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Chapter 2 

THE LIFE OF THE FLESH IS IN THE BLOOD 
The Meaning of Bloodshed in Ritual Circumcision 

Leonard B. Glick 
Professor of Anthropology Emeritus, Hampshire College, Amherst, MA, USA 

Abstract: 
of the temple, the only remaining candidate for a blood sacrifice was 
circumcision. The circumcision rite began with emphasis on the idea of 
covenant; the rabbis retained this but superimposed sacrifice of the infant’s 
genital blood as a redemptive rite. Circumcision still meant foreskin removal, 
but now it also meant ritual bloodshed. 

INTRODUCTION: “A NECESSARY PART” 

In a December 2000 letter to a Toronto newspaper, a physician-mohel 
named Aaron Jesin objected to having been misquoted in an article on 
circumcision published several days earlier: “I did not say that ritual 
circumcision causes no bleeding,” he wrote. “Some amount of bleeding is a 
necessary part of the ritual circumcision. To suggest that I do them without 
any bleeding is damaging to my reputation in the Jewish community.”1 

Jesin was correct; bloodshed is indeed an essential feature of every ritual 
circumcision. Although some ritual circumcisions nowadays are accompanied 
by comforting homilies and cheerful banter intended to distract attention 
from the physical reality of the proceedings, the authentic rite, as conducted 
by Orthodox mohels, accords full recognition to the fact that the infant’s 
genitals have been made to bleed. Yes, foreskins must be removed, but even 
when there is no foreskin, blood still must flow. A prospective male convert 
to Judaism who is already circumcised must nevertheless undergo a ritual 
circumcision, called hatafat dam brit, “shedding the blood of the covenant,” 
in which a drop of blood is drawn from his foreskin remnant.2 
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But consider this: the foundational text for Jewish circumcision, Chapter 
17 of Genesis, does not mention blood. And although it might be said that 
sacrificial bloodshed is implied when a foreskin is removed, the emphasis of 
the chapter is clearly not on sacrifice but on covenant. The Lord tells 
Abraham how he must seal the covenant that will endow him with abundant 
progeny and a huge land grant: “you shall circumcise the flesh of your 
foreskin,” he declares, and “throughout the generations, every male among 
you shall be circumcised at the age of eight days.” Nor is there reference to 
blood in the brief injunction in Chapter 12 of Leviticus, which simply 
repeats the same message: “on the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall 
be circumcised.” 3 
Several connected questions arise: If bleeding is essential in a ritual 

circumcision, why is there no mention of blood in the biblical texts? Is it 
possible that bloodshed was only incidental in the original version of ritual 
circumcision, but achieved greatly heightened significance later? If so, when 
did this happen, and why? 

1. COVENANT 

The belief in a covenant between the Lord and the Hebrews began long 
before anyone heard the story of Abraham’s covenant as described in 
Genesis 17. To explain this, I have to say a few words about how the first 
part of the Hebrew Bible (the Torah, or “Five Books of Moses”) was 
created. Although no one can be certain about details, biblical scholars now 
generally agree that the five books consist of four distinct segments, 
composed at various times and eventually combined around 500 BCE. They 
label the texts J, E, D, and P. For our purposes, those that matter are J, E, and 
P. J and E were written around 800 or 900 BCE; P, the final segment, was 
composed by a temple priest, or perhaps several priests, around 500 BCE, 
and was blended into the earlier texts.4 The dates are obviously approximate; 
the significant point here is that J and E are substantially older than P. 

The first time we learn about the Lord’s covenant with Abraham comes 
not in Chapter 17 of Genesis but in Chapter 15. The story is nearly the same 
in most essentials (a promise of immense reproductive success and a 
generous land grant) ⎯ but with one crucial difference: Genesis 15 says 
nothing about circumcision. Only in Genesis 17 does Yahweh demand that 
Abraham seal the covenant with circumcision. Genesis 15 is a J text; 
Genesis 17 is a P text. In other words, the original story of Abraham’s 
covenant antedates the version with circumcision by several hundred years 
⎯ meaning that belief in covenant long preceded the connection between 
covenant and circumcision. 
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1.1 Blood of the Covenant 

Most Jews nowadays associate the idea of covenant almost entirely with 
circumcision. But there was another early covenant narrative, far more 
comprehensive than Genesis 15, and more momentous for the development 
of Judaism: Yahweh’s covenant delivered to Moses at Sinai, when the 
Israelites learned about the almost innumerable laws and regulations they 
would now be required to obey. The story of that covenant never mentions 
circumcision, but it does include a dramatic scene of blood sacrifice. The 
Sinai narrative is complex, since it consists of several texts composed at 
different times and later woven together; but for our immediate purpose the 
most significant passages are in Chapter 24 of Exodus. This is an E text, 
written, we recall, sometime around 800 or 900 BCE. In other words, 
although the account of the Sinai covenant necessarily appears in the biblical 
narrative sequence much later than the one about Abraham’s circumcision, 
the actual text was composed centuries earlier. And what we learn from that 
text is that belief in blood sacrifice as a way of confirming a covenant long 
antedated the idea of a relationship between covenant and circumcision. 

Here is the relevant part of the Sinai narrative. Moses first instructed the 
Israelites on “all the commands of the Lord.” Then he erected an altar at the 
foot of Mount Sinai and assigned several young men to sacrifice bulls “as 
offerings of well-being to the Lord.” Following the sacrifices he completed 
the ritual: 

Moses took one part of the blood and put it in basins, and the other part 
of the blood he dashed against the altar. Then he took the record [sefer, 
“book”] of the covenant and read it aloud to the people. And they said, 
“All that the Lord has spoken we will faithfully do [we will do and 
obey].” Moses took the blood and dashed it on the people and said, “This 
is the blood of the covenant which the Lord now makes with you 
concerning all these commands.”5 

Here, then, we have a biblical text, several centuries older than Genesis 
17, which plainly unites blood and covenant in a single compelling image. 
Sprinkling blood on the altar was customary practice in temple sacrifices. 
The distinctive event here was splashing it on the assembled Israelites 
(perhaps only men, although the text says am, “people”). This was a rite of 

6

Aside from a single late exception, this is the only biblical passage 
containing the term “blood of the covenant.” (The exception appears in the 
book of the prophet Zechariah, 9:11: “You for your part, have released your 
prisoners from the dry pit [i.e., a dungeon], for the sake of the blood of your 

purification and consecration; the sacrificial blood sanctified the partici- 
pants, rendering them fit for reception of the covenant.
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covenant.”7 Zechariah lived in the sixth century BCE, but the dating of this 
passage is uncertain.) 

The Sinai narrative tells us that sacrificial blood validated, or confirmed, 
the most consequential of all covenants. Why, then, was Abraham’s 
covenant sealed only by foreskin removal? I think the answer lies in the 
nature of the religion instituted by the priests who composed Genesis 17  ⎯  
the religious system we now call Temple Judaism. 

2. TEMPLE JUDAISM: SACRIFICE  
AND CIRCUMCISION 

I said that the P text, which includes Genesis 17, was composed by a 
priest or priests, sometime around 500 BCE (when they were also integrating 
all four texts into the Torah). Bent on establishing a male-centered theocracy 
devoted to the exclusive service of Yahweh, the priests instituted a tightly 

they themselves, hereditary priests, were the only persons qualified to 
perform sacrificial rituals in the Jerusalem temple ⎯ rituals centering on 
blood as offerings to their ever-vigilant deity. 

2.1 Offering Blood to Yahweh 

The essential component of every temple ritual was animal sacrifice. 
Priests sacrificed cattle, sheep, goats, and fowl, splashing blood on the altar 
and sometimes even daubing it on their own faces and garments. Blood was 
the vital element, the substance that redeemed those who had transgressed, 
pacifying Yahweh and appeasing his terrifying fury. For example, in 
Leviticus 4:3-7 (a P text), the Lord, speaking through his intermediary 
Moses, provides instructions for sacrifice of “a bull without blemish” by a 
priest who has “incurred guilt” (albeit “unwittingly”), “so that blame falls 
upon the people”: 

He shall bring the bull to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, before the 
Lord, and lay his hand upon the head of the bull. The bull shall be 
slaughtered before the Lord, and the anointed priest shall take some of 
the bull’s blood and bring it into the Tent of Meeting. The priest shall dip 
his finger in the blood, and sprinkle of the blood seven times before the 
Lord, in front of the curtain of the Shrine. The priest shall put some of the 
blood on the horns of the altar of aromatic incense, which is in the Tent 
of Meeting, before the Lord; and all the rest of the bull’s blood he shall 

regulated society emphasizing repentance for sin (whether willfully com- 
mitted or not) and avoidance of ritual pollution. And they claimed that 
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pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering, which is at the entrance 
of the Tent of Meeting.8 

Twice the priest is instructed to display the blood “before the Lord,” to 
emphasize that, although priests may eventually eat sacrificial beef, blood 
belongs solely to the Lord. 

In another passage in Leviticus (also a P text), Yahweh makes it 
absolutely clear that all blood belongs to him alone: “And if anyone of the 
house of Israel or of the strangers who reside among them partakes of any 
blood,” he warns, “I will set My face against the person who partakes of the 
blood, and I will cut him off from among his kin. For the life of the flesh 
[basar] is in the blood, and I have assigned it to you for making expiation for 
your lives upon the altar; it is the blood, as life, that effects expiation.”9 

2.2 Offering Foreskins to Yahweh 

Although Genesis 17 contains the first mention of circumcision in the 
Bible, ritual circumcision began long after the supposed lifetime of the 
mythical Abraham (who is said to have lived around 1800 BCE).10 That 
happened only around 500 BCE, when the temple priests redefined an 
ancient custom as a mandatory rite of initiation into their theocracy. 
Circumcision of male children (but probably not infants) had been practiced 
for centuries, by Israelites and their neighbors, as an offering of part of the 
child’s penis — a gift to whatever deity reigned in his time and place ⎯ 
perhaps to protect the child from evil spirits or to redeem a first-born son 
from actual sacrifice. At times it may have been a father’s personal sacrifice 
on his own behalf.11 But circumcision was not required of anyone; the 
decision to circumcise was made by each father individually.  

The Judean priests appropriated this practice, converting it into a 
mandatory rite to be undergone by all male infants on the eighth day of life. 
The child’s father was to perform the operation himself, as a sign of personal 
loyalty and submission to priestly authority; in practice, he could delegate 
another man to do the actual cutting for him, but always in the father’s 
presence and with his expressed consent. To validate the new rite, the priests 
introduced a second version of the Genesis 15 narrative, adding the 
circumcision command to Abraham as a requirement for the covenant. This 
became Chapter 17 of Genesis. Both versions were incorporated into the 
final redacted version of the Torah.12 As we’ve seen, Genesis 17 says 
nothing about blood; what seals the covenant is foreskin removal.13 Whereas 
it was the privilege of priests to offer bloody sacrifices to Yahweh, it was the 
duty of fathers to offer infant foreskins to him, as testimony of their loyalty 
to the patriarchal theocracy established by those priests, and of their promise 
to raise their sons as equally loyal successors. The rite thus accomplished 
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two main purposes: it initiated a boy into the theocracy, while confirming his 
father’s readiness to submit to priestly authority. 

Of course, foreskin removal was also a kind of sacrificial offering, and 
blood loss as an accompaniment to that sacrifice must have been taken for 
granted. But if sacrificial blood was of such supreme importance to Yahweh, 
why did the priests (authors, we remember, of Genesis 17) focus exclusively 
on foreskins and say nothing about bloodshed? Why did their narrative not 
have Yahweh insist to Abraham that he and his descendants must 
“circumcise the flesh” of their foreskins and display the child’s blood as a 
special offering? I think the answer is that they conceived and instituted 
circumcision and sacrifice for entirely different purposes. Animal sacrifice 
was an exclusively priestly act, effecting purification and release from 
punishment for sin. The purpose of circumcision ⎯ initiation into a 
community of covenanted males, performed by men who were not priests ⎯ 
differed so sharply from that of temple sacrifice that blood display might 
even have seemed improper. 

But the situation changed, dramatically and forever, when the temple was 
destroyed and animal sacrifices became a thing of the irretrievable past. How 
rabbis ⎯ successors to the priests and creators of a new form of Judaism ⎯ 
dealt with that dilemma is our next subject. 

3. RABBINIC JUDAISM: CIRCUMCISION  
AS BLOOD SACRIFICE 

Temple Judaism, dependent on the existence of a clearly defined 
territorial community, ended in the late first century CE with the Roman 
conquest of Jerusalem, the destruction of the temple, and the dispersal of 
many of the remaining Judeans. I say “remaining” because in fact the so-
called Diaspora had begun centuries earlier, as Judeans settled throughout 
the eastern Mediterranean region, particularly in such urban centers as 
Alexandria, Damascus, and Antioch. Living far from Jerusalem and able 
seldom if ever to travel there even for major festivals, they developed their 
own version of Judaism, focusing on local synagogues: religious centers 
where they met not only for prayer, but for study and all manner of social 
events. The leaders of local communities, men recognized and respected for 
their religious learning, were called rabbis, “masters” or “teachers,” their 
status validated not by patrilineal descent but by personal knowledge and 
ability to interpret religious law. By the first century, rabbis had appeared as 
a source of authority in Judea as well. After 70 CE, when the destruction of 
the temple resulted inevitably in the disappearance of priestly functions, 
rabbis stepped in to take their place as communal leaders. In short, Temple 
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Judaism was succeeded by Rabbinic Judaism; and it is the latter that evolved 
into what we know as Judaism today.14 

But although rabbis succeeded priests, it was never their intention to 
replace the religious system instituted by their predecessors. Rather, they 
sought to create a version of Judaism that preserved the traditional religion 
as much as possible. And although they obviously could not retain the 
sacrificial practices of Temple Judaism, they did their best to preserve the 
memory of those practices. This they accomplished partly by incorporating 
into the liturgy biblical texts describing sacrificial protocols supplemented 
by expressions of longing for a return to temple times.15 But they also 
needed some kind of compensation for temple sacrifices ⎯  some ritual act or 
acts that would substitute, as it were, for what had been the principal form of 
homage to Yahweh. What that deity had most obviously demanded was 
blood, visibly displayed, his alone. With sacrificial animal blood no longer 
available, a substitute had to be found ⎯ a ritual performance featuring the 
all-essential blood. 

What substitute was available? There remained only one ritual act that 
could be reinterpreted and refashioned as blood sacrifice: circumcision. To 
state the case in the bluntest terms, only one kind of ritual cutting of flesh 
survived; and although until then the inevitable bloodshed of that procedure 
had not come in for particular attention, now it moved to center stage. The 
blood of circumcision became the sacrificial blood of the covenant. 

3.1 Two Redemptive Bloods: Paschal Lamb, 
Circumcised Infant 

One biblical narrative in particular appears to have provided sanction and 
direction for the new definition of circumcision blood. The Passover narrative, 
recorded in Exodus, describes a sacrifice with unique purpose and significance. 
Whereas the blood displayed at temple sacrifices (mandated in Leviticus) 
served either to atone for sinful acts or to cleanse those who had become 
impure, the blood of the paschal lamb saved boys from death. Applied to 
doorposts and lintels, the blood was a redemptive sign; it notified Yahweh 
that he (or perhaps his surrogate, called the “Destroyer”) should pass over 
Hebrew homes, sparing their first-born sons and slaying only those of the 
Egyptians. The text implies that unless alerted, Yahweh would kill all first-
born boys. But the blood of the lamb, properly displayed, ensured that his 
murderous wrath would be directed only against the sons of Egyptians. “For 
when the Lord goes through to smite the Egyptians,” Moses announces, “He 
will see the blood on the lintel and the two doorposts, and the Lord will pass 
over the door and not let the Destroyer enter and smite your home.” And, he 
continues, when you enter Canaan, you must commemorate this event with 
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an annual passover sacrifice; and when your children [or sons] ask what this 
means, you shall tell them, “It is the passover sacrifice to the Lord, because 
He passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt when He smote the 
Egyptians, but saved our houses [i.e., our sons].”16 

The paschal sacrifice appears to have been originally a domestic 
ceremony, performed by pastoralists in the spring before leaving for summer 
pastures. The blood of a sacrificed lamb or kid was smeared on tents or 
doorposts, and sometimes on newborn animals as well. The purpose was to 
summon supernatural protection, not only for newborn animals but probably 
also for newborn children.17 (It seems possible that blood was smeared on 
children as well, but that is speculative.) Perhaps as early as the seventh 
century BCE, the sacrifice was converted into a centralized ritual performed 
in Jerusalem for the entire community, leaving only a commemorative meal 
for household celebration, and that remained the case throughout the period 
of Temple Judaism, from the fifth century BCE onward.18 By the second 
century BCE, domestic celebration of Pesach (Passover) may have become 
the most important ritual of the year, and for those living in the Diaspora it 
became the most popular time for pilgrimage to Jerusalem. At the temple 
celebration, the blood of paschal lambs was poured at the base of the altar, 
like other sacrificial blood, while the meat was ceremonially roasted and 
consumed at home.19 

The Bible provides substantial evidence that in the minds of the 
Israelites, Passover and circumcision were linked –– first, because according 
to the Exodus narrative, the blood of the paschal lamb redeemed male 
children; but also because, as we learn from the text, only circumcised men 
were permitted to share the paschal meal. The Lord dictates who may 
partake of future passover offerings. Slaves may share in the meal only after 
they have been circumcised. Similarly, resident aliens (men, of course) who 
want to join the community must first undergo the sanctifying operation: 
“He shall then be as a citizen of the country. But no uncircumcised person 
may eat of it.”20 (This seems to imply that no woman might participate under 
any circumstances.) Consumption of the paschal sacrifice was a ritualized 
communal act available only to properly sanctified males. 

21 An early expression of this 
relationship appears in a third-century rabbinic text called Mekhilta. The 
discourse develops with reference to a narrative in Chapter 16 of Ezekiel, 
having nothing to do with circumcision or Passover originally, but selected 
for attention because of a double reference to blood. The Lord, speaking 
through Ezekiel, reprimands the backsliding Israelites, portraying them as an 
abandoned female infant whom he rescued: On the day of your birth, he 

the covenant between God and the Israelites.
the paschal sacrifice: both bloods were equally redemptive, a symbol (ot) of  

The rabbis discovered another connection between circumcision and  
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declares, “you were left lying, rejected, in the open field. When I passed by 
you and saw you wallowing in your blood, I said to you: ‘Live in spite of 
your blood’ [literally, ‘In your blood live’]. Yea, I said to you: ‘Live in spite 
of your blood.’” Later, he continues, “I passed by you [again] and saw that 
your time for love had arrived . . . and I entered into a covenant with you by 
oath.  . . . thus you became  Mine.”22  The author of Mekhilta  (citing a 
predecessor) explains: 

This means, the time has arrived for the fulfillment of the oath which the 
Holy One, Praised be He, had sworn unto Abraham, to deliver his 
children. But as yet they had no religious duties to perform by which to 
merit redemption  .  .  . Therefore the Holy One, Praised  be  He,  assigned 
them two duties, the blood of the paschal sacrifice and the blood of 

23  

The linkage between the two bloods appears in another rabbinic text, 
Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer (“Chapters of Rabbi Eliezer”), but here with explicit 
reference to the original paschal sacrifice in Egypt: 

The Israelites took the blood of the covenant of circumcision [and the 
blood of the Paschal lamb], and they put [them] upon the lintel of their 
houses, and when the Holy One, blessed be He, passed over to plague the 
Egyptians, He saw the blood of the covenant of circumcision upon the 
lintel of their houses and the blood of the Paschal lamb, He was filled 
with compassion on Israel, as it is said, “And when I passed by thee, and 
saw thee weltering in thy (twofold) blood, I said unto thee, In thy 
(twofold) blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy (twofold) blood, live.” 
“In thy blood” is not written here, but “in thy (twofold) blood,” with 
twofold blood, the blood of the covenant of circumcision and the blood 
of the Paschal lamb; therefore it is said, “I said unto thee, In thy 
(twofold) blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, “In thy (twofold) blood, live.” 

Rabbi Eliezer said: Why did the text say twice, “I said unto thee, In thy 
blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy blood, live”? But the Holy One, 
blessed be He, said, “By the merit of the blood of the covenant of 
circumcision and the blood of the Paschal lamb ye shall be redeemed 
from Egypt, and by the merit of the covenant of circumcision and by the 
merit of the Passover in the future ye shall be redeemed at the end of the 
fourth kingdom”; and therefore it is said, “I said unto thee, In thy blood 
live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy blood, live.”24 

circumcision, which they should perform so as to be worthy of redemp- 
tion. For thus it is said, “When I passed by you and saw you wallowing
in your blood, I said to you, ‘In thy blood live’ and I said to you, in thy‘
blood live.’”
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I have quoted this text in full, with its seemingly tedious (but essential) 
repetitions, to emphasize further how intimately the two kinds of blood now 
were thought to be connected. The early rabbis understood, of course, that 
sacrificial lamb blood was no longer available; what remained, though, was 
the blood shed at ritual circumcisions. These texts strongly suggest that, by 
equating the two bloods so explicitly, the rabbis were able to attribute newly 
heightened significance to circumcision blood. From then on, the doomed 
foreskin (always object for rabbinic expressions of contempt as a repulsive 
“blemish”) was overshadowed for attention by male genital blood, the 
revered life-substance, with power to sanctify and redeem not only the infant 
but the entire people of Israel. 

3.2 Flesh 

“The life of the flesh is in the blood.” Although this passage from 
Leviticus is often quoted in discussions of Judean blood sacrifices, the 
mention of “flesh” seldom receives notice. But for the student of the history 
of Jewish circumcision no word is more deserving of attention.25 The 
Hebrew word basar ordinarily means “flesh” or “meat,” and that seems to be 
its obvious meaning here. But in biblical Hebrew, specifically in the P 
(priestly) texts, the same word may also refer to the penis. That is clearly the 
case in Genesis 17; for example, in verse 11, the Lord commands Abraham 
to “circumcise the flesh [basar] of your foreskin,” and in verse 13 he says, 
“Thus shall My covenant be marked in your flesh.” 26 In Leviticus 15:2 (also 
a P text) Yahweh instructs Moses and Aaron in urology: “When any man has 
a discharge issuing from his member [basar], he is unclean.” 27 

The book of the prophet Ezekiel (sixth century BCE) is especially well 
supplied with sexual metaphor, and there we find further evidence that basar 
sometimes means penis. In Chapter 16, the prophet condemns the Israelites 
for eagerly adopting alien customs: “You played the whore with the big 
penis [big basar] Egyptians,” he declares. And in Chapter 23, in the course 
of another diatribe, again phrased in sexually explicit metaphor, Ezekiel 
castigates a woman symbolizing Jerusalem: “She lusted for concubinage 
with them [i.e., Babylonians], whose members [b’saram, plural of basar] 
were like those of asses and whose organs were like those of stallions.” 28 

Of course, these biblical passages were all composed well before the 
rabbinic period. But there is good evidence that during the early centuries of 
Rabbinic Judaism the rabbis read some biblical references to basar as 
signifying not just flesh but penis. For example, the passage just quoted from 
Ezekiel 16 captured the imagination of an author cited in Leviticus Rabbah 
(“Great Leviticus,” a book of rabbinic commentary based on Leviticus): 
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What is meant by “great of flesh” [big basar]? Did this person have one 
leg and that three? The expression can only mean that they were all 
uncircumcised; and this is borne out by the text, “And the uncircumcised 
male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin” [Genesis 17:14]. 
Another exposition is that they possessed a membrum virile of abnormal 
size.29 

So the rabbis were well aware that basar might mean “penis.” And if the 
“life of the flesh” was indeed “in the blood,” shedding even some of that 
blood constituted a sacrifice that could hardly fail to please Yahweh. I 
interpret this, then, as additional confirmatory evidence that the rabbis now 
envisioned circumcision as the new (and sole) blood sacrifice in their 
version of Judaism. 

4. THE CONTEMPORARY RITE: REDEMPTION 
THROUGH BLOODSHED 

Recent and contemporary Orthodox circumcision liturgies show that the 
ancient rabbinic connection between bloodshed and covenant has endured 
into our own time. The liturgies speak of the infant’s genital blood as the 
contemporary equivalent of the blood displayed in temple sacrifices, 
portraying that blood as the substance that gains him entry into the covenant 
with Yahweh.30 I’ll cite three such liturgies: one from nineteenth-century 
England, and two from contemporary American sources. 

In 1873, a prominent London physician named Asher Asher (sic) 
published a manual of Orthodox practice and interpretation entitled The 
Jewish Rite of Circumcision, presumably addressed to the growing Jewish 
population (both Sephardic and Ashkenazic) in England.31 In a private prayer 

sacrifices on Thy altar”; and later he quotes the text from Zechariah 
mentioned earlier. Asher also records Sephardic prayers recited before and 
after the circumcision. The first includes this phrase: “O, have mercy on us 
and regard the blood of the Covenant.” The second reads as follows: 

May the blood of the Covenant shed among you, O my faithful people, 
be acceptable to God as were the sweet smelling burnt offerings made in 
Jerusalem, His holy throne. He hath impressed His seal on our flesh for a 
sign and a token to us and to our children for ever; that all who see us, 
may know and recognize that we are the seed which the Lord hath 
blessed. May the blood of the Covenant shed among you, O my faithful 

to be recited by the mohel (ritual circumciser) before the circumcision, the 
following appears: “Accept this my solemn service as erst Thou didst accept 
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people, be acceptable to God as were the sweet smelling burnt offerings 
made in Jerusalem, His holy throne.32 

Still widely used today is the text for the circumcision rite published in Daily 
Prayer Book: Ha-Siddur Ha-Shalem, by Philip Birnbaum, which Lawrence 

33 The mohel’s principal prayer, recited 
immediately after he has circumcised the infant, includes the passage from 
Ezekiel 16 that is now standard for all Orthodox circumcisions: “I passed by 
you and saw you weltering in your blood.  Live through your blood ⎯  I said 
to you ⎯ live through your blood.”34 

Moreover, the Birnbaum prayer book includes a reading to be added to 
the standard “Grace after Meals,” recited in this case after the festive meal 
following the circumcision. The first verse reads as follows: 

May God bless this child’s father and mother;      

May they bring him up and teach him wisdom. 

Henceforth may his blood win favor for him [literally, “From the eighth 
day and beyond may his blood be accepted]. 

May the Lord his God ever be with him.35 

Finally, there is Bris Milah, by Paysach J. Krohn, a standard text for 
ultra-Orthodox Jews, containing a lengthy rite with extensive commentary.36 
This includes a kabbalistic prayer to be recited by the mohel before the 
circumcision. One passage reads as follows: 

But now, because of our sins, our city [Jerusalem] has been destroyed, 
our Holy Temple consumed, and we have no sacrificial offering to atone 
on our behalf. May it be favorable [to You] to reckon the blood of this 
covenant as if I built an altar and brought onto it, burnt-offerings and 
sacrifices.37 

The prayer in which the child receives his name also includes the 
reference from Ezekiel to living in (or through) one’s blood, translated here 
(in bold type) as “and I said to you: ‘Because of your blood you shall live!’ 
and I said to you: ‘Because of your blood you shall live!’” A note to the 
passage explains that the “double reference to blood refers to the two mitzvos 
[commandments], milah [circumcision] and the Pesach [Passover] offering, 
that God commanded the Jewish people to perform in order to merit 
redemption from Egypt. An uncircumcised person [i.e., man] may not eat 
from the Pesach offering and so it was necessary for all who had not been 
circumcised to perform this mitzvah [commandment].” 38 

initia  l publication in 1949.”its
Hoffman describes as “a fixture in American Orthodox synagogues since  
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In many communities, says Krohn, the mohel and father recite another 
prayer, which begins, “Master of the universe, may it be Your will that he be 
worthy, favored, and acceptable before You as if I had offered [literally, 
sacrificed] him before the throne of Your glory.” 39 

The lengthy “Grace after Meals” in Krohn’s text also includes the phrase, 
“from the eighth day onward may his blood be accepted.” The explanatory 
note for the passage informs readers that some commentators explain “his 
blood” as referring to the father’s blood shed at his own circumcision: “For, 
in reality, the child now being circumcised has not been asked if he is for or 
against being circumcised.  .  . . Only  when this same child will  become a 
father and have his own son circumcised, will it become obvious that he is 
pleased that  his parents  had  him  circumcised.  .  .  . It  is  then that he is 
perceived as having performed the mitzvah of his own bris and we pray that 
his blood be [retroactively] accepted.” 40 I find this unconvincing. It is 
certainly true that the hapless child has not been asked for his consent, and 
that the sacrifice is performed solely on the father’s behalf, in the sense that 
it is his public performance (in the ancient past, perhaps saving him from 
having to sacrifice the child);41 but the blood offered for Yahweh’s 
acceptance is that flowing from the child’s own genitals. 

5. CONCLUSION: THE LIFE OF THE FLESH  
IS IN THE BLOOD 

With the destruction of the Jerusalem temple and the end of Temple 
Judaism, the early rabbis realized that the only remaining candidate for a 
blood sacrifice was circumcision. The initial meaning of the circumcision 
rite ⎯ initiation into a covenantal community of males ⎯ they retained; but 
on this they superimposed a distinctly different meaning recalling ancient 
temple rituals: sacrifice of the male child’s genital blood, to appease Yahweh 
and thereby redeem the boy from possible death. Thus, whereas in the initial 
(priestly) formulation of the rite, the definitive act was foreskin removal, the 
rabbis accorded primary recognition to what had previously been incidental 
but now became mandatory and purposeful: male genital bloodshed.42 
Shedding that blood, and displaying it publicly, not only confirmed the 

covenant with Yahweh but also ensured that the unpredictable and sometimes 
malevolent deity would spare the child from the “pit of destruction.” 
Although forced to sacrifice some blood from his own “flesh,” the boy 
would not die a sacrificial death, but would live to become an adult member 
of a community of similarly consecrated and redeemed males.43 

This may explain why metsitsah, sucking blood from the circumcised 
infant penis, was instituted as an essential third stage of the circumcision rite 
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during the rabbinic period. Some have suggested that the blood is sucked to 
remove all vestiges of contaminating maternal blood from the child’s body 
⎯ credible enough in light of the phobic fear of female genital blood so 
characteristic of both Temple and Rabbinic Judaism.44 Another possible 
explanation, though, is that sucking blood is likely to result in some 
appearing on the lips of the mohel ⎯ a vivid display of the core meaning of 
the rite.45 

It may also explain why wine plays an unusual role in the circumcision 
ceremony. As Lawrence Hoffman has pointed out, ordinarily at Jewish ritual 
celebrations (Passover, Sabbath evening, and so on) one blesses wine, then 
drinks it. There is a cup of wine at a circumcision, but it is neither blessed 
nor drunk in the ordinary manner. Instead, immediately after the mohel has 
completed the recitation ending with the repeated phrase, “In your blood 
live,” he dips a finger into the cup and places a drop or two of wine on the 
child’s lips. “Now,” explains Hoffman, “we see why no blessing anticipated 
this cup. It was not meant to be consumed as wine at all, but was instead 
reserved as an oral transfusion of wine as blood for the child. In a nutshell, 
blood escapes the system; wine as blood enters it.”46 

The rabbis who elevated circumcision to its new status as the sole blood 
sacrifice of post-temple Judaism knew that “the life of the basar is in the 
blood.” Although unaware of blood circulation or the role of blood in 
erection, perhaps they reached a more fundamental conclusion: Did they 
realize that the penis does surrender some of its life when both its foreskin 
and a portion of its blood are removed? Was (and is) that the true purpose of 
Judaism’s only surviving sacrificial rite?47 
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