEU'S had died. fropi the operation 

ancl :Lt w-as therefore c:onsid.erecl cl.cm:::}.:rous for him to lle su·brai ttecl 
to circumcision.) 



8. M. Shnb. 19:6 

9. Tos. Shab. 15(16) :9 

10. t.e., ;,-hen he had a 1lO':'el novement, nt -r:hich time the 

memlJrum Wl~S in a sta.te of pe.rtial erection. 

11. Slw-b. .133b 

12. Tos. Shab. 15(16):9 

13. :ros. Shalil lfi(l6) :9 

14. See :M. Bet;;;ah 1:5 and comment in Soncino '.-Calrnu.d, 13etzah 

J!. 157, note 8. 

15. See Duke 1:59; 2:21. See also Mann, H.U.C • .A. 1921i,, :page 

16. Tos. Meg. <!,(3):15, ~tnotecL in the name of H. KLeazar b. 

Zaclok: "Thus it vva::1 customary for the r:.rncie ies in Jeru~:ialem to 

concluct themf"1elves; so:ne attend.eel. a 'betrothal feaflt, some a 

wedding celebration, some the'~eek of the son'", .etc. 

:VI. Chi::1.p. 29 end. I'irke <le R. Elie:~er is dated in the ninth 

! ( ~.t l I t d t P'I J " ., .. d '"'"6) ce1i.-711ry ~ rac :<:, n:To .• o .La •• ano .. l>i.J .• p. ?-..,,:, • 

18. Pirke de h. Eliezer, 29 

19. Megillah 161) 

2 0 • Sh ab • 130 a 

.'?l.. If the father himself' perfox·ms the c ircumc is ion, he must 

say "to c:Lrcumcii:rn. 11 (Pes. 7b) 

22. The reference is to Isaac. So Rashi: Tos. bo~ever, say 

it refers to A"brnham. 



~ 

XV. Who May Circur:lcise? 

It was the duty of every father to have his child c:Lrcum-

cised. If' he a.id. :not C.Lo so, the :Beth :Din uncle:ctook this res-

pons:i..l>:Ll:i.. ty. And :i.f the :beth Din d.ic1 not have him c ircura.e iseCl. 

the child v:as bouua. ·[;o arrrnge for the oporation h1mself, that 

is, r/hen he attainc(l his maj orj_ ty. If he fa:U.ed. to do so then, 

1Je l)ecnr:ie subject to the J1entateuchal threat!;: "And. the 1.mc:i.r-

cu.mcisea. male 1-.to v:ill :not c:i.:rnumeir.rn !~ice :l'lNfr1 cf his fore-

Sl.ri ... , t'bA·t· '"·'OU.1 c•hr>l.1 
,.;.:.....J-!J.' •. {...~ J l...1 ·-·~- i..._) •• L.-~~ .l. 

'.rhe g_uest:i.on warJ 

Off e If 

as to 

1 
(Gem. 17: 4) 

i'.'hethcr the mother ha(l the 

oblisation of seeing thut her child was circumcised. The l~abbis 

held. that she ha(l no such oblie;;[::tion, for it is v:ritte:n, 11.And. 

Abraham circmmcised. his E:1o:n ••• as G·ocl L1_.1l,[ cornr.~and.od l±.:!-1:~.n (Gen. 

(21:4): nhimn (the father) is v:ritte:n, and. not 11herfl (the 
2--· 

mother). 

1.Vhe profesf.!ional circurnciser rms cor:::.:·1011 GVEHl :i.n pre~·'l1 al-
3 

rrmd.ic times. Often he 1·.;ns a 1!h:rsicia:n. or a su1·.·~oon. I:n. the 

· '.'Calmudic li tera tu.re, 
4: 

of titles: )jld 

the cl.roumciser vvas (1esignated by a number 
5 6 

/,t(llC ' /crO 11 ' and ~ost commonly 

all of these names of' c:.ourse meening rrf''l.U:'[,eon 11 , hLt tho laGt, 

'! more s:pec:Lficall,'.', 11 circumci.ser. n To knovr hov; to circunc:lse 
8 

wns one of' the roc1u:Lrements of a cU. sc _.}?le of the ·:.rise. Hence 

in most c a::rns any learn.eel Jew· v.T.s ar)le Lo ~perform the operD,tion, 

but tLe pro:L'ess:lon.al c:Lrcmnrn i ser Gf'HHJS to lu:~ve ·been given :ore-

~ :ference. 

'.i:'he Habbh1 hacl ~wme d.LfficuJt;y in dctermininc; vJiether a 
9 

non-Jevr or a Cuthen.n were IJermittocL to perform the 01,1cra.tion., 
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1 
'r' ·t ·l tJ:. t } '} ]. "j •-' 'PI' ,..J._l.'CU .. 1'1·1c~_.·L~~l·C)ll OI.J.' .. l,·,01· no .. c ·;,i13; \:.:1:t..e n.n .orao .. 1 ce n1a:l };JG.c:1:0 ·rt1 v • ~ 

may not pe:;:forra nl.rcumc:.LrLi.on on an Israe.U.·fc, becnxc~rn he i:::i 

bee:the:n to ro::.~:Corm tho operation; that is, if o·'hero v:ere stnncl-

ing by, bl
1.·t not j_f ~:e was o.n L:i.s 0 1:m. 13ut to tLh1 nlso H. lfrir 

o1JjectecL, l•oldin5 thEl:t even 1.f' othe.Y.'s n::re ritanclin.:; b;r, he ndght 

:fincl occru:1j_on to let tho l:nife Dl11?, l~J:10. so st8ril1?:e the ch5.ld .. 

even :i..i' he v.·cro rm ex1iert IJhyo:Uk:n. h:. Juc1:-h helcl th.o 01n;os:i.te, 

tLat J. t eou.1c1 be rierformec1 l\/ tlle Cu.thor;.n ·but not 1)J ::ho :i.clole.-
10 

CXJ_)OI';: 1;,y D.Pn,y, it 1.s Jiermissable for rin Isrneli te child to be 

aj')Jlroval of t: o C11th0r.·n over the :Ld.oJ.r.~.tor stncc tLo Cu·'.t.eo.ns, 

tatm.rnh r.:J~c'l c:i.rcu11ic:l.sion. Eov:eve:c this vcl'y fac·tor rnilitatec1 

against them, for d:ccumnin:Lon vms a rcl\::;j_ 1.U': n.ct i;,'ith l;hc:·1, and. 

i.~ ~..1. -'" V _.. '!J ._ .. _, -.i:'·L\"..1 U,.,,. v .. ,. ~ " l.Jc.. "J.1 •• "~.!. vl .. "! J' ·
11 c• E-' ·1-: , c- 'T ·tn·t· e J- 'T' "_, '" ·'-,., . + "' E' I'~, C'1·1 ·'· 'l ·t· 01·Lc '1 ·'1 -1/·i-~1 e J. r 

cus:r~ecto.: that al.1 the:L1· :eeLL~touu concJ:nn<:. 1:ras crt:cr1.cd on 1n ·L.Jw 

narne of their s~~rw tuary at Ikb. Ger:Lz:l..m. 011 : lie other hand.~ the 

:L:'olc:tor hacl no :i.nterc:- t :Ln cd.rcnnc:Ls:Lon othor tluE1 to ::;icr:form 
]• ·'- b . 1 • • ·1 ' . ., ecaur-Je ,- e i:·Tv.~ oo:uv; })O.H. .;o <'lo so. 
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J • ..,' Cl 
l.Jf:.\. .. )J.0'.'11·~ 

Isro.clitc f:com J)er:forrn:Lnr; c:i1·cuuwi::-Jion'? ])aru lJ. J?n.po, f olloy;-

:Cor thee, 

.... 11~··1 .. ,,,.,,,·1 ·1• •1-ee·n r·1·,,- <'O'v· 0 1·1 •111+ 11 u \..J \... ~ill.i;...-~-·· t.1 -"· .!..' J. ".' ~ \...-. J.(.,, - iJ' ( Go:.1. 17: ~)) the baai8 for tho 

c:ovo:naD:t r,11\~'· eircumc:Lr.rn. On. the other J:"~anrJ H. John.nan tlcclueecl 

thiu p:1."oh:LlJi tim~. from the ··~01·clfJ &, /;/ •) , ',:hieiL he read fn iJ 
/' T -

nl(I ,11 0ne V'hO J.S CLl.I'CUnl•.:L80d. ;Jltr.11 ci:eeumci~;e.n (}ell, 1?:12)) 

[,,., 1 b iJ cliJ not e::;:clude cir-

... ~ ·· c~ ··· , ..... 1 .,. !ti. "' 1· ·' G . b ~ · .! ~i~ ("1 Cl..J11CJ.o.b).u .iyp.1.r<-,JS O.t :l COXl.J.ueu, 

Hovrevcr, Dll lLeD.th.ens, v..-hothcr c1rcum-· 
14 

oisec1 or not, arc cter·:Lcnntocl e.s n"llncircn:mcicecl, 11 henco 

is 0, vc,lic"L basi: for exclxic"l:i.nc; the J.100.thon. ~C>e ~ruesl;ion vvas 

be-

cause ti::o of his broti1ers c!.ied. frorc1 ~;he OJlcration cledicnatocL 

arJ 11u:ncircuncdsed.11? <:incl ' once i.··oul<l iie "be - roli11:ri!cecL :Crom per-

l forming cd.r01:i.;;10ir3ion on other:,·:? In 011m1c1' to tllis, a stn.tcw.ent 

:from the ::.u. r~hrwJ1 ~'f-1.,8 q:uotecL to rrove that f3Ueh tc:u I~;racl:Ltc vvas 

him to per:form the opera ti on on other~:i. 

~~he ciuest:lon wa~? then r::;,:Lsocl uith r·e:,;;;a:ro. co a '\.Oman; is sl10 

~'.:cop my covenant 11 it vn1,~- F.nsr.:crecl, n v1oman :.Ls :not crL1al:l:fiecl, f'or 

she is not subjec~ to the comnandment, while on the b~sis of "Ho 

who is c ireurn.c iso'.T shall e ircmmci so 11 she :1.~1 g_uaL1.f ie(l for a v,'o-
15 

mc;n shol:tlcl 'be c<Lt:'.[rneu. arrv:n:; tho 11 c:L:cettrwiDed .• 11 It vms also 



130. 
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c ision on her son, as Scri11turo says, "And Zipporo.11 took ( ltf'.J\l) 

a fl:Lnt n::J.(l ; ho cut off ( \/) )..:J./J/) the foreskin o:f }ter son. n In 

m1swer to thi~> it V,'as c.rcuecl, 11 Hencl :L11.to 
'She caused. to 

1)e ta:l':e:n. r, .ancl J'G[;dl :Lnto ..J) ).:J.../I/ r aho co;usec.lto "be out off' , in 

othor v1orcls, che rsl::ed anothe:~· })erD0]1., a man, to 11eri'orm the 

ope1·nttoh, or ,you ma;1 tia.:/ 7-hat ~Jie o:r..l.J began, ancl Mosei3 en.me 

&nd completed it." 
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Uotes to Chapter XV 

1. lad.cl. ~~9a. Y. K:L<:lc1 1:6 hn.s the follordnG": m~;hence a.o 
~-
" v::0 J::noH th:::~t if n, father cl:i.Ct not c:Lrcumcise hi~3 son, tlud; the 

latter· :is 'bound to hn.v(;) J:ij_mself c:Lcur,rn:Lsed'? Because Scrirr[;ure 

f..Af!YII ,Lo. nye fJhall c:Lrd.umcise ,you.rselves.n (Gon • 
• ,. ! - : 

~~. Kia.a.. 29a 

3. Cf. JoseI1hus, A.:ntig_. XX, chag. 2:4 

4. Cf. Shab. 130b 

I. Cf. ibid. 133b 

6. Cf jt :Br:tbD1 J3Et"t11x~E1, (31.a; A.'b odr.:111 Za:CE)J.1 r,~6 b 

7. C!. Gen. R. 46:12 

8. Uullin 9a. Hr:i.v J"uclah (g.uoti:ne; ;u1t) caicl: 11 .A d.iEwi:cile 

o:f the vdse ( JO .:J/I :; A'~ ) mu~it learn throe tll:lngrJ, v:riting, 

slauch tering, and. circume ising. n H. !fo.rn1:nj.ah b. SiJ.oleruj_a n.dd.od. 

to the:=.e req_uireme:r.rk; the o.bLLi.ty to raa}:e the Jrnot::; in the ph,Y-

lacteries, to rec1tc tLe ·benecl:i.ction for 1n·iclers:cooms, o.ncl to 

~; rrw.l:e :Crince s ( z :L z i th) • 

9. AiJod.ah Zc roJ1 27n 

10. ~Hnce :i.n the earlier c tatement ~(. lJlej.r l.mcl held that 

una_e:c no circumst~mces ohould a heathen be r1er1a:L tted to c:lrc·um~ 

cise 1)ecn.ufrn of h:Ls poss:L1Jle intent to te,ke the life of the 

chilcL, it vrou1d. bo inc onsiEJtan t to have anothe1· fi tatement e oming 

from hira perrni ttinc; a heathen r:ho was an expert to :perform the 

'.ehe:cefore it v1a.s sugr;ested tht:·d.~ the namer:1 bEefreversea.; 
} 

that is, H. Meir porm:L ttec1. a Cu:thean but :not an idol.a tor, v1hile 

H. Jud.ah permitted. an tcloln:tor lmt not a Outhea:n. On the otho:r 

hancl, j_ t vrao also point eel out that R. JudJ;'\.l'l had taught els odiere, 



:La_olator may not c irm:.u:1c ise. It vrtci .. ::~ therefore uu.c~:;es tea. that 

the n1'.mos bo no L revers ed., and th8.t the t!J.Co:n~:lista:nc,y in R. 

Meir's statementi-:: be accoui:ttec'l for, b0c:1use i:n the rrneond stci:l:ie-

rne:nt he was speaking of an e:::tpert :ph,ysic:Lan. Aca:Ln :l t was i;oint-

I eel out that H. Jud.a:1 eL:;o·,:here CCos. Atoclah Zora.~1 3:12) hacl 1;iro-

hibitecl a Cuthean from operath1g on an I~.n:aelite, although he 

perm:i.ttecl nJJ. Israelite to c:Lrcurncise a Cuthean. It vras there-

fore fou.:nd. necessaJ::>,y to reverEie namen at:sain and attribute ·the 

teaching of H •• Tudr.1}.1. :not to R. Jud.ah 1J. Ilai, 1Ju.t to H. J'uclah 

Harn:u1i. In the f:Lnal a:nal,ysi~1 R. Ueir y:ould };lermit an j_clolo.:tor 

but :not a G1.1:then.n, :;1h:Llo h. JT~clah }ianni::Ji wm.:lcl rierm1 t a Cu.thean 

but not an idolater. 

11 • .A.boa.ah Zb:cr::i,h 27a; Tos. ,,:\.bt)d.ah Zorah 3: ii~; '~Cract. Kl1ti1im 1 

o:ntirel~r on JI.bod.ah Zorah 127a. 

13. In Gen. H. 46:9 the proof :Ls e::-q)res['.ie:: a t)it a.ifferent-

( ly: 11 Anc1 !l.:..~9: shalt kee11 E1Y covenant, °Ll2:_9}'!; arnl thJ seccl. 11 '.I.'he 
1' 

tvrnfolcl mention of 11 thoun, said.. Hab, is an :Lnd.ic[',tion that o:nly 

c;:ne who is circumcisecJ. mr:}.y circumc:Lse other::01. 

14. M. Ned. 3:11: 'I vow not to benefit 

frQm the circumcised', may 'benef:i.t fro-;1 circumc:lsed. heathens, 

but not frora uncircumcif:W(l Israelites. 11 This J)roves :~hat all 

hea:thenr:J are clesi.gnated 11unci:t:c1J.mc1secl", v1hile all Israeliteo 

l' (whether cireumcised. or not) are cler:d.gmi;tea. 11 circu.mciser1. 11 

15. Since Trcircurrw:i.setln here is but another worcl. for 

16 • E:x:ocl. 4: 25 



XVI. Circu.mcisio:n and the Sabbath 

Circurncisio:1:1 . cRuld. toJ::e ~place only in the c1ayt:i.me reE;~u·c1-
l 

less of ~1etber the c:i.rcumcision was in :i.ts proper time or not. 

H. Simeon b. Eleazar took exc e1)tion to this ru..le a:na. said. that 

circumcision t~kes place in the daytime if in ito proper time, 
if 

butvnot in its proper time it may take place either in the day 
2 

or rd.ght. His opinion, l1ov1ever, v:~:,.s not followed. J:he J?ri:n~· 

cl}?ie laid. do11n in the J'viishx:mh i'!D,S that the rite shoc.:<.lcl not be 
3 

:performed until sunrise. However, it was c onsiclered valid if 
4 

11er:formecl at the 1n·eak of davm. ~J:lhe vihole day until m:mdoi:m was 

val:Ld for c:L1·cu.mcis:i.on, 1)ut those v;ho vrere zealous to J?erfox·m a 
5 

rel1gious cluty v,'oulct a.o so at the earliest JlG ssi ble moment. 

The Bi bl:lcal bas is :fo.r J;:ierform:i.ng c ircumc is ion. only in tho clay·-

time was ti;.e 1:nJu:nction :Ln IJeV. 1:3:3: 11And. in tl1e eishth d:.£s,Y 

slu:J,11 ":;he flesh of h:Ls foreskin ·be c ircu.mc:L rrncl, 11 v.ri th emphasis 

01Jl: the worcl "tlay. 11 The pur1lo:c:e of the wora. 0 tlayfl was also 

to teach that circumcision may be performed on the Sabbath; 

for since Seriptu.re skttes, "He 1vho :profr'.nes it (the Sa1Jbath) 

will surely d.:Le 11
, (J]~xocl. 31: 14) one rn:L3ht th:Lnk that circum.-

ci.sion :i.s like manual 1a1ior a:ncl ma;/ not take })lace on the 

Sab.l'rn. Lh. The ref' ore Seri:pture telJ.s us 

eighth rJ.a.,y" to inclucle the Sab1Jath, :for~he ~3abbath is also in 
6 

the category of the word "day." 

By 11 the eighth (la:1 11 , hov:ever, vms rnerurb the eJ.ghth clay-

time in the c ild's life. Hence if a child was born in the 

evening, his circumcision took ;lace not on the eiehth day, but 

in the (lcW'Gime of the ninth, sine e th:Ls vms in reality the eighth 

da,y·t:i.me. A }H'OlJlem na tura.1J.ir arose Jn the c:-.se of a child 1/,7ho 



·,.:·I. 

wus born at tvvilight. Since it was not certn:!.n v1hether t1vilight 

v.ras day or night, vms the circn:uncif:d.on to tnke place on the eighth 
? 

or ninth da,y? '.rhe J.Jj.shna rulecl in favor of' the nlnth, that is, 

LC the nint.;.J. da,y dicl not fall on a Sabbath or foE1t:Lval, the 

'- ];Jrinci:ple 1Jeing ~J1n.t :Lf the ceremon,y takes 1;ilace 011 any day 

other tha.n the eighth a.ay, it may not override the Sao·::::a th or 
8 

f'estival. Hence if the ninth day was t~e Sabtath the cere-

mony was shifte<'.L to tho ton th, F.1.nd :Li' the Sal:Jbatli. was followed 

by a f'ostival a.ay·, to the eleve:nth. 1I10 ~1u.ote the I.fishnah itself: 

11
A chil.cl can be cirournc j_scd on ·;:he eit;;hth, n1nth, ten th, eleventh, 

or twelfth day, but never earLLer ancl never later. How f30? The 

rule ir3 that it shall be cLone on the e:i..gL.th d.ay; but :lf the 
on the ninth day 

child was born at tvvilight, it is circumcised~; if at twil:'Lght 

on thdeve of the Sabbath, it is c irct..11nc is ed. on the tenth clay; if 
' 

n. feF;-~;j_vnl duy falls after the Sabliath, :it :is circumcii3eu. on 

the eleventh day; nnc1. if ~;he two :festival days of Rosh Hashone. 

fall after the Sa.1J1JO.th, the 9hilrl is circumcised on the tFelfth 

clay. 11 

The rearion for sll.ift:i.:ng the tiays in the cmrn of a Sab'ba:th 
9 

or festi Yf.:i.l, is, as Dertinore. .explai:ns, d-u.e to the una.eterm:i.nea. 

character o:E' tvrilight. One does not :a10w whether :i..t~s day or 

nit;h t. As i::iuoh there is ti"e 1)oss :i. bil:L ty tho, t tw:ilight is still 

day. ~Cherefor·e :lf the chlld is born at twili[:;ht on the ev-e o:C 

the ~~abl:Jath' f:lnd, the circumcision takes rlace on the foll.owing 

Sabbath, there is the possibility that the Sabbath will be the 

ninth clay and the circumcision v:iil not be i:n j_ ts 1;iro:i;ier time. 

And since oireumols:Lon which is not in i to :proper tj_rne may· not 

av-curricle the Sab·bath, 1 t is :postponeC. until the clay e.fter the 



Sabbath, Vlh:leh is tho tenth clay. Similc:,r.ly· if a festival (lay fell 

after/the Sabbath, since circumcision that j.s not in its IJro})er 

time may not override the festival clay, the ohilcl is circuncj_fJOd 

011 the eleventh day. The tvro a.ays of Ho sh Hashona 1Je ing of 

eq.ual sanctity, circu.rnc:Lsion not in its :proper time may not over-

rid.e tho seconcl a.ay of Rosh Hashona, and the child. is circum-

cised on the tTielfth. 

In its practical application, the principle Tiould work out 

as follov,rs: 

1. A chi.1.(1 born ~.1lnu·Bday (or any other day of the week) be·~ 

fore twilight ls cix.,~·umcisecl on the follovii:n~ ':Ch'Lll'Sl1.o..y (or on the 

c orres11ondJ.ng day of the :follov:ing week) • 

2. A ch:Ud born 1rhursclay ~1:t twLU.ght :Ls cj_roumcisecl on Fri-

3. A ehilCL born '.I111ursday evening is ciroumcisod on F'ri.clay 

of the next week. 

4. A child. born :F'riclny before ·tv.filj_ght is circumcised on the 

following Friday. 

5. A ch:Lld born :B'r:Lday at t·,·ilight is oircmmoiserl on the 

~i second Sunclay :following, or on 'Lhe Monday after, i:f the.:t S-cmd.ay 
I~; 

was a f'est:L val d.ay, or on the 1.T:uesclay after, if Sunday nnd Mon-

day were the t~o days of Rosh Hashona. 

6. A chilcl ·born Snturclay, ~3und.ay, Monday, Tuesd.r,\y, or Vied.-· 

f nes(lay, j_s E:Ubj ect to the Sf'me rule that applies to '.Vhursd.ay. 

1~·a turally ·the above pr inc :i.Illes helcl only in the case of a 

normal child. If the child vms ill they waitecl. until he was 
l'ID 

well and then lot seven complete days after he had become well 
11 

pass by before they circumcised him. 'J:he 11rinciple that cir-

cumcision did not override the Sabbath if not performed in its 
I 



proper t:l.me also 1.1J.>IJliell in the ease of infants v.Those circum-

c is:i.on l:ad. ·been postponed 1Jecause of illness or for some other 

reason, ancl lik:evdse in the case of slave:::: ancJ. ~oroselytes, who 

obviously co;.·tlcl not ·1.1na.orgo Lhe rite on the eighth day. 

A :purely theoJ:•etical J;>l"'oblem was argued 'by H. Iniozer 11. 
12 

Hyrcanus and. H. Joshu2. b. Hananiah that involvecl the case of' 

one who hac1 two oldlcLr·en to circumcise, one on the Sab'ba:th and 

the other after the :3a'b1n1th. If he erred. ancl circumcised. on the 

Sabbath the child vrho vms to be cdrcumcised. after the i)ar1·bath, 
l~? 

it was agreed that he was culpable of a sin offering. nut 

if 1.ie h11Cl. two chLLclren, one to be circ~.unc ised. OJ.1 the eve. of 

the Sabl)ath, 1.e. on Friclay, and the other on the Sablia:th, and he 

erred_ and circumcisecl on the Se:bbath the chi:.Ld who vras -L;o ·be 

c ircumcisecl. on the eve of Sa.bbath, H. Eliezer held him culpable 

of a ::;iin offerd.ng while H. Jo shue, cleclarec1 him exonerated. The 
14 

Tose:phta 'takes up the r:u\sument ancl states that against R. J·oshua's 

o:p:i:nion H. Elieze1'"' coulcl argue, nD:Ld. you not agI'ee that a ch1.ld 

who should have been circurncisea .. after the Sabbath, but was cir-

cunrnisecl on tlrn Sab1)[tth, :Ls a ce,se of change :ln t1me 1:m.d there-

fore cu.lpa.ble'? ~rhen a child who was to have been circumcised 

on the eve of the Sabbath but was circuwcised on the Sabbath is 

a.lso cmlpr,1ble r.:;inoe his too was a case of change in time. 11 But 

ii.. Joshua. trnuld answer him: 11 1~·0 l You might saJ ·that i:f. he :;:;Jwuld 

hs.ve been circumoised after the Sabbath, but vva.s o:l.rcumcised. on 

the Sabbath, (he is culp~~le) since his case has not been a 

fulfillment of circumcision. (i.e. he was oircumciseQ earlier 

tho..n the eighth day and. any c:Lrcrumcision 1Je:f:'ore ·the eighth cLay 

:i.s not a f'ul:f:'illme:nt of circumci.a:Lon). Bu:t can ,you sa,7 that the 

case o:f. one ·ho uhould have been eircumcise(l on the eve of Sab-

bath, but was circumeised on the Sabbath is not " 1~·11 t a i u_.J: i. men 



of circumcision?" (i.e. the obliGation is fulfilleQ if it tDkes 

place 11od~er than tJ:1e e:Lcht:h c'lc,y, but not : f it takes 1il ce 

earlier, even though its Iierfo1:mance o:n the Sabbath 1.·hen :not in 

its proper time was a violation of the Sabbath). Iri such a 

case H. Jo[3h11a ' oulcl sa.-/, the man havin(; tr:o child.ren to circum-

c ise vras :press eel for ti:r:ne, ana. in his det:l:Lre to J)er:'_'o:rm "che 

ccrmr,anc.lment arn:L i:n his anxj_ct;l that the day· should. not :pass 

vdt.::.out j_tB ~perf'orm•:rwe, :rn may easily· fall into error ancl 

circumcise the i·Toiig ch:1.lcl on the ~)a.b1)ath. AIHl such en error 

according to n. Joshua, is exonerated. 
15 



Notes to Chapter XVI 

1. Tos. Shnbe 1 r)· ( lf,) • n 
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t2. Ibid. 

3. }';1. 1,fogillah ~3:4. Cf. aL:o Sifra, 'razria ChaJ?. 1 
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also calle<1 day, as it is \':ri ttcn, t So we v:ro·ught in the y;ork •.• from 

the 1Jreuk of clavm until the a1;ipearance of the stars' (Neh iJ,:15) ,and 

i.n the ne:x:t verso it :Ls v;:t'i tten, 'And thc.w sho,ll be ur.to u.s in the 

ni.ght for a wntch, and in the day for work. 1 (Therefore the day is 

from the break of d.r;v:n until 1 he ap1)eHr1mce oi' t}H-'} stars). And the 

reason the Iviishnah states ( t!i1t~:t1c:i.rcumc:i.sion may not be :pe1•formed.) 

nuntil su:nriserr is to re:nove c"i.oubt, since not all are expert in clet-

ermining vrhen tlle 1n·ea:.~ o:f davm comes." 

~) ]~enq'11'M ~C ql"frn maz~1'•) nhaT) l ~ lfl ,, ' .~ C-~1 U.L X C::.v ' ~~ • • U... .!. C ~ .1. C.,.. \J C .l.'; G -

6. Y. 1Tede,1·im 3:9; Sanheclrin59b; Sifra, ibid. Another :proof that 

circumcision may supersede the Sabbath was ~iven by R. Eleazar b. 

Azariah (Shab. 13:;~a). This proof' may be (3.e:cive(l f1·orn the fact that 

certain terms that occ1:i.r i-:-;_ passages :i:'elating to circumcision also 

occur in passages relating to the Sabbath. With respeet to circum-

cision Scr:i.1rture ::rnJs, 11 A:nd 1t shall be a 5.}-cn of a coYenant l)etween 

me sJ1.cl ,youn (G-en 17:11) cmcl v.·ith ref~pect to the Sabbath, 11 J!1or it is 

a £~ betvmen me ancl youtt ( Ji;xod. 31: 13). A.gain, v:i th respect to cir-

cumo:Lr::don Scri1ltu.J:·e SaJs, rrA .S~.~:..~ between mo ancl ,vm1 11 (Gen. ibid) 

a:na. Vti th re woe ct to the Sabba t::., 11 '1.'he children o:f Israel shall keep 

Cil'cc.mcislon Scrj_:pture says, ; ver:;,~ male ~~hronchou.t y-c.ru:r· /Y'enerat:Lo:nsn :d..--·--.. ~----~-· 
(Gen. Fl: 12), a11d. with res:pect to the Sab1)ath, n1ro observe the Sab

b~th t.hroughout ,y·our g~llt:E:.tJ.:.5!!~" (E>'ocl. ibicl). It was objected that 

if thi:;; line of reac'Ol:li'f'r" me-v•e> C"J" 0'1·~,+an't ·1·l1e"l t·J.·1e' _.1<..: i...) • • "'(_) V'/ .!. U.,J,J.:.) to;:) V\j. ' L1 • ~J. same method of 



Shava11n conld te1 1 cL that :rtefill:Lnll a:n.a. "the circumc:Lsion 

of e:n r.dult male mr),y superse,::e t; e l:Jabbath ( nnd it is cor.o.mon Jcnow·-

ledge that these are prohibited on the Sabbath) for Sorip~urc says 

. ft "teflllin", "And 

; ~.Dout. C: 8) , anc1 of 

thou nhnlt bind them for a E)-tl!!: upon thy Hancl 11 

o.n rulult male, nAnd th~unc :L:·cunc is ed. male who 

is not circumcised in t~e flesh of his foreskin ••• hath broken my 

covenantn (Gen. 17:.14,). A11d. l:iJrnwise, flfr11i.gesn could. supersed.e 
.,.,_.--, .. .,.,,.," ..... "'-"""""'"'"'' .. 

tLe Sab1n1tL 1 s·.ncc it :Lf:l written, HJ3id then •.• make them fringes ••• 

15:38). H. Nahma:n b. I~iaac 

answered this objection by pointin~ out that all ~hree terms 

usign", 11 cover1antn, and. "gerwrnti ns 11 o.1·e wrj .. ttcn in connect:l.0n ·with 

·both Sabbat.i::. nnd. c:l.rcumcision, 1:herear: only one of these te:rr:lS, i::rnp-

ars. tely, is v,;ri tte:n. in c onnect:Lon rd th 11 tef illin 11, the u .. no ircurncised 

ad:oJ.·~ male, ancl fr:Lnge~>. 

On the other hand .. , Ulla nnd. :1.. IsaP.c · rnaintaine(l thnt the J!rinc i:pJ.e 

that circ1rnwJ.sj.011 su1;e:rsel1ec't ·'.J1e Sabbath vms a trad1 ticnal la\i 1 D,nd 

therefore needed no Scriptural proof. 

7. M. Shab. 19:5 

f3. Sh ab. :i.;3~sa: 11 Circumc :Ledon ~m.persecte B festivals only vihen 

9 . On l.~. Sha b. 19: 5 

10. Ibid .. 

LL. ShalJ. 13?a. 

l '/( - o. Bertinora (on lbid) explains R. JoDhu.a's reasoning as f'ollowr~: 

"R. Joshua thought that if one errecl :Ln a rel:i.gious cluty, and performed. 

on the Sabbath n religious rite that does not override the Sabbath, 

he is exempt, :t'or he might have -tJ:10u.ght that he we,s cloinc; it v!ith 

the sanction of the Beth J)ine H J3ertinora states that the :Unl.acha 



14:0., 
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is in acoo1"da:nce 1v:-L th Tl •• rc~:ihua.. 

1 11 ~1 ,.., <'.'." · "b lr'(l'") •l() .• t; • • 0 ·~ • hJil.9, • ,..) • l.) •• 

15. Ye'bamoth 34a. l!'or further clisou.sston of this }/!Vobl.em, 

see Shab. 13'7a 



XVII. 1rhe Preliminarie:::1 of OiJ.'cumcis:Lon nnrl '.:he Sa1)bs,th 

l 
According to the Mishnah, all the requirements of' circum-

cision, 1'.i:Llah, J?eriah, J:Iezizah, tho aJn1lication of tho bandage, 

ancl crnrnrdn, e.:ncl the mixture of wine and. oil on the FO"LU1d, c ou.ld. 

lie performed on tho ffa.bln1th. Hovrever, v;hatever IJl.'el:l.minary :ore:o-

1::1.re,t;j.o:nn were :neeessary for t:r;e circur:-icision, rrv.ch as brincing 

the kni:Co, grincU.ng the cumrnin, making the 11halukn or SJ)ec ial 

bandage, and mixinr:; the ·1:·ine and. oj;l, were to be clone before the 

Sabbath. But there were i1ossibili ties due either to neglect or 

forgetfullnem· YJhorein thene :prelimina1·iec vwre not o.rrani;e\1 be-

fore tLe ~1ab'bath, Ei.:nd. the Q.uestio:n arose as to vrhether m1a_er such 

c .nditions the/ could. l)e d.one on .he Sabbath, since ~~he c;ircum-

cision waf,; :Ln itf:-1 :proIJer time anc1 hail to be :performed. on that 

dfay. H. J:;J.iezer took the e:;;:treme point of view an<:l :permitted 

all the preliminaries of circumcisio~ to ~upersede the Sabbath. 

He even vrent BO far as to declare the:t one may cut tirrmr 011 the 

Sa"bba th to make dle)::'c ,;al for manu:fac turing the :i.ro:n out of:' 1nhich 
3 

the circumcision knife was mv,d.e. It was repo?ted that su~h 

practices were actually carried out in R. Eliezer's locality. 
5 

:,~. Isaac re11orted. that in one community in Pale :::;tine they 

4 

followet'l this view of H. El:Lezer ancl yet tto geo})le there did not 

dJ.e prematurely, and. moreover, vrher1 the Homan government iBsuea. 
6 

a decree agEti:nst c irwu.md.s ion, this c ommu.ni ty- v:as exeupted. from 

the decree; thu.E l{. :Kl:Lezer' s opinion vms :::ot in violation of i;he 

law. 

'.[!he more mod.er2:be vi.cw ro1d. the one i·fhich wc.D acoe:;;itecl cu3 the 

of v:ork v:h1ch can be done on the eve of Sabbath does not over-



ricle the Sa1)1mth, but v:hat oannot be clcne on the eve of Sab1w .. th 
? 

overridos the Sa.1;bf:.,th. 11 ~L1hus the circumcision :itself, nince 

it was :LmpossirJ19to circumcise on the eve of Sablni.th, if the 

ej_ghth c1ay vms. t>te Sa1Jb8.:bh, 1:u1cl the va:ri<:us acts in the circurn-

cision that coulc1 ·be carried out only rluring the operation 
1
were 

permitted, but t~e preliminaries, viliioh could be done the day 

before, vrnre not Ilerrni ttea.. However, if the cumnnm hacl not been 

ground the d[;.y rrnfore, :lt coulcl. 1)e grouJ:1d id.th tr~e teeth on the 

SalJbath, encl if the vdne ancl oil had r:.ot been mixed. :previously, 

each coulct be O..pJ;lled separo:ce~~;y·. A 11haluk11 coulcl not 1)e made 

on the Sabbath but a rag c oulc1. ·be r.Ta:pped. s.rou:ncl the mombrum. If 

this he.d not been brought befo1,e ~;he Sabbath, it could ·be brou.ght 
8 

on the Sabl)o:th provided the bearer .hall 1rouna. it about >di:::: finger 

and in ·~J1is fashion he could cnrry it even frou another cou.rt-
9 

yarc1. 

R. Eliezer :i;wrmi ttcd the circumcision k.nife to be brought 

on the :3al)1lath if it h:'cl not 'been 1n·ought the day before, provicied 
10 

it was Ct:'J,:;.riecl. OJ?enly. The J)Ur:pose of carrying it OJ?EmlJ as 

J3ertinora e·x:plains, was to shovv the 1:;eo:i;1le the great importance 

of this religious dutw, that eve:n. the sa·bbs.th coTtl.d .. be llrof1:med in 

i tG bGlw .. lf'. Hov:ever, in times of clanger, such an d:uring the Hacl.-

rianic persecmtions, ~J1en all rel:Lgicms Jr'<i tes vrnre bcmnecl bJ,. the 

Rorno.n authoritieB, ancl it wai:-:; therefore '~angorous to carry open-

ly a circumcision knife, R. Eliezer :permi ttecl o:ne to carr,y it on 

the Sabbath, concealed on his person, provided ~here ~ere wit~ 
11 

neE1:::;es to this. H. Sj_rneon b. IJakish, QUO"tin.g ''. Juclah IIanasi 

told of a case vrhere H. }nJ.j.ezer' s vie1,1 \Va" follovreci. and .. the cir-

cu.mc:Lsion knife we.re: brought on the 1.1ab1Jath. 'I111e l?.8,bbis found 

th:L s d.:iff icul L to 1,.nderstancl, for ho1?: could they abandon the ruling 



of the ~1ages a:ml follovr n. 1!aiezer vrhose vievr reJ)resentecl a 

minori t,y opinion, and v:.ho, mo:i:eover, was a followe1' o:C :Beth 
12 

Shammai. ~Phus, here too, in the matter of t~~e circumcision kn:i.fe 

the 1\1:.1,b'bis ruled f:igainst IL J~liezert s O]:inion, aucl hela. that if 

the k:r.dfe had. not 'been brought "bcf-:;re t.he Sab'bntb., the c :Lrcu.m-
13 

c:Lsion vn:.n to "be })O::tJ)onea .• 

The Scri:ptu.ral bo.sir:J for H. Eliezel'' s viev: that ci.rcumcislon 

ancl all i tB J.lreliminarier1 supersede the Sabbe.th was the verse, 

11And i:n. the eighth cla;; the :; leEJh of his :foreskin shall be c j_r-

• · Q " (I J2. ~) cumc1sec1.. iev • .. :,; Now this verse cannot teach that cir-

cumcision alone su:oersecleG ·:;he Sal)bath, for (hat is a tradi t:Lonal 

law. 'l1herefore its J?Ur:pose :\.s to teach t;hat the :i;irel:Lminaries 
14 

of c ircumc is ion may also ovurrid.e the Sa1)bath. 1I1he Hab1)i:;:: 

disagreed c:·i th H. :Eaiezer iYJ. the matter of the IJ:Celim:Lnaries, 

but all· held '..,he,·' circumcision itc::elf su.:i;rnrsed.ecl the Sabliath on 

the basis of Ulla rs and. h. Isaac rs statement that it was a tra-
15 

· itional law; i.e., it was reooived from Moses on Sinai. 

The Rabbis experienceJ some difficulty in intor]reting a 

J)assage in the :r:a shnah relat:L:ng to the t)athing of the child on 
16 

the sa·b·bath. The M.:Lshnah had. stated., 11 '.ehey may bathe the child 

before or nf'tcr the c ircumc isl on and. spr:Lnkle ( v,,arm water) over 

him ·b.,y means of the hand lmt not 11,y means of' a vessel. R. Eleali:\ar 

'b. Azariah said: "The,'/ may bathe the child o:n the third clay (of 

circ"LJ.rncic,:ion) if this falJ.s on the Sa'bbath, for it is sa:lC~, 'Ana. 

j.t came to pass on the thi:rc1 a.a~r when they re:ce rrnx·e. rn (Gen. ~?4:24.:) 
18 . . 

In ·\;he Gemara Hab Jud.ah and Habbah "b. Ab1Jahu on the one h( .. :v\ d 

a:nd Hf~.ba or:. the other hand d:i.ffer in their inte:cpreta:tion of the 

1,;Iishnah. H.ab Juclah and Ho.l)1mh ·b. Abbahu naintained that the !;iish-

nah was teacllirg hov1 the llatld.nr; should be clone, namely: m11hey 

me.y 'ba·Lhe the ch1la. lie~ ore and .. af·lllr tl·1e' c ··L1·curn<' J' "'·L· on • • , • 1:) - • How? By 

l? 



144. 

s:prinkli.ne \"'arm v:ater over him 'by hc.nd. but not vr:i.th n vosr:Jel. n 

Ho:bs. hcweve::: o1)jectecL and. pointe<'.1. o·~:t that the Mislmah c:.1reac1J 

batheY. befo:'.'e or after the cil'cumc:ls:Lon on the firDt day j_n the 

normal manner, ·out on tho third. a.aJ ·which falls on the Sab'bn. th 

l:i.e J.s sr:ci:nklecl ·,·ith ':'arm water by hancl anc1. not vr:Lth E\ vessel; 

VJL11.e on the other hancl ""'• m.eazar b. Azariah 11elcl that the cldld 

may be lia thec'.L (not s:r.n·inlclea.) on the third. claJ vdJich falls on 

the Sallbath. 

en I:,; Dimi ce.r;ie fro:;: :Fo..lest:i.ne he declare:': that the Hal.ache 

was in ac~orch·:nce , .. ith H. Jiaeazar; namely, that the child. may be 
19 

bathed on the third day, even if that day falls on the Sabb~th. 

Bi t, ~ • .-t vms ankod, a..1a. H. ~~aeo.zar have. i:n mincl the bs.tld:n.f~i of the 

whole bbd.y or only of the rnenfb1·um, r:u1cl ::C1n'therrno:ro, ~11nce 1·mthing 

meant t:.1e use of Viar~11 vmtcr, did. t.[:.e ·.·ater have to be heated on 

the eve of Sabbath, or if -':,h:Ls he.cl not 1Jee - clone, could. j_ t 1rn 

heated on the Sabbath? ~~ten Rabin came he declared that the 

law was ac c3 orcU.Hg to H. Eleazar both in ref.ipec t of hot v:a tor 

heat eel on the Sabbath and. hot v·:ater heated. on the eve of Sa.bbath, 

whether for the bathj_ng of the 1.·hole bocly, or only_ of t.ice mei:1b:t"llm; 
:~o 

any cr1.se vmc: perndsm:i.1Jle r)ecr.urc t.;~e eld.ld. 1 s life v:Ev:- :Ln dti~,ngcr,, 

:Bu.t it was ·~he rule to ~mat tho v,·ater on the eve of Sa1;bath; o.:nd 

only v!l'.i.en :for some rea,:·on or other· the ',:ater was rot avuil1:'.ble on 

of a chil(l u:~o 1m.s to lie circumcised on the S1:~.bl1ath, ancl. tJlEJ v,Tl..I'm 

v,·ater ':rhich hncl 'bee:n prqxtrecl for h::'.._; on tJ:1.e eve o:f Sa'bbuth had 

"been ~:p:t110ct. l)rought before ... b1 ., 
1~a )aJ1 and he ord_ered 

that the v:arm 1- ·a ter be teJrnn f:co;J his ovn:1 houso. J3u t ·1·'~: en he ,:·as 

22 
told thut nci ther an E:ru1J nor a Shi ttu:L had. been :prepared, 

~21 



he ordered that a Gentile be instxucte~ to bring it for him. A 

sirn.LLar case of a child vrhose rm.rm \"Hter had. lrne:n :c·:r?il.lcC. was 

brcn.ght l:;e:Core Halm. He ord.eretl that it~e found out; if the 

mother needed \/arm v:ate:r, and LC she clid, that a Gentile l)e in-

fJtructecl th11t ho heat some :eo:r her, and. thereby 1110.irectl;y- for 
23 

the child .• 'l~hus in both cases, the \·ater \'ras not heated 1:or the 

chi.ld cU.rectly, but v,ras obteJ.necl for him throu.gh some round about 

method. 

1J!he matter of heat:i.ng water on the Snbbath for an infant to 

1)e circumcised on that d.8.y was liroue:.s·ht u1) t:\::;s.in in Pesahim 69a. 

Habbah, c1uoting l"l. m.iezer, declared. that one ma;; he::i.t -c'ater on 

the Sabbath for a J:rnalthy child nho was to be circ"LmlCise(l that 

d.ay, in ord.oJ: to st:vongthen him for the ciI'cumcision. :But :for an 

i.ml1ealthy child one may not he8.t Hater or for that matter cir-

c1nn,dse him. Ha1)a cou1~.tered. with 111·,11y, if he is health;;r, does 

he need hot water to f3t~cengthen him•i' 11 Tl}~r.:J..the::·, n Haba continu.ecL, 

na11 are :cegarcled. t:u> inv-al:i.c1s when it comes to c:L::ccumcis:l.on, and 

in neither case, whether the cbj_:;_fl to be circumoiDed. is r;trong 

or siakly, m~y water be heated for him on the Sabbath in order 

to strengthen him, for it is not fit for him to be circumcised 

if he nmst be st:rengtlrnnecl for that J!Ul'l)Ofie?Tt 

.Another prelim:Lrw1·,y to circuuc:ision about 1i.hieh there seemfJ 

to have been d1f:ference of OJ)1nion v.-as the problem of v.rhether the 

infant to be circumcisecl cou•.cl bo carrj_e,~. on a Sabb[.th or festival 

from the horn~ to the Dyn1.:1.,::;og·n.e , 1/here 
2-1, 

e circumcision was gen-

er8.11y pe:;:•:formecl. In the 1'.:ish:nah, Jkth Shamma:L sniCl. ·':J1at one 

may not oarry out an infant on a fcst:i.val, hu.t Beth Hillel per= 

m:L ttec:. it. Vlltether :Beth Shamma' s 1imi ts.ti on vras extencled to 

· thG Sabbnth is not indicated. The Gemara offers no discussion 

on the q_uestio:n. 



tes tdJ Chap. XVII. 

1 •• 1 •• Shn:b. 19:12; Cf. also ibid. 18:;;'.!. ~i~he :c·ame :r'ules that 

?·~:Plied 
: \ •) 

\ f..J. In cornmenti:nf; on tho GXJ/l'eErnion in the I\::i.dm.ah, 11ALL the 

:recrc~:i.rementc of c:LrcumciEoion, 11 the Gemara (Sho.b. 13~3b, to1;) :3tates that 

thi~3 e:x::rn'ef::sion alc-;;o :Lnclude:s tho follovil.nc: Lf o:ne vmD 11ex•forming 

a circumcision on the Sa'b1ni;th, so long as he :Ls engagecl in the cir-

cumc i~:lion he ma,y- remove both the chre,'.EJ of Lho fore s1c:LIJ. that 1.:nvalid,ate 

the circumc isio:n, o.ncl thorrn ·:·1;.ich (io not. Hm:·ovcr, if o:n.o \\'EUcl en= 

gaged. in circumcision on the Sa"bb11th, e.ncl sto1;recL, thinking the:t the 

O:Pera.tion vnw finh~heCl., he ma;}' retu:;:'ll to remove t!'.e shJ.'ccLs ':.·hic:.J hi.val-

·dch do not 

invaliCl.s.te. (Since the latter do not Dake t. e ci:ccumc:l.sio:n i:nvalicl, 

the c omr:.mnclrnent of c irm:mrn i~1 ion is rc:so.rd.et':: ar:i .'l' vi:n{; 'been c farriecl 

out, n:ncl the Fe :::fr1:cea.f= ce.n be removed. after the Sabbath. 1.i:o return 

and reraove t.i1ei:1 on ,he Sab1Y t·~ '.. ·ould. constitute a nov;- net ion r::.n(l 

hence vrnula. (ler::·eern:te the d.a;::. On the other hand, if the shrecl:. that 

invalidate n.re permj_ tteC. to renain, the commandment of circumcision 

has not 'been f'ulfilleCc; -~;he:re:fo1·e t11e circrumc:Lser ma,y return to 

remove tt'.em, in orc1er to fu.lfill\the lav,r of ci:rcu;:ne:Lsio11.i) 

n. Ashi rulcrl that :L:f rci. cdrcri.r:wiser O[~me to J)erforr:i a cirw1..,mcir.3ton 

not f.).t1vc tirae to com:9l etc the '. ·: ole of the c ircurno :i. [:!J.o:n. l1efore the 

J10 ri{;;.i.t even e.ncl t"e net I'osuJ:t v~1.~c that 2 .• c merely 

~--u~ 'll"'l·c~ ( 01·1 n b . J •. . t. 8' )..)J. Cl) • 



JA7. 

~~.lic:zox~ b. Jiy1""CPJru_s. 

1L ShcJJ. :1.30tt.; Cf. n.lr.:;o Yeo•-:,moth 14a 

f5. Sl1G.lJ e i [):Le~ 

C. The rofe:rc:.r;.JCC is to the IIacl:d.a1,j_c 1;icrr:icc"L:.tions. 

8. Ibicl 19:2. :By ·-ro.~pr>i:t:<~ it nrounCl ::i[i f:i.x1ge::· it ·becoraes 

l:U~:c o. carrncmt anc1. i:: not liJ.co :111 object chat :i.s carried.. '.'Che 

cnrryinc; of r.:n.v ollj ect :1.r.3 :CurlJi<lcLen OTL ~he 'c.b1:;~'th. 

ya:c·rl, even thouc;L t.he::,r na;/ not hn.·.ce m2ilc a~-; Erub. :nut he na,y 

10. M. Dh~t. 19:1 

11.·rtid. ~he witnesses were needed, Bcrtinorn ox~lRins: 

~utJ, so that others uill not suspect him of ca~ryin3 on the 

oulcL be use(L :C'or .~\ oocula:c }/UlT08C. 
11 

'rl1c Ge'mf.Lca. "] r.• (' ) ... ova raises J~c q~estion of R. Eliczer's 

or was it bec~uso of susricirn (i.e. to remove 
]• -~· r '), (' ·' () 'l"t·1 ·' '\ ~,. l.J ·- -~ (. .J •.; .·L .• Lr J ' 

-- S'·' Le.,.., • ... -·L·fo ·Pc ... ,. "--. , ·11 C''.'" ·1 ··)""J'·po«e) 9 
l). 1~ -;_, l,.1.Lv J,.· •. .. .t. J.l. <J,.' L .L .... ;C!>'" l U. . ._ ..o , 

l 
I. 
f , 



J:J.Otc J ) ' Cl .,.. -'- .J} _.. J. "" .LI. o Li u ~1 e 

Haa.rianic fJ0:1:r> 1=(n~·c:LoE, but t~1c pe]:~·"cc·trL:i.on ·by Ant:iocin:u:;. I!'or H. 

() i , H • ;.-_,· ]. -.L· OZ· C ."r.• ( c" · ·i. 1 '~ '~ ) 1l -- J ~ .. 01J.f•.0, .J..DUO. J. C t ·o 

:prn.c tice in ti1~,e s o:'.' d.n:ngo:c to 1Jr .inc; the knife J..tid.(1en on the 

o.ctual .'·ceou.lb.t of J)ast ha1n1onings. 11.nd. f:J:Lnc;o H. lc:l:ic~~er d.:i..ec1. 

A:r~. t ~ o clrt1s ~ ( (;< (""' ri'[ r1 0 .::> ,; .. -; ..:-t.~ - t-,.J 

'od.e the l'entato-i.1011.al ln.' .. ' o:L' c:Lrc'lr::rn ls ion. 

14. rbid. l32b 

:us. Ibid .• 

lG. also i l:Jicl. 9 : ~.l. 

17. ·1· .~ .:. .. one e OJJ. still in d.allGO:C 

S:l.nco it \Va:::: :11ecesBr.~~:·;t tc Uf:Je -~·1 arr:1 v.'nter, the Fatc:r. coul<l be 

18. She·b. l31b 

19. I"bid. 

20. I'bid. 

21. Eru.l). 67b. 

~-:nts of <LU':fcrrmt :ccou.ses in ::.l:.e same colTt,yo.:: -~' to cD.rry objects 



objcc-Cc :-o be ca:rric, from one oou:et,yn.rc.L to ~urnthor on the Sab·-

lJ[l, th. 

A WO\i)lnn in ch:i.lCl b1rth ma,y have vvo:tor he;\tecL 

vmo :Cor1Jid.cl..ei-· to ;,'arm tl1e vmter aml o.. Gc:nt:i.1e had. to clo it. 



XVIII. ~Cho Ci:ccumc:Lsion o:t' Ab,·,ormal Ch.:Lldton. anl'.l tho SalJrJath 

t:Lne, there ':/as rrn::J.e q_ue::::tic;Jl. 11:bout ~permit·tin.g the J!E.H'f'ormc'.J:We of 

t· e r:Lte on 
1 

androgy~·J.ous, a nsEtfek 11 , 

2 
t_he ci3.:.·o of ::Jn a1:mo:::·mal c}li.lcJ.. An 

3 
a "tun tum, 11 a c}:1:L.1cl vj:-10 v:as exLrac ·ced 

througl.i. t·,e caerrn.rean f.1CC ion, a cLilc1. born Y!ith two fores::ins 

ar.1cl a ehilcl born v.:j_ thou:b a :fore skin \!ere all lnclude;~ in the 

catesory of abnormal children. 
5 

of an anc1rogy:nou.s. ancl nsafe2c11 tho Sa1)1Jath coulcL :not be (le:::ieorated 

i c:i.sicn in the case of an a:ncl:coc:;ynolrn.· "'.,_o:r:•oovor, H. J"uc1ah r1rn.:i.n-
~; 

i'. , 
( ta:ined that not only G.icl the Fndrogynoi.:i.s suporsecle the f:lnbbath, 

6 
but there was the ~enalty of "kareth 11 in his case. '.rJrn :Pent-

rteu,chal asis for H. Jud .. B.h's vievv wo.s the vorse 11;g}.!2£l. male among 
an 

you nhall be circ'l:tmcisec1. 11 (Gen. 17:10) 11 JJ~vcryrr isll"e:x:te:nsion ancl 
7 

teaeheD ti.:e inclusion of th.e androg,yn us vri.1.0 is imrt male. '.rhe 

:Pentateuchal basis for t;·,e 2:811110. Kam8.' s excl11sim1 of t:.1.e anc1ro-

r;yno"Li.s 1vas the verce nArnl 011 -~he eighth .~~~ the esh of his 

;r~~;·os:~~in shall be c ireumcised." (Lev. 1;~: 3) rr:11e Sabbath was :in~ 
8 

eluded. in the term nclayn ancl /..ii f11 11his i'oresJd.n 11 taught tl:w .. t 

0 ·1·1 l y OIJ e ''~}·1 0 l' <' C C· ..... t '-' i· ·n ( J. e· ·' t • • • ' . • t,:J .L r.~.. .l.J. ~ e 41 who l'leyo:'.1.d any question is a wale 

fores kin 11 '"OUJ..d. there fore e:x:c lude the anCLr·o{;.Y11 :us rdnc e it 
9 

not cert2in that such a one is a male. S:i.mj_J.arls n in.e e 

11His fore::~J;::i:nrr me~•.nt O·.c '.··'ho in ae1·tain, a. nsafeJ.:: 11 (lit. 11 0no 
10 

'.·ho is in rlcn:<.bt'1 ) al.Go me.;/ not superue( e t:he Sa1)bn:'c?1. A 



11 rJafek 11 the I'al)b:Ls SD id, VffLS an iT:f.ant 'born after eight months 

of :9re::-;rwncy. Such g child vms consic1erocl to be l:i.ke a stone 

an<1 v:as not ex·.,-.;ecte · to lJ.·.ve. Fov1cv 0 r P cl'·i lCL 1J0."'11. Rft·er ~ -~- -,J " ..._, .. ~ J .u ,l _._ ti , _,_ Gu • 

'' "Ve11 ffiC)'1 ·t·}·· c• .. ,-"' · ·l'"' '''l' q11 q y "'" ,., o (., ........ .L... ..L 1..,) L .L .~ \'.Jt.)· i(.., .Mt,, v~ <...J.aO reg arc.Led r:~s via'ble and the f)a 1J'be.th 

coi.<.1c1 'be cler3ecratet'.i o:n :;j_~, rwcou.11t. If there vm;,3 doubt about 

wl1ether he TI~B a seven or eight month's child, ·ho Sabbath 
11 

was not supersede~. H. Ad.da lJ. JUw.bah. too:;,~ U.J.l the discuss io'n 

and. mainta:Lnecl ha Jc -~;he ehi.lcl ~1hou.lcl be cj.rcumc ised on the 

Sab1rnth (la;; at an,y rate, oven though there :i.:::; c1oubt a'bou:t whether 

> .. e i· ~~ ,., 0 eve····· c)··· e' ,·"'nt ino'V) ·t 1~ 't·• - ....., C..V D _, ,,J -~ · J.. -:~ ' t_) l .L.t.. J..1. "'-.) chilcl. nrn either ca:e, v:hether 

he is viable or 110>-·-v:Lable, he is to be clrcumcisecl; :i.f. he is 

Iviar t2rn 1:>0:n of' ~'a'bina c:r:.d H. Weh~~.m8. b. Zecho,J:-iah m.111:: orted. Aclda 

b. Aha1~? .. l@, viev: that the Sa,bbath cu1ild 1)e m:q;iersed.e(l i:n the c e.se 

of a 1isafek" anrl hellL that the teee;d.:t\s ae;~ :Lrist desecrating tJ.i.e 

i tuelf, hu.t to the r1reliminarie~~ of eirc·r:ru.cision. 

A 11 tumtumH waD a chilcl \'those z;enita.ls at birth vwre hHlcle:n 

or undevulc::~ec1, and. tims i ~ ;;,·as not ::::::now:n if Gu.eh a one v.nw a 

male or female. If after being operated. 11pon the hd:'ant was 

f01:mc1. to be a male, coulcl his c:i.rou.rncision take place on the 

Sn1)1ir,\th if that was the eightrJ. d.ay? rrhe tumb.:tm differe•,c from the 

and.JUogynous, in thaJqhe was definitely of one Dex. H. Sirnzbi held 

Lhat he may not be circumcisec"l on the Sabbath u: that was the 

eigi.1.th da,y becD.lu:;c ScrLpture hn.ci saiCl, 11 If a \':omnn be clelivore(l 

fores1.,-',.'·_'L11 c'r•aJl 1J·e C'l·J~c,.,··t·r 1 C'l
0

SeC' 11 (J"c'V lco "'r') ... o. ""'c . - . } . .I I.,. lJ. ~ ~ ·,,,., ). (I J , • .. (~ : (..°'.J ' CJ The term na.ayn 

12 



teachori ·hat the sa·b'br:d:;h is supersecLecl, but the verse D.lso implins 

tho.:L the child gmst be a nman-chilcl 11 at the time of his birth • 

. t1ence, rJincc it :i.s not Jmo',-'11 o,'., the t:i.me of his 1;irth whether 

he 1.s n male or female, the circtunc:Lsion of' tho 11 tur1tu;;:n a.oes 

his mother is not levitical.J .. y defiled. on account of his M.rth, 

for Scr:Lpture sa:i.d. "If a ~ ·oman 'be deli ve: e(l ancl. 'bear a manchild. 

then t~he shall be ~le_?.,E._ seven d.aysn Q.b:id.) whic~:1 implies that 

she is not levit:ical:Lf unclean unless ;:w uas a nman chLLd.'1 at the 
14 

t me of his birth. Moreover since r~he v;rnn not lovitically d.e-

f i:Lecl, and Sc:d.J;Jture had. stated. 11 Sl10 r3hal1 lJe m1c.lean Devon days 

nnci in the etghth 1}.ay the flesh of h:i.s foreskin shall be circum~ 

cisecln (jJ:J:i.d.) (imIJlying that only vrhere the md.her has been defiled 

tLcoug~1 confinement may the law o:L tJ.rn eighth cla,y 1;e ap:pl:Lecl to 

the ch-i.J .. a.) , hence the turn tum may not 1:Je e ircumc ise(l on the 

.abbath if -:~hat :Ls the e:L0hth day,n:i.nce his mother has not "been 
15 

defiled. -~hroU&h e onfinernent. 

An infant rt1.o was ex r1,10-:e:'. through the Cc~.es2,rean se:::ction 

~~s· like~ise considered to be the child of a mother ~ho had not 

t ,. t !!"_[f· ·been d.efL.leO Lhrough c,;;i1fi~·.emen ·, ~::ince dcr '. Il'··u.re hP<l said; 

a woman ••• bear EJ. man-c LLd. " ., l"l b sne sns. .. e 
16 

'LD':i.elcan seven days. 11 (ibid) 

Since she did not actually bear her child she was not defiled 

th:1rnugh on:f':i.nement and the J?I'Oblem wa[; to cleterrdne whether the 

cinrnmc:i.sim1 of her child. su:perse6.ecL the Sabbath. R. A~rni ha.cl 

nm intained that the chj_la. of a woman who hail not ·been defile cl 

throU{:;:i.1. confinement v.rru3 not d.rcumc:lsecl on the eishth (lay, but 
17 

mi the firr::t c1.:J,Y of. 1)irth. Against h. Ass:i rs 011:Lnion it was 

rointed out that H. Hl1xrn haCL mah1tainecl that the circumcision 
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of a ohilU. extracte' t:n•ough the caesarean section over1·oc1.e the 

f3t:i,b1Jath, vrf.l.ile :,. Hiyya 1J. Hali held. that the Sabbath may not be 

d.esec:r•atecl on his account but he :ls certainly circumcisec1 on the 
18 

eighth clay. 

Sim.ilarly H. Ht1.:na had cleclarec'.t that a child vd.th two fores1cins 

su.pe~cso5.es the Sal)bt\'L:i1, ·cttile H. Biyya 1J. Rab maintained. that !:i.e 

d.oes not S-G.re1~sed.e the Sab1Jath 1mt :Ls certainly· c:Lrcn:mrnised. 

on the eighth day. It was pointed out that in either case--the 

child. vrho vras e.xtracteel throueh the eaesarean section a:nd. the 

ehild vvi th tvw foreskin.s~-the .lav': of the ~)n.bbnth ancl the law of' 

the c igh th day wore intordeJ!ena.ent; tJ:rat is, :lf an infant muf,~t l1e 

cd.roumcised/m the eighth clay, arnl tJ:1e eighth day :Lal.ls on a 

SablJath, he mu.st be circmmcisecl on the Sab'Lath. Hence ·:~he cj.r.-

cuJIW :.sion of a chLLd. e:x:trac~ed throw.;r.i. the caesarean section and 
19 

of one having two foreski:ns' s·l~.persede ;;;:,e ::Jab'bath. 

Sc1·:L-r;rture Jwd stateo .. nAl1cl on the ei~~h-t;.h c.la,·,r ••• his foreskin 
OM .._._. ,I --~---·,,,,.,...,..,,.....,,'°.'>'-"h''_""...., ..... 

dt~ll be c1·~c1 •~c•1"secl" (LE·v· 1°·~) 0 • J, C.v... .. ~ .J~ J V~.i!.~ .1 • J c:i (..1 e- ~ Hence, only the eircu.mois:ion 

of a child v~o is certain, i.e., v~o definitely possesses a fore-

• skin supersedes the S~bba h; a child \~10 at birth apDenred to 
20 

be circ1:;mcisecl does not nu.1)e1·setle t· e Sabbath. flu.ch a ch:Llcl 

was born to R. Add.a b • .Ahr.:1J)a,h. t'.ncL ld.r:J e:i.ghth tlay fell on the Snb-

bath. H. Ad.cla took h:lrn to thj_rteen c ircumcd.sers EUJ.d. all :cet'usecl 

to IJerform the operation on -t:.he Sa1:l1mth. Finr>lly H. Adda per-

formed. the OJ/eration himself anc1 mutj.J.ated the chLLd privily • 

.t1.. Ad.fla' s conte11tio:~1 vms that a c.h:Lld 1:iho at 1J:i.rth ap1)earec.l to 

be circumoise(l was not ac·~;ually eircume:Lsecl; he me:~·ely hall. a 
21 

T1here ceerns to have been a difference of 

OJ)inion between I\eth Dharnmai anc1 :: .. eth ll:Lllel ovt;r thj_D matter. 



According to rl. Eliezer Ha-KappRr, Beth Shammai maintained that 

the Sabbath raa,y lJe clesecrated. in tho orse of a child 1·,·!wf:vas born 

v, i th out a :f oresk:i.:n, while Beth lUllel held. tha :}1 t could rJ.Ot be 

desecrated. There was also some difreronce of opinion as to 

vv-hether rJuch a ch:ild s:i1ou1Cl be circumciseil at all, Beth Shammai 

moJ.11tainin,5 that one must cause a, few drops of coventi.nt blood to 

flow fTom him, and Eeth Hillel hold.ing that thir:~ was u:nnecesnary. 

I::o·--ever, 1 t vms n.rgued that 11c th Shammai awl Beth Hillel did not 

disagree about taking a f'e1s drops of covenant blood from a child 

Vi.ho vm::1 born eircumcised, 'both maintain,ing that this was necessary 

since ac:ually the child was not without a foreskin; in his case 

t:rie :f:'oreskin VIas merelo1· su:ppres secl. Whi~:t the,y clicl cliff' er on was 

the c8.oe of n. pr·oselyte v1ho was circ1uncise<l ·before ~lis co:nvers:i.on, 

:Beth Slw,rn::trd. maintaining that it was necessary to co.use n flov: 

of eovenant 'blood, ar1a. '.Beth ~r-~il el maintaining that it was not 

necessary. Hence, on the basis of this line of reasoning it 

was permittec'l to desecrate ·Lhe Sn:bbath jJJ. the CtH3e o:f a chilCi who 

at birth am;>earec1 to be with out a :foreskhi, :for actually/the fore

s kin was merely STi.J)lJresr.rna., ancl the::'e:fore the operation con-

sistecl of J;>ricking the mem-brum to cau.Be a flow of covenant blooci. 

In ot::.ly· one Jp"inci:ple of d.rn· mc:Lsion at3 :i.t rel[1tecl to the 

SabJ:iath was there no d.isac-reement r.'hatscJE.ver; that 1rhenever a 

circumcision took Jlaoe after the eighth des of birth, as in the 

case of a grosel,yte or slave, or o.n Isreelite i:-11ose submisrdo:n to 

the rite h~d been postponed, there could be no desecration of 

the Sabbath. 
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Notes to Chapter XVIII 

1. Hermaphrodite 

~~. i.e. ,· a child about r:hich Jchere is cloubt. It Vvas :not l<~nown 

whether he vmc 1;orn afte:r c ight or nine months of :pret:;nfmcy·, 

ar.td henee there vvas clou.bt a'bout i:/hether he c ou..lcl live. It vras 

believed. that a premr tu.re child., r)or:n af'ter seven months of pre~~ 

nanc,y coulcl live. but not one born after e:Lght months. 

3. A chj.J.cl whose sex.-cLal organsw<.&re unrlevelo1iect or ooncealed 

and it vmf:: not ·:novm 1d1ether he was a male or female. 

4. One who had either -h.''O sJ.d:ns, one on to:p of the other, or 

tvro mom bra. 

6. Shab. 135a (top) 

7. Shab. 136b-137a 

8. See above p. 133 

9. Shab. 134b (bot.), 135a (top) 

10. Ibid. 

l ') 
(:.,. Ibid. 136a. If the chtlcl is no~:.-vis.ble he ·,-·ill cue any-

wa,v, 't1erea~-:; :U' helis viable the c onmmnd.ment of c irc11rncisio::J. in 
! 

fulfillecl. 

13. Ibid.. '.T:htts Mar a:n<1 .1-\. Nehwni interpret the '.i1anna Kama 

to meo.n that the c ircumc :I. s:Lo· of' an ancl:cogynoun c~nd. nscd:'ekn super-

se~e the Sabbath, but the rreliminaries of the circumcision in 

their case do not. 

14. Baba Bathra 127a 

15. See Shub. 135a 

16. Shab. 135b (top) 



17. Ibid 135a (bot). ii. Assi pro~ably had in mind the 

chLLd. of a female slave v:ho hacl not been imrnersecl 1ancl thus since 

she wa.s ;·ot subject to .revd.i::Jh lnw, v1as not (Lef:LleCi. through con-

:'inement. ':Che same principle ap1,liecl to a G·entU.e woman who 

gave "Dirth to a c:i'.1 i1d ancL on tlJ.e following a.ay lie came ~"- ]?T'Of:rnlyte 

to Ju<.laism. 

18. Ibid 135b (top) 

19. Ibic'l., 

20 . Ibid l35a 

21. Ill:i.d 
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XIX. Post11oneme11t of' Circu\~cision 

Under only throe conditions was indefinite postponement of 

. . . . bl 'f t' c1rcumc1s1011 p.ernus:3e .. e--1 · ·ne ohilc1 vms ill, in ·wh:ich co.se 

the circumc l sion took place sev-en full <lays after his fever sub-
1 

sided, or if the child' fl brothers had dieo .. 1Jecau.se of the cir-

cumcision operation,or if the chil<l 's ap11ear~mce vms not normal .. 
2 

Abaye, following hllis foster-mother'~': advice, declare(l that if 

en infant vms too reel :it vn1,s a sicn that the blood r.1.ad. not yet 

1rnen absorbed :in him, and. it was :r:.ecessa:i:>,y to vmj.t until the blood 

had been absorbed. in his l:Lmbs before circumcision could. take 

~lace. Similarly if a child was too green, it was u sign that 

he i..vas clei'icient in "blood. and it waG necessary to wait until he 
3 

bee ame full-blo oc1ed. 

There was some difference of opinion with regard to post-

1rnnement of' cire1.J.mcision on a chj_ld 1.<'hose brothers had cliecl lJe-

cause of the 011erat:Lo11. Accorcling to H. S:lmeo:n b. Gamliel, if 

a mother c ircurnc i secl her first three sons and ·they died., she 

must not cireurnc ise J~lrn fou.r·th. Ral:Jl)i, however, whoso OJ) inion 

:vrevo.iled and became the Halacha, d.ec ln .. recl that if a mother 

c ircu.mcised her fir:':it tv;ro sons .'."m.d. they di eel, she mu.st :not cir-
4 

cum.else the thircl. nrn the case of ci:I:·cur~1cisionn, the Habbis 

a.eclared, 11 one can well unclerstuna. (wh~/ the 011erntion is a.an::;er-

ous with some ch:Lldren e.nd ;'ot vd th others) , since the mem1Jers 

of one family may bleed. profusely ,v1hile ~horrn of another :family 
5 

may bleed little~ '.l:'he reco~p.1ition that herecli tnry defic:iencies 

could end.n,nger the life of ii child, led. to the (::xtenD:Lon of t.h:Ls 

princiJ_ile even if it involved. tl:teCh:l.ldren of Bisters. In Sepp~· 

), or. C' t' .. . . n·.. • • f .. (.~. <~t·. '<O• ·tl· .. " j:' 1.1 L._, ne.re 1,e1e .. 0111 .,1"' e1 •. ,, 1.LlCE. o _ v,•hom had. circn:imc ise<l their 

chil.Clren aD.cl the,y a.j_ea.. ·when R. Sj.meon b. Go.mliel heard. of this 
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he cleclared thflt the fourth sister shO"uld not eirctunci~:;e her 
6 7 

child.. Hoi,vover, there is another aecou.nt re la tea. of H. Johanan 

·who clid not :follovr the action of R. Simeon 'b. C~rnnliel. It ha1)-

Jienecl that a vrnrmm came to R. J'oh::.i.11an i.·hLLe he \.'as i:n.. the f::yna-

gogue at Ma' on on the Dey of Atonement which fell on a Sab'lrn:th, 

in that year. She told him that the children of tTio of her sis-

ters had. 'both d.ied :Crora circumcision, and. her own child was to r)e 

circumci~ied tlu't cla,v. H. ~Tohano.n tolc1 her to go P.ncL e:Lrcumcise 

( hj_m. Abaye re1Ju1ce<l H. ~rohar.11.u1 for th:Lc, d.eclarJ.:ng Lho.:t he had. 

per;:::i tted. 11 fOrliidclen e.nd. cln.ngerou.s act-·-fOrlJ:Ldde:n lrneaUSG 8.S the 

third ch:ild v.'~'.S not IJermittecl to 1)e circurncisecl, the o:peration 

co1rnt1tu"te<l manual labor which is :feirlliclcle:n on the Sab'bath, and 

all -che rno:ce BO on a so:bbath that was tLe :Day of Atonement, 8.nd 

clangorous becau~rn the th:l.rd. child mig.:rt have diea. as a result 

of t!te ·OJlern.tion as d.i0. the other tvro. The rule ree;i:i,rdins si:::iters 

as it v:ar:; J..e:ter embodiecl in the Shulcha:n A:cuch, held as Ab aye clid, 

that if the children of twc sisterr:'l a.iecl becP,use of circumois:Lo:n, 
8 

t1'.e third_ sister nnrnt not ho.vc her ch:Lld .. cj_roumcisecL. In all such 

cases the cir(HJ.l~teisio:n vvas }JOstrJoned_ until n time ·when it vras 

f'elt ce:rtnin thctt the :Lndiv:Ld:ual ',·:i:.u:1 ntrong enouch to unclergo 

the o:perat:i. :n vrithout e:ndY.ngeriri.g hj.s life. 'I'he HalJM.s v;ero 

proba1Jl.Y 1..u1a-ware of the herea.i ta.ry i:rn:e1d.n2:;;0 of n clisense. like 

hemo:;;hilia. . Othe1":J:i.fJC the,y Y'ould no cloubt have guarded ancl. leg~· 

:Lslated against cLr-cuncision of' n.n,y male child.ren in v:hom· it 

inc; had been 'L:r·1:1nsm:Lttecl, and. the,y ,. o-l:Llcl :not hnve set u.r a ~prin-

ci1)1e whereby a hereditar,/ def:Loiency in the famil,y was proven 

only by the previous death of/two ohilclren. For it waf1 a Habbinic 

axiom the:t the 1:~avi:r1c; of lj.f'e SUI.lerseclec_l everythln[~. 9 



Nevertheless it was expected that one who had had his cir-

cumcision postponed for one of these reasons, wes obligeted to 

hove himself c ireur:rnisecl VJhen he attainec1 h:i.s majority. :Failure 
10 

to comply meant that he w-a~> culpa1;le of Kareth. 
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Notes to Chapter XIX 

1. Shab. l37a 

2. Sha"b. 134a 

~:.S. Not only is it dangerous, b1J.t Lt' were circumcised and he 

was not full- blooded, theI'e l\'o-: ld be no c ovennnt blood flovd.ng 

from the 1·.'oun<l, am1 cd.rcu@c is ion with out the fl.av: of covenant 

1)1ooc1 is j_nval:i.rJ. (lDf. So11.c:Lno 'f1o.lmuc1, Shabbath, 1i675 note 6) 

Similar to Aba,ye' s statement is the aceour:.t rel1:1ted. lW n.. 
:Natlrn.n; 11 I once v1si tec1 the sea t OVJTls f:tnd. s vrnma1f ame before me 

who ho .. cl circumcise<l her fJ.rfJt son r.:ncl he h:·d. clied, her seconc1 soh 

nnd he hacl. cliec1, and ·~.he third son ;3he brouc;l1 t ·to me. I smr that 

he wr:\s too reel 1::1:nd so I sa:ld. to her: V:ai t until his blood. is 

absorbed.. So shermitea. until his bloocL was absorbeiJ. and then 

cj.x•cumoii:.=rnd. him and. he lived.. On 8.J'.lother occasj_on when I vj_sitea. 

the J?rovhw e of Oi:q.:~[:adoo i~)., there was n woman vv-ho haa. borne three 

sonD rincl they '\Nere eirctancised and cliecL She circ1JJncisec1 the first 

anQ he d.ied., the second o.ncl he (lied. The tld:rcl ::-Jhe ln~ou;;ht to 

me. I S8;W that hiE; :flesh was green, s.rnl vilrnn I examined ldm I 

could see no evidence of the covenant blood in him. I said to 

her: Via.it until he is :f.u.11-lilood.ecl, and. then cireumcine. She 

waited. ancl then circumcisecl. him ancl :~e livecl, ancl they called. 

II 
him J5fathan the Ba 'bylonie.n after my name. ( Sh1.~,b. 134a( bot.) ; 

Cf. also Tos. Shab. 15(16):8) 

IJ. To s • Sh. a 1J • 15 ( 16 ) : 8 ; Ye lmm o "t.tl 6 4:b o 

5. Ye'bamoth 64."b 

6. Tos. Shab. 15(160:8; Yebamoth 64b 

8. Yoreh :Dealt, 263 



161. 

9. I:n Sh ab~ 132a H. El:lezer 1). Azariah makes the inte1'e :cting 

a.ecLuction that 11 i:f. circ1uncj_sion whioh :l11vo:Jves only one of the 

limlis .'f man, f'.UJ)e:rsede f3 the Sabba tb., lJ ort much the more so 

should the;; savins of life ( 1.'.'hi.ch i.nvolve::< the v:hole 'boc1y) n-u.:oer-

secle t1ie \Sa'bbatl:1. n rrhe Saboe:th\being the morcJt stringent of all 

:reltgj.ou.rJ 1'egu.la ti.orn:~, i.t naturally follov;s that the saving of life 

overrides all religious dictums. 

10. Pesahim 94,b. 



:x:x. Proeelytes, Slaves ~-,nd .AliemJ 

The prevailing view was that in order for one to become a 

proy1er 1n·or3elyte he haC'l to be circumc i rc:ed awl ~per:f orm rj. tu.al 

abli.::_tion. ~l1h:i.s \NT! r_; the view of n. IU,yya b. Ab1)a stated_ in the 

name o:f H. Johanan. Tireverthele.ss, R. InJ.iezer ae;reed j_n a :Bar-

aitha that if a proselyte had been circumcised but had not perfolm-

e~ ritual i,~J)lution, he v·as a rro1)er proselyte, vi.hile o:tJ. the other 

hand H. Joshua argued. that even if' he had. not ·been c:Lrc·urncised., 
1 

trut had performed ritual abb~tion, he was a proper proselyte. 

The Sagas, howeveT, caid ~hat in either case he is not a proper 

proselyte until he hai:.; a.one "bot.ii .• 

A man who cler:-Jirecl to l.)ecome a 1:-r·osel,yte vrar; :f:':i.r:::t tolcl of 

the many Cl.:i.saclvantages ancl cn1ffer:i.ngs. that came :from be inc E. ,Jevr, 

and. he· ·ws.s f1.lso i:nfor·mecl on some of t.~te mn;j or ancl minor cornDancL-

mentG. If he still :i.nsistecl on j oi:ning ·i,ho J"ev;~_s:b. :fold, he ·was 

immed.iatel.y c irou.nrn isea.. I:f an,y- Bhrecls whioh v:o·nld. re_, 'a.er the 

circumcision invalid. reme.i:necl, he v.ras eirc-rnucised. a seo!Qlncl M.me. 

IrnmecLiately after he ·was hea.J.ed he went throu;3h ritual ablution, 
3 

and after his ablutio~1e was deemed an Israelite in all respects. 

But al though he ·was cirm.rn1cisecl, if he failed to unclergo ritual 
4 

ablution, he was still reenrded aa a Gentile. 

It vms re};:orteO. ·i;hat R. Hiy;fa b. Ablw. orwe vis:L tecl the town 

of Ga-bla ancl there saw some Isr:- elite women v:'li.o had been m:rn,de 

rregna:nt ·b,y heathens 1·ho hacl been cirot.uncisecL but not immersed .• 

He re·-.ortecL the me:tter to H. Joho.nan, ancl the latter tolcl him to 

return to (}abla Emel cieclare to these v:ome:n that the1r ch:Lld_1·en 
5 

were illegitimate. 
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On the other hand, it was .helcl that a heathen who had under·~ 

gone ritual a'blution and had ci e:n01.:mc od idolatry v .. Tw d.eclartHi_ a 

v:Lich to be ci1·cumcisecl, at Ytl:lc~1 time 1e 1 as deeln,re(l a t\;ll 

prosel,yte. 13ut in the opinion of H. Jbhanan, a ger toshr,1.b who 

allovwd. trwlve monthr; to pass by- v.ri thout "beiJ'.15 circume:l.sed, nvlas 
6 

to be regarclecl as a heTetic among idoln.tors. n 

There v;i:w a clii'ference of or1nion between 13et.h S:1emrnai and 

De th HLllel vJi th r eEipect to 2 .. Jiroselyte who lrnd been c ircu.rrtc ifrnd. 

before 21is conver13ion. }3eth Sham:.,mj. held that e, fer.' drops of 

covenant blood r1£>~cl to be taken from J'd.i:i, v:hile Beth Hillel dee
? 

larecl. ~~his to be uru1ecessa:ry. 

Scripture ha<'l state::, 11He c, hut is born in thy house ancl he 

that is liought with money :needs mu.si~ be circumnj .. fJecl. 11 (Gen. 17:13) 

~l~his ·injunction was natu.rally taken to re:f.er to s18.VeB. },'I::le 

slaves as afu1e \'Jere cj.rm.1rw:i.secL imr:1ecl:'u::d;ely- after they· ha.cl been 

taught. Althougb.jthey- were :permi ttecl to eat of the J~assover 

offering on the rJr.,w is of E:x:od. 1~3: <!:3, they vrnre not, if the,y- had 

been b::::ught :from heathens, given th8 ffte.tus of full· Is re eli teEJ. 

Like v~men and children the; held an intormedi~te position in 

respect of the commandments, being compelled to observe nll neg-

·t· . ' .. ~ .,.., Hi a ' .f..., Cl n I 'i ') ... ~.-;it . . ' - .-, ,,,• t .· -'" .. r· ·r ( Y1 .·1 "( ,. J_ <.:• .1 .. 1 " t a J..VO co .. L.an .menu ... >, L".nc., ce1 a1n p.Sl lV( Cvm,n,J,, .. CLlGY1uu, v1<J, were 

not c.1.eterr:lined. l::ly the element o:f:' ti;,~o, such as recith1c the 11 sh ema 11 
, 

tefillb1, otc. 

If a slav-e who hacl ·be en bouc;ht from heathens d:l.Cl not ·• ish to 

resold immediately to heethens. So~e of the Rabbis differed with 

respeet to th:Ls. It V/D.S IY:intca. out that :Ln a certsJ.n town :Ln :.Pal

estine, V'herJlsl:".Ves V.'hG hoii l)een :ixu.rchased. b,; Israelites f':r.om hea-· 

thens I'8f'L""LCG,Ci. to be· n ~"ll"c·1 -1'Y1C ·1' secl ' • ,, •'-"· '- !o.L '. I '· , . ey ~ere ~etained by V1eir mas-



tcrs for twelve <nonths, ancl :i.f they still refusea. circu.mc:Lsion, 
D 

v:ere then resold to hea:thons. R. IBhmael an(l n. A1d ba di:ffered 

J .. h·' "' . r< t .• . •I-'"· .p ,.~ •• ,,.. 0·1.a. .. u ·t-t. ·t· ,., .,., c -· ~c 1 ·1 '" .... • G'" C'] av on v .L,) (J,Ue.:- J.o:n, ~·lC .1.0~.me1 LI. - lilt:> dln cl1 ·u.J1,ll ,,, __ ,;t,,J.S·<!. ,,. .. e 

could be reteined, the latter holding .hat he could not be re-. a ,, 
tained even for a d~y. 

On the .legal status of slaves, as it wr' s effected by cir= 

c1nncision, Tos • .A"bod.ah Zorah 3:11 giv!'rn the foLl.01:.'.ing: 11 l:f one 

lJought uncircmrncise1J. slaves from Gentiles ana. eircumc:lr;rn(l/them, 

' 
but cl:La. not :LmmerE1e -~:horn, ancl s:Lmi.le.rly if one ovmed J1ild.ren 

of female slavefl that v-ere hot immersed, v~lh.ether circumcJ.secl or 

uncirc11mcisecl, the:i.r t:cead.ing IJlace is unc.lean. What about 

the:i.r w:Lne'? In the case of an ad.ult it is forbidden (i.e., 

i:f an a(lult sl[~V'e ri.:.of.',aF'. oithor u.:'.cirnumciDec~ t,r had. not lJeen 

~l.l',·.1 1,·,"e'l~R~c~. +r.it1.c~'11e·c·.1 .. tl·1e •.·.·i.~ .. e~, l"J·s •1° 0 ~E~ wnQ f'o~b~dc~e1" Jt_O ]"crne"LJ'tco) • .. '' ~ v .l v • • . • .u u ._ L .... , c.ci;'...> , '"" ... , ..• 1. .l. ;., '· ~ ' . ,::> . L., • • ,_, 
1 

"but in. the case of minors, it is permi ttecl. And. v:ho :Ls an 8.{lult rf 

A3'.;yonc who remembel's or mont:Lons :i.c'.Lolatr,~,. a:n.cl serves it. R. ,Jose 

said: 'The legal status of Israelite Plaves even thou@1 circum-

c:LsecL, is tlw:l; of Cane.anitcs, thn:t is, :l.f the O'it:ner aclm:i.ts that 

the · are the child.:r·en of female slaveD v'ho heel Hot been :Lmmersed .• 

~;he legal status of circumc:Lsea. slaves of ]JJ'.'iests is :Jw .. t of the 
' 

Cuthea:ns. If lnrn:i.rcluncised. ··hey ere :·s Ger1.t1le::c·; _that j_s, i:C 

the :Lr owner a.cl.mi ts that the,y are t.:rn chil<lreJ:. of Oanaan:i. te f ernale 

slaves. 1I1lie legal ~3tf:<.tu.s of 1.=Jlayes of Gent1leE1, even i:f cj.rcum-

cisect, is that of Gentiles.tr 

Scr:Lptu;:"e hacl stet ell.: 11 l;ver,y man' fJ slave that is bought for 

money, thou. f:Jhalt ciJ.'c·nncise him, '.hon :::;hall he ee,t thereof. 11 

that a slave raay l.Je ciroi.:w:cinec. l\y force'? j[a1) maintained tha,t 



( 

the verse imJ?lierJ. this; but the f~OJ'.l of a :freeman, he acld.ed, may 

~ot be circumcised by force. 1o thic Ulla replied: "As you 

aclt'Ji ttecll).' rna,y not circumcise by :fo1·ce he son o:f a freeman, so 
10 

may- ,you not e :Lrcumc :Lse by :f.'01·c e Lhe slave of a 1nan. rr 

verrrn was ar)!lliec1 tqt each that a mt.'1.ster l'vho c1icl not circumcise 
! 

hJ.8 ;:·;ls.ve was forbidden to eat of the J?as~'over, just e.s the 

slave vms :forbidcten to eat of :Lt. Scripture ha(l statecl: 0 That:;. 

shalt circumcise him (i.c.,the 0 lave) then he shall eat thereof." 

V:ho, it was asJcecJ_, is mennt by 11he shall ent thereof 11 , the slave 

or the master? If it/refers to t :.e ~~lave, Scri11ture says else-

v1here ( Exod.. 12: f:l..,8): 11Uo 1n1c ircn1mcise<l :perD on ma,;r eat thereof fl 

tt.e maE;ter; i.e. , if he had slaves v.rLom he d.:i.d not circmrncise, he 
11 

himself is debarred from eating of the Passover offering. 

R. Ishmael, however, maintained that fai~ure to circumci8e one's 
l(.~ 

slavero;/did not d.ebar one :from eating of the J?as~-.,over offerJ_nc;. 

1I1he zonoral rule v.•an that n slave bought <:.ri th money was to 

be circumcised on the first day he became t~e proDerty of his 

master. But in Gen. 17 a:in1e1-:r twterses relating to the c:l.rcum

c:Lsior. cS'f sle .. ve" 'he.t seem to be in conflict vi1ith each other. 

Verse 12 reach:i: "And :i;.o txrn.t is eight clays old shall ·be circum-

oisecl. amonc you ••• he that :i.s born in the house or bouc::;ht r.::Lth 

mo:noy of mw foreic:ner, that is not of thy seecll1
, implying J;.:hat 

slaves r:hcther bcn .. lght vd th money or born i:n the me.ster' s house 

v:ere to 1Je c:irm:i.mc:Lse\'. on Ui.e ei_,-;hth d.aJ; i.e., on the ej.5hth 

{Lo.;1 a:C"ter "b:Lrth or on the eighth d.ay cfter rrurchnso. On the 

he that is bouc:ht ,.,i th mone;/ mu.f:t need.n 1rn c;i.rcumcised. n Since 

"f.J 

ff·: 
;:.: 

. ~. 
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\';'}~o the I' lJOu,~;h t vri th r:1c;:no;c/, or lJOr:n in tho houae nrn.st lJo c ircum-

elso(L on the i.e., on t~.e ~ny of birth or 

l r·> 
,:) 

OJ:'l. 

rointh:cc; ouL :f'our c1.isti:rw·· :Lons. If one buys n fcr:iclo ;:J.r:.ve ancl 

11 o·u.u e , ~. te ~c c~1. i :J~ cl be c omc s c, sJ..[1 v ... e 1) .:·~ X'Il :L:t1 t11.e }1 o·t1B c ,.··t1 o i. s e :t llCllFln= 

14 
ciGer on ·;;he d.gh·~h clnJ. If ohe d.ocs not \;m(lCI\~;o ri·c11aJ_ ~1.1:J-

lu.tion ?1C'1' chj_J.d 1)cc01~1Cf:'J o. sle.ve corn in the house '(''l1.o :i.s cLi:cl1r:1~ 

c:i.nccl on -CJ;e i.'L:st cl:.-,,y :"or t::;.le mother is not ·rot a JeFoss a:ncl 

heJ: chilCl. is '·he:ccfo:i-o not l:i.j;:o P Je' iDh-born j:n_f['.:i.1t. I
,, 

.}. 

the eb.il.c1 :i..s ;,· sl::i.vc 1; 1;11;)1t .._._.ith noncy ·.1ho is not 'bor:n ln the 

rnotlter rnd.cr,_;oec rt tur;,l ablut:i.on bef o::::e c:_;iv:Lng li:i.rth, is tl1.e e,!.:Lld. 

o nhil<l 1 mn:::~tor cloe::J :not orm. tllc 



held_ that ffllCfrt o.. ch:i..lcl is lil::e , 
16 

167,. 

:i.nf n.n t n.nr. cir-

In the cwDc r'herc one 1m.ys o., fe-

male slave on the cuncUt:Lon ·~hn:t she ';.DJ .. not ·bo subj ectoc:_ to 

the ritual liath, :naturall:,r ;·eT chilll :1.s rwt l:i.~.,:e 8, ,Tov:in:.1---lJorn 
1'7 

i:nfrc:rlt a,n(l lJ.e if3 C :Li'.'CUll\C ifJCCL 011 :J10 first d.ay • 
10 

One of the ~Luestions :ca:i.DEH1 b,f" -t;;,.o rabl,is 

com1;1anc.lment of c:Lrcumc:i.(Li.on v:r.rc inte:na.ec~ for the other nn·i<Lo1w 

or only for Israel. Scr:L:r;i·t'l:u.·e JJ.n'.J. t~-:ide r:rk.tecl.: 
19 

11 Tl,ou shi: .. lt 

}cce:p my· c ovonnx1t. 11 the 

e or:rr,1arn1mcnt of c ire '.~.me :L s1 or:. to Israelites, an(l the ace ona. to 'he 

other n~tions ·~o are sil dcacondo~ from 

11rni-10"1 n]'·10] i.; ".··e·O"" r;1V C cnrenant thou nncl 
..LJ.. VI,.. '··"· '. ·- ~ .n. .(;J V ' 

Scripture had said: "For in IanQc shall thy soaa be csllod"(Gon. 

l rJ Jq) • pr : ..... e~ ; l .. O., 11 thy· oee( after thee 11 re:C'orn to Isaac nnc1 h:Lo clN·:-

c1ir1 not :cefe:r to D.11 th.e 80'<'1 of I::~0,8J'' 1J1>.t 011.lJ to Isrncl. 

alf:-!O ·i;he EJOec:t of A1lra~1.am, v-rrnJ.d not circmmcir:iio:n. l:Je incum1J i'.1.t 

u1ioYJ. them? Ir:. G11ffvvc1· to this :Lt v:c,s n.rgue(l. that t::1e covenant 

~ 
' 111 ~ 

111 
!'l'i 
1!,11 

' 
•'1'1 

1:1!· 

I••) I" 1:11 
:!:! 
'l!, 
I 
I' 
{I, 
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21 
e:x:tc:nd.f' ( 0:1.::.;r to Atrol1n.m' s ov.:n r:;onn nnCl. ,-,o-C to the ix· d.c:i r:rn EJnclant s. 

r.ehuD oireurncio1on :i.s l:Ln:d.-tecl to I:n·acl alone. 

----------------------------~--~~~~ 



Notes to Chapter X.X 

vi cw· that the Im:<:~el:iter: vrho loft :r1;g,ypt, eltho<..1.{)1 c irc.n.:mw :Lrrncl, 

J?ermitte~l. to receive the '.'f.1orP.> c.i.t r:t. ;.ana:i.; i.o., -~o be :Ln:i.t-

CJJ.d. yet 1·;ore pc1·mitte\J. to enter J'l.lClD.ism by virtue of their h:::.i.:v·-

in~:; '\J.ndor:;onc ri tua.1 ablnt ion. 

2. Rabbi ~ns of the opinion bhat just ns Israel entered 

into the covenant lJy· three rites, circumcii::dGn (Gen. 17:l:f), 

l'rn1~e-1·~~c)~ (~~oc, ]o•ry) .LJ l.L ,, .. !-..':> • .'.- .LI. J.~.,:.. L 0 .... ;:J 0 u ' . rl <""" ~ . • .o .' ' .• n '"j ,. .1.. Y "'. + ( J<'v ''l <) •l ' ~· p ) an'-- c>c.101 J..i .. LC J."-"·- cl. vOllGLl.:..11. v _..,,_QC , ,,/.,:, ,)-o 

c• 0 c1''·; 0] '"1 ""!_ "'! tt ( -C-1 ,• _i:1~,~~ • 
•·-' ,:>J.i.e-.o ••.• L. ',e C~O • u .LI .L 1 , 

3. Yelmraoth 4,7 a (bot) 

5. I"bid ..• 

9. Ibid. 47a. In Llekilta Pish~ chap. 15, the stateaent is 

me/le in ·:he name of n. Isl1mael, "Ve fincl thnt o:,~e :i.~ :i;iermittecl to 

handmaid. ancl the ~ltJ:'IUJ.tjG:C ma,:/ 00 J'.'ef'resheC1T 11 (]~XO Cl. (.~{): 1?2) • 1J.10 

c1sr:;cl nlavcs, fo:c Scr:L:pture ca,:m, ·~~ho~· shalt o:Lrcnunciso llimr 11 

( ·r~-cr · .:I "] '' , tl '7 ) J.:..1 .• - Ou... . ... c"' ... :.tt) "If so, ~e ~as askoC, •· en doeo Scripture 
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\'.-;: ·_I 

saJ: 'Ani'l. ~he non o:f th,:· hanclmo..icl and. tLe strcnt:;cI' nw.y be :ccf -~ · 
' 1: 

-s' reshecl 1 ? 11 Iie replie{l, 11JTor this ::cer;.sou: supJlOSC .'l:iJJ im~stor 

btou.gJ..1.t him J?:d.rlay tov:ards e'fening anCL there v:<:,.s :not suf:~'icient 

time to cirm .. ~.rnc:lfrn hirn before it bccc,me cla:d::. ':Chercf'ore Scrip-

tu1·c at\?Tl '.A.rn'l the son of th,:l hcmrlmf..d.d may be re:f.rc she cl 1 rr. 

( :i.. e., "<-he ur.wi:ec11meised. r:=;lavo may be rrrefreshed. 11 or retninecl 

onl,y 1nt~;il t:w Sc'1Jbeth encls hut .if he r3tLLl remains ·uJ1 .. oircum-

• :j " "} ,.t..,. ' a J f L't 'lc.-1· 1 _) .. , 1'("-! .• f' ,,, d ' cii:wct . .t~.e may oe ro,uaJ.ne. no .... onger, :or ·:,.1c ,.,10.J, ve.r .. ,~1eo. s, 

11 f.iix days shalt thou d.o thy Forlc hnt on the ocve:nth dD..y ~-·L.rlt 

thou reD t, ... that the son of th,y handrnaicl anCl. the ctran[~er may 

be refrer'>hedY) 

:! 10. Yehimoth 48a; Yerushalmi Ye1:Jarnoth 8: 1 

12. Mokilta ibid. 

13. Shal:l. 135'b 

l•l. rrb.e chilcl' S r:iother 'b,y 'LU:Hlert;;oinc; :r:i.tual ablution has 

bee ome 1:Uce a J ov:cr~c ana. :ubj ec t to all the la vrn j.J':cm:1ber1:l; llJlOll 

Je~esscs. Thus on the basis of Lev. 12:2-3 she becomes defiled 

ccn1:finement is ci:rc'\.,w~cise:~. on the ei~;hth clay. j3ut :J.f t~rn nother 

cl:i.cl 1wt take the ritual ·bath, r::ihc iE'J not ffU.1:Jject to the la .. ,·,s 

the first day. Thus in S~ab. 135a ll. Assi mo~es t~e stateme~t: 

11He · l.L01:<0 10tlter :Ls def·, :LeC. throu,:;-:1 confinement mu.st ·be c··. rcum-

ci~rnc1 at e:Lght clays, but i:.e 1,11-:.ose mother ir-:i not c'Lofi.locl. throue;h 

c n:f:Lneme:nt is not c:i.rouncii::rnc'l o:n. c oit;l:~th clay becatrne :i.t :Ls 

BO~:Ld: 'Le a y;onw.:n e ncoi ve seed. an<i bear a nan ch1lcl, then ··he 
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f:-1hall be u.:r:clean seven d.a;rs ••• and. in the e:Lt;hth clay ~he n.e sh 

Of, .~.,J·.~~ ·"01··e 0 '"J':r1 s't1•iJ ~ ")" ci'·r.'"""·1·1c·'1 "'G'1 1 nffL"V · ·1 <)•" '7 ) . ~~ ,..,, J.. . 0 .. h.. .. . . ~ . ( .1 .... • L l t... ~ ~. C. U .. ! ~. o · \. (.. e \, J.,, . 1' e11 ~. C....J • (v"""' V In-

c o:nfinement. is one v.:hose chi1c1 hrt~» be en extrac"-:;ec~ . thro1c.~:)1 Lhe 

caesarean Ernction or a Gentile \'':man v•ho becomec: a, vroselyte the 

d.r.:,y after her chilcl :Ls 1Jor:n. Abe.ye took oxcerJtio:n. to :i~. As Di's 

statement ancl pointe('. out ( i 1;:Ld.) that 1)e:fo:re t';e law ·,:a::., c;i ven 

at Sinai, ::ne mothers \".'ere not ,; cf· 1ec1 t:1.rough c~onfj_nemcn t, :rn.d. 

yet their child.ren ·;ere circu.mcised o:n t.fle oi,:c;:hth d.a;,c. ~Do this 

R. AssjJreplied tlw:t i:.'!J.ion the ·"orah we s given a ne\·· lor.' ;ras cle

ore ed rnQ the practice of former generrtions clid not ar~ly to the 

:nei:; law. Against t:tis it ar:: argued. tf.iat the cei e .. re car: es ·where 

the r;10ther j_s not cte:filecL ·i:hrough c: onfi:neme:nt, a:na. ye': her child 

is c ircumc i secl on Lhe eighth cla,v. Such a cr'.Se is a mother i,.r;:i.orrn 

child. ha::-i "been extracted. tlu·o-c1.c;h the caesarea;1 sect:LorL. Both H& 

lic:ma ancl n. Hiyya b. ](ab, al ;,ho-c1ch they d.:Lf:f01·eC 011 v;:wther such 

a ch:Lld. eoulrl be circuuciGo~l on the SablJe th, neverthelefrn, a5reecl 

thnt '1 . • ras c ircur:ic :Ls ion :;nJz:o ~; IJlac e o:n the cl,~;l-:cth clay. 

15. SnlJ. 13fib 

l E. 1··1·)i d C~·1" 1':1": .. :1· ~~ ·- L1E'·11 11' 1re·· ,,.,.·, ,-,e -'·e" ,-,l, ei:-' 11 r··0L"' <)·:·1,_e- l,·\"i_,yr-1 .. J9 • ~ e ,.,....,.J.\,;;, .._,.;.Lilli -~)., •. l- ~,,I'\., 'l;.,,.0 1.J Ll.o·_,J.L~t...)) "'" - ...JL ..,,. 

.. , J" } h • 0 'l.EL::~a.11 says, 

'IIo is ci1·cumciso~·: o:n t~1.e oic;hth cla,y, 1 and. J:c. Hamn b. R •• Jone~ph 

n:nd. s,.-,muel also SE~J, TQn Lhe eighth a.ay 111 • The :Biblical banis 

Lere is Gen. 17:12 

17. Sn'b. l?·Eib 

18. f:lanh. 59"b 

19. G~n. 17:9 and Lov. 12:3 

20. Gen. 2fi:lf 

21. Jn:x:c c:rrt o:r eou.~cse, tho clesc end.an tr, of Isa;~ c tl1rm1c;h .rao ob. 



XXI Circu.rnc isic>n a.nu Iie:r.rosy 

One of the :problems of a purelJ theoretic:·]. :nab1ro thnt 

the ~.n.b'bis had to co:nte:rnl v;-i th in eonncntion v.ri th ci1·cu,rncisi.on, 

) V.'as the aJ)],iear:::.nco of a n-bahereth 11 or br:Lc;ht spot on t>e fore~· 
1 

' \,:: 
;_, 

skin. 

f'J:1cl Sc:c:Lpture hc.c1 stater· , n~L'ake heell in t~ne i1lague o:L 1e})l'OSJ 11 

of couroe, to a br:L:;ht SJ:Jot thnt ml,ght be cl:i.seovere'1. on D.nf ~pe.rt 

of t?w boc
1
y. 'L'he theoreticn.'.,.l l:rcbJ.em ihcre:L'o::-·e bee· me one ()f 

f:Lnding a Pcntateu.chal basiR for eYcluding tho foreskin from this 
2 

injUJ1.ct:Lon. ]:1he MiG>nah had alread.y pe1·mitted a 11 baherethrr to 

bo removed. fron tl-:e tiJ? of the :L'orec;k:Ln n.t c:i.rc11mcision. '.i:iJ.1e 

l'cn ta tetwhal basi r was founcl in :.:1:10 v.or(J. 11flesh 11 ~- 1 "l1lrn flesh of' 

hiD :f:'o:cosldn shall [)e cj.rcumcised 11 --~ 11 fles'i 11 · is i::;tate6 to inti-

mate that the '.'oreskin must 'bo eut m'a.,' even i.rhon f.c. 11 baher•eth n 

is tho1'c. 'I1lrn verse, 11 ~L1e.ke he eel in tho J::lla[-;uo of lepros,yt1 applies 

to the otlrnr leprous S})ots on J.c?10 bocly, exclucli:nc the foreskin. 

J.l:ence c:i.l'Cl:UllCision ffU])Ol'SC<les lep:r'Of3Y • 

Anothe1· ori:tnion, hoi,'rever, held that 1t can 'bo i:nferre(1 that 

c ircumcd.s i o:n m:qrnrsedes le:pros,y :f:'rom the :f:'ac t t.br· t it rn'.:pernecles 

;,_ the Sab1)ath. And. since :Lt mlpersedes the Sa'bbath which is strin-

i .... 1 •·· . • 

gent, hoi:: nnwh the :1o:r.·e so loJ:irorJJ. '.!.'hus 5.L is not neces~~r:.rJ to 

have a JJiblic--1 verse. In answer to thir:: :i.t was u1·guecl: Ho';: 

is core stringent since it au~ersedeJ 1]10 sacrificial service and 

the sacrificial servioe surerr::ec1e: '.Jrn ffoJilln.t.h. 'I1her0fore, it 

Vl'as necesca:c;yc for ~fori:pture to fJte_~;c T1fJ.eE1h" to intimate that even 



i-., 

-i 

baGis of e Biblic~l verse. 

Still another o:;:l:Lni on r:as presented; namely, th:~.t U; c ~.~n be 

inferreci thn.t circumcision ffG-l)c~rse0.0::;1 leprosy becr:mse the in-

juxwtion to circ1.:-:r::cise is a :i::ositive com:'iand, rhile Lhe :i.nj1rn.o-
4 

tio:n not to ci.1t off' n. bric;ht rot :Ls a :negative corm:m:nd.; and 
f...,,,,.,!>:<._ .. ~.<"-'". -'·. 

vrhen therea:i.~e a positive aml negntive commanrl in op:()Osit:i.on to 

each other, the :r~ofd ti ve c omrna:nd super~rnc1es the :nec;ntive. An 

wnu rointecl out that I)ont. 2<1::8, the basis for the injunction 

agai:m~t cu' tinf; rc\v;a,y a bright s:pot, has in it both A :9ositi.ve 

. and a negn.tive co~:c•P.ncl.--(the :negative clm1se i '" • • 0. 

in the J?ltc',gue of lepros,y·;ffthe positive: 11 thnt thcru. observe 

a.ilir;entJ.yll)--·ancl. a J)Ositivc oornmanc'l may only su~9crsede a neg~· 

a·:.:Lve command liy itself, ,.ncl not v.tien the ne;;ativo conrnmnd which 

it supersec.les has a J)Ositive comrnr3,x:i.d [·;.ttc.che;1 to it 1.1lso. rJ~here-

:fore, the a:cgurnont c onti:nueB, it was necesns.r,y for Scripture to 

state "flesh 11
, intimatine that the flesh of .e foreskin may be 

c i.rc-cunc i seci. even v:hen a nbsheJ.eth 11 is the:ee. 

~1:1.nce the term 11flesh 11 tau::;ht that circrc.mc1sion f3U:t1erErnc~ed 

le}?rosy, :Lt wa::; c.greed tJ.w.t it couJ.(l ·be apr;liec'l in J.Le c~".se of an 

ad:i.:tlt who hac'l. a b:d.ght npot on the foreskin, ancl also in the 

case of an in:f1111t, for in the ve:rTef3 comnr..ncLLng ci:rcmm.c:ls:Lon to 

t11J"" oc11-.t.J·t· 11nd· J~o ·,_.l··e i·,·1f-nl'.i·t· • V > ~ • .. c.., ~ lJ l; .... J. ,1 -'-' _ ~ r_.., , ' the term n:elesh 11 ap:pea:e:~;. Thus 

Gen. 17:14 (1J1ich L~e Rabbis interp~eted as being the special 

verse commnncl:Ln,:; clrcumcisio:n to an ad.ult ':;hose :Cathor haci not hacl 



him circumcised in child.hood) :r'eacls, 11And. the 1:mc ircumc hrncl rilale 

who is not circumciseQ in the flesh of his foreskin, that soul 

shall be m.'.t off' from his Similarly with reference to 

the circurnoision o:f.' an infant (3cri1?ture otates, 'U\:nd j_:n the 

eighth a.ay the f~g- of lLLs foreskin shall be cdrcurncisea .• t1 (Lev • 

~rlrns in the case of both the ad:ult nnd the . ·L:nf"'n"· 11 fl O· c;J·1 11 l' ~~ ~ . t... v , _:.... .. .:......,~,.'..... Q 

to incl.icate that a noahereth n on the :Core skin may· be cut 

off in the rite of circumcisLm. But is there a Scriptural basis 

to teach the same regarding an as yet u:nclrcu.mcisecl ehild of 

i11terrned_iate age (i.e. , a ch:i.ld betwer:::l'.l. eic..,;ht clays r:nd tl1.Lr.teen 

tb.e see at vfuich he attains his majority and 

reaches.the r:':tat'lrn of an aclult :: ? The verne vrhioh D.r}::J.ie::J to the 

circurneision of a chLLd of intermecliate age is the general com-

m"IJ:'ld n··,..~er··- ''l"]'- "!'1 l't(" you '"'11r·l, be· CJ"·i·c1 11rnci··~·e·.:i 11 (Gre·"·1 1'7··1r'' 'o ~ •. Liv· .J Llu.,-:) 0.1 : .. 0 . u!.c ..... .L , •.. ,,, l.l ,, __ ,. , .. J
1

• 

does not appear here. Hov then can it be 

inferred that in his cac·e' too, circumc:_sion supersedes le:prof.Jy? 

A.Daye gave the anmver by stating that it can ·be :inferrecl 

f'I~OlTl t]1e other tvvo (the ad:a.lt ancl the infant) combined .• It 

cannot tJe :Lnferrec~ from the verse s,iYplying to the ad.ult alone, for 

there is a penalty of being 11 cut off from his people" in his case. 

And :Lt cannot be inferred from the ca[·.e of rm e 1~~L ~Q~ o"Ld ~Ln·fonL . -'--t'.:?-·-L U U..u,J .. • •.• c,;, LI ' 

since in his case circumcision However, 

the feature thr;t is e onu":':on ·~o both the adult and tLe i:n:fant is 

Urn .. t thej" rmJ.s t be e ircumc :L sez1 and -that t.i1ey su.pe:csede le}):t'osy, 

si.:nc e in both verses ti10 term H:flesh 11 a:p:pear~~. T;.rnrefore all 

who rm1st 

it is t"ln i:n:f ant who is nir 1-~umcd.sed. at t:1.e pro_rer t1me, or a child. 

o:t' :i.ntermeC iate ancl a~1 ad.ult r:ho are not cirnu.mcised. at the 

Tiro1rnr ti.mo. •· ~ 



Notes to Chapter XXI 

11 .. ~r.he fu.11 clL:rnussion of thir:i su1)j ect i.s car:r.iecJ. 011 in 
,. '1 

Sh:~b. 132b, 133a. Other references are H. Nc~gaim 7: 5; Y. Neclarirn 

~:s:9; Bezah Bl). 

2. Negaim ?:ts 

4. J)eut, 21.:1::8 11 Take heecl :Ln t;1e rilD,t3ue of leD:L'ODy. 11 rJ~he 

ex:presf' . .d.On 11 Take hcec:L 11 is talce:n to be negative. 
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XXII. Conclusion 

The many references ·to circumcision from ·the various 

Jewish sources that have been cited here, indicate oonclu-

Ed vely the primary religious character and significance of 

this ancien·t law and. practice. One may conclua.e unhesi ts.t

. ;;;.~· ingl,y that there is no 'significance to circumcision other 

than a }?urely relj.gious one. The prae tice of th hi ancient 

rite has always marked some form of relationship with ·the 

deity.. It seems never to have "been a :pt1rely ethnic J>rac-

tice. Certainly it was an acrb whereby the :Lndi v:LCL"ual vm.s 

ini tiatect into the group, but of grea.ter importance was the 

belief that it made for a bond. between the group tts rt 

whole and the deity, a:nd hence 1;ety~reen t1~.e ina.i viclu.al and 

the ·deity. 

Whatever the import. of' circumcision in the pre-

exilic 13iblical era, whether as a :pre-marital condJ.tion, 

or as a rite tht:..t grew o"Cl.t of an earlier reclemptio:rary. 

form of child sacrifice, or as a ceremony that had a close 

connewtinn vd th the annual l?aSfrnver celelJration, in all the 

Biblical }?asi;..rn,ges that suggest these co:nc 1 usions, there i~3 

a: clear-cut asr:n:unption tJ:u:i:t in the performance of the rite 

the will of the clei ty was being carried 01.l."b. 

By the time the J)ost-exil:i.c }?riestly account tn Gene-

sis 17 was wrj_ tten clovm, the :nature of the c ircumc is ion 

a.ct as a mark of :i:ela\.ionshi:p between Israel ancl Cfocl .t1ad 

alread.y been clearly· formulated. It was the sign of a 

•I' v , 



--177-·~ 

// 

,,,...,,~, 

v 
cli vinely ordainea. covenant, 1:1 eovenant which entailed the L. 

acceptance aml worship of Gtod by Isrt=.lel, and in :ret-µ.rn, 

the d.i vine p:t>ornise that ·the seed of .Abraham wou.lcl he mul

tiplied. exceed.ingly and be elevate(l Lo greatness, and that 

the land of fl.anaan would be their everlaE:i;j_JJ.g J;:>os~:iession • 

.Adclecl to 'Lhis was the threo.t of a.ivine punishment to any 

indiviclual who neglected. to unclergo circume:Lsion
1
on the 

gro1md. that hefiad broken the covenant of Goel. ':L1here is 

every reasan to believe that even at the time the Priestly 

document was pennecl., it was already established. that cir-

curn.cj_sion was a sacramental aet in the life of every male 

indi v.id.ual in the community and that the })erformance of 
,.... 

this act insured ·the continuous cove1w..r1·t relationship be- t,./_/. 

twee11 _the oommu:hity ancl its God. 

The succeeding ages dj.d not in any way alter thj.s 

viev\', but merely embellishecl j_ t with new content, empha-

sizing more elaborately the great importanree of circum-

cision, especially in times when the ritefn~s under attack 

or in a state of neglect, and regulating more specific·ally 

its praotice a:nd limitations. 1l1:he author of the Book of 

Jubilees, J.i ving in a periocl whe:n i;he Hellenic j_.nf'lnence 

caused rrnme Jews to regarcl circumcisio1flith mocker,y, stresses 

the religious character of the rite, describing it as an 

fleter1nal o:rclina.nce, ord.a:LnecL and written on the heavenly 

tab.lets. n The :neglect of' circn:uncision by anyone, accord-

i:ng to this writer, meant that there was :no sign 011 him that 

he was t:t1e I1ord' s: Because of its d.i vine charao ter, f'ailuve 

to comply with the law 1:'/as sufficient grou:n.d for one to be 

slain and. rooted out of the earth. '.Che fa:nt~1stic cla:tm 



ma(le by· the author of Jul:iilees that even the angels were 

circumcised., ·was but a zealous vm,y ci'f stating the great 

importance of' the law a:r.td of G·o cl' s grEH.:1.t plea.sure in 

its observance. 

1I111e actiorl. taken ·by some of ·bhe Hasmonean kings h1 

forci 1)ly circumcising neighborin.g peoples as a J?l'Oselytizing 

act again proves tr1e primary religious character of the 

rite, and speaks against any view which makes of circumcision 

a J)ractice of an ethnic or racial character. The attitude 

toward slaveEJ and. proselytes who entered wilfully into the 

fold, gives the same proof. 

The treatment given to the subject of circumcision by 

·the Habl'"iis, both in Aggada and Halacha, flows logj.cally 

from the B:L blical law. The chief concern of the Rabbis was 

to obey and, :follow as li teral.l,Y' as possi lJle the I)e11:tateuchHl v/ 
law, and. to regulate it ao as to make it most applicable 

along prao·tical lines. Like all Pentateuchal laws, ci:rcum-

cis:i.on was to be sorupulou.sly observed. because of j:Ls cli v-

ine origin. No other justification was needed. It was a 

Pentateucha.l ordJ.nanoe and that in i l.iself was rmffic:Lent. 

When Christians and heretically m:Lnde(l J"ews arguecl tJrnt 

·bhere vre1.;e righteous men before Ab:r.ahttm ':.·ho were u:rrnircum-

oisea., the Habbis i11 the Aggnda countered with :freg_uent 

play on the word. 1 :/ (, that God's command alone was su.ff-

ic ien t reason for 11:phoJ.CLing the practice and the law. 

Nevertheless ,the Rabbis did attempt to look for the Ditine 

purpose in legislating ciroumoisio11 to Abraham and hls 

descencla11ts. 'rhis they found in the very :passage where 
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the law was most ex:plici tl,y stated, in the comman(l ·to 

Abraham, 11Walk "before me ana.. be thot1. perfcct. 11 Circum- /' 

o:Lsion, the Ral:Jbis ooncJ:uded, was a:n act that made :for L_,,, 

bodily perfection, the foreskin being a blemish abo~e 

all blemir:ihes. It was God'(~ int;entio:tl thf.:ii; .Abraham and. 

his descendants become perfect. 'l1he Habl:Jis spa.reel no 

word.s in praise of the practic~e, goh1g so far as to state 

that bu·t for it the world. v1oula. not hav-e been created., a.ncl 

making ·the claim that ha(l Abraham not accieptec1 the law, 

Goel would have destroyed the universe. 1I1he mrmy Aggadio 

statements telling of the t:<avi:ng :powers of c ircumoision, 

especially in the hereafter, are likewise attempts to 

stress the great importance of the law
1
a:nd a method ibf 

enoouragi:ng its observance. Bo .. t the· many arguments that 

the Rabbis gave in m::in)Qrt of circumci:::do:n, some of them 
Ji 

read'ing fantastic proportions, were but secorHlary- to the 

:t'1.mdamental princi:i;ile that circumcisj.on was a Pentateuchal 

orclinance whose orig:L:n wa~3 di v:i.ne and hence obligatory 

on every Jew. 

In the Halacha, the Rabbis for the most part attempt 

to clarify the law and to state its limitations. Occasion-

ally, s,s in the oasEJ of J?eiiah, where no direct Scr:ip·tu.ral 

supJJOrt could be foux1d to uphold. a riract.ice or custom that 

had become a part of the institution of circumcision, they 

tried to :f.j_nd. this/sum;ort 'by the use of her;::::eneuti.c prin-
' 

c:L1Jles and by attributing hidclen meax1J.ngs to Scriptural 

wordr::J and 11hrases. In therJe respects the treatment given 

t1circumcision in the Halacha was no different from that of 
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any other f\tnd/'.J.mental Jewish law or :practice. 

Much of the Halachic material is teJrnn up with resolv-

i11g seeming cnflicts between the law of circumcision ancl 

some other Pe~ta~euchal ordinance. Thus the case of a 

circumcision which falls 011 a Sabbath or Festival cl1o1,y, End 

the acoorrrpanying problems involving the :preliminary acts 

in the circumcis1on, or the case o:f I'"' child who is :not nor~ 

maJ., loom as ·the most importa:n t. I:n all these pro"blems, 

many o:C which were of' a purel,, theoretic al ns.ture, the pri

mary concern c)f the Habbis war:; to obey the Scriptural 

e,nd. oral l~a.w, anc1 hence it was :necessary for them t°fveigh 

and sif'·t every allusion 1;\nd ififilrv.ence and suggestion that 

Scrj.pture or the oral la.·~v gave .. 

Thus, s.lthough ·the subject of cJ.rc'llmc:i.sion in Jud.a.ism 

has many sides arnl faeete, they nre all but aspecti:: of 

one fu11damental id.ea, that c:lrcu.mcision is the sj.gn of 

a divinely ordained covenant, and. that its observance is 

a fulfillment of God 1 s w:i.11. 
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