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Chapter 3 

ZIPPORAH AND THE BRIDEGROOM  
OF BLOOD 
Searching for the Antecedents of Jewish Circumcision 

Nansi S. Glick 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Anyone interested in the history of male circumcision in the ancient Near 
East, and particularly in its fateful adoption by the early Israelites, must be 
mystified by the available evidence in the Hebrew Bible. To be sure, the 
initial instructions for circumcision come early, in the seventeenth chapter of 
Genesis: to seal his covenant with Abraham, God requires that Abraham 
circumcise himself immediately along with every male of his household, 
slave or free, and ensure that his descendants henceforth circumcise all 
newborn males at the age of eight days.1 Coming as it does so early in the 
biblical account of Israelite history, this passage seems to provide the basic 
template for Jewish circumcision ever since Abraham’s putative lifetime, 
about 1,800 BCE. Yet there is surprisingly little evidence that Israelites in 
the distant past ⎯ until we reach a genuinely historical era, around 500 BCE 
⎯ actually did practice male infant circumcision in the Abrahamic manner. 
Confirming Abraham’s covenant we find merely a single sentence in 
Leviticus, in the midst of a series of regulations regarding female genital 
impurity after childbirth, mandating that a male child be circumcised at the 
age of eight days.2 Beyond that, there is no further mention of infant 
circumcision in the Hebrew Bible. 

There are, indeed, other biblical references to circumcision of boys or 
men, but they, too, are surprisingly few; and every instance, in its way, is 
puzzling. Dinah’s brothers, by claiming that they are all circumcised, 
persuade the Shechemites to become so too; then the Hebrews are able to 

–G.C. Denniston et al. (eds.), Bodily Integrity and the Politics of Circumcision, 37 47.
© 2006 Springer. 



38 Chapter 3 
 
slaughter them all in their weakened, post-operative state.3 Ought we to 
believe that the Hebrew tricksters in this ancient tale were, in fact, all 
circumcised, and had been so since infancy? If so, what do we make of 
Joshua’s command, in an equally ancient story, that all Israelite men 
undergo a “second circumcision” before their entry into the Promised Land? 
In this case, we’re told that the second circumcision was necessary because 
the men “had not been circumcised” ⎯ which is odd if they had indeed been 
party to Abraham’s covenant.4 More straightforward was King Saul’s 
challenge to David: bring home one hundred Philistine foreskins, and you 
can marry my daughter Michal. Since everyone knew that the enemy 
Philistines did not practice circumcision, this was meant as a daunting trial 
of strength; foreskins were specified as a customary ⎯  and pointedly macho 
⎯ proof of success.5 But none of these biblical mentions of circumcision tells 
us very much beyond the fact that the practice was known in pre-Judaic 
times. What evidence is there then, in the Hebrew Bible, to suggest the 
actual history of Israelite circumcision? 

One enigmatic story remains to be mentioned: the account of the 
circumcision of Moses’ son, sometimes referred to as the tale of the bloody 
bridegroom. This brief text in Exodus has been called “admittedly the most 
difficult of all the passages on this subject.” 6 Commentators have sought 
to explain it from various points of view ⎯ theological, historical, 
psychoanalytic, ethnographic. But no one has analyzed the role of 
circumcision in the account; instead, it is always taken for granted as a 
bedrock Israelite custom for all male infants. Recent scholarship, however, 
allows us to consider a new possibility: that, at the time this text was written, 
universal male infant circumcision had not yet been mandated to the 
Hebrews and, therefore, that male circumcision had not yet become an 
ethnic marker for them. In light of this, we can begin to explain this puzzling 
tale ⎯  and, by doing so, illuminate the likely  role of circumcision in the pre-
Judaic world.  

1. DATING THE TEXT 

First we need to look at the tantalizingly brief text itself. Moses, whose 
birth and upbringing in Egypt are recounted in the first three chapters of 
Exodus, killed a man and fled to Midian, where he married Zipporah, 
daughter of a Midianite priest. Now they have two sons. One day, Yahweh 
appears to him in a burning bush and commands him to return to Egypt to 
confront a new pharaoh and lead the Hebrew people to freedom. After 
briefly protesting his unsuitability for the task, Moses sets his wife and 



3. Zipporah and the Bridegroom  of Blood 39
 
young sons on a donkey and begins the journey to Egypt. At this point, our 
story suddenly appears, without introduction or apparent context: 

 
At a night encampment on the way, the Lord encountered him 

and sought to kill him. So Zipporah took a flint and cut off her 
son’s foreskin, and touched his legs with it, saying, “You are truly 
a bridegroom of blood to me!” And when He let him alone, she 
added, “A bridegroom of blood because of the circumcision.” 7 

 
The episode ends there; the main narrative proceeds as though nothing 

remarkable has happened. 
Part of the difficulty of this account lies in the Hebrew text itself, which 

(as the translation demonstrates) does not specify which of the three male 
actors ⎯ Yahweh, Moses, or the boy ⎯ is indicated by the masculine 
pronouns. This has led interpreters to differ on the essential matter of who 
does what to whom; and analysts have supported each of the gamut of 
possibilities.8 Thus even the action of the story is unclear. For reasons that 
will be explained, I think the only way to make sense of the tale is to assume 
that events occurred as follows: Yahweh is angry at Moses and seeks to kill 
him.9 Zipporah, to save her husband’s life, circumcises their son and touches 
Moses with the bloody foreskin; I’ll deal later with precisely where she 
touches him. Their son, a passive actor in the story, merely provides the 
foreskin. 
Now, since this passage appears in the book of Exodus, anyone reading the 

Bible linearly must assume that Moses, as an ostensible heir to the Abrahamic 
tradition originating several centuries earlier, must have known that his sons 
ought to be circumcised. Most readers have taken this for granted; indeed, until 
quite recently, they could hardly do otherwise. The resulting confusion 
compounds the difficulty of deducing the motives of the actors. If Yahweh is 
attacking the boy for being uncircumcised, why does he choose this occasion to 
express it ⎯ and why doesn’t Moses do the circumcising? If he’s angry  at both 
parents for forgetting their ritual obligations, why does Zipporah not circumcise 
both sons? For that matter, why is a woman, and a Midianite woman at that, 
doing the circumcising? Should we assume that Zipporah touches Yahweh with 
the foreskin, or even the boy? Or does she smear Moses with it to acknowledge 
that he himself remains erroneously uncircumcised? And what does she mean 

so, might circumcision have been a prerequisite for marriage in those days? But 
then, if this phrase had indeed been part of a customary incantation for the 
circumcision ritual, why must she circumcise her young son tonight, just as his 
father is about to undertake the most momentous actions of his life? All 

by repeating the phrase, “bridegroom of blood?” Is she addressing the boy? If 
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these questions have been argued, but no one has presented a convincing, 
unified explanation for both parts of the story: the emergency circumcision 
and the “bridegroom of blood” statement. 

On only one point every analyst agrees: this mysterious tale is very old. 
No one, however, has compared its age ⎯ as a text ⎯ to that of Chapter 17 
of Genesis, in which Abraham receives the Lord’s command to circumcise 
himself and his descendants. When we make such a comparison, we find that 
we are dealing with a kind of circumcision very different from the 
Abrahamic model. 

Modern scholarship has shown that scrolls containing mythical and 
religious writings of the Hebrew people were created at various times 
starting around 900 BCE.10 At least three major texts, composed at intervals 
of a century or two, were circulating in the Israelite community by the time 
the Judeans returned from their Babylonian exile, shortly before 500 BCE. 
Their priestly leaders, determined to create an all-encompassing religious 
polity dedicated to the exclusive service of the single god Yahweh, set about 
collecting and organizing all the extant writings relating to the Hebrew 
people’s origin, history, and relationship with Yahweh. An editor or editors 
collated origin myths and tales of very early times into a book that became 
Genesis; accounts of the departure from Egypt became Exodus; and so on. 
But the editors, as members of a newly-constituted hereditary priesthood, 
were not content simply to collect existing texts: they added to them, 
amended them, and, in many cases (especially in Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy) included entirely new material of their own. Scholars label 
these priestly additions the “P” text. The assembled writings –– ancient 
myths mingled with priestly regulations –– became the foundational five 
biblical books known as the Torah. 

One result of recent textual studies is that almost all passages of the 
Torah can now be approximately dated. Passages that appear side by side in 
a single chapter may, we now know, have been written several centuries 
apart. Thus we learn that the bridegroom of blood tale is among the earliest, 
dating to sometime around 900 BCE. But the account of Abraham’s 
circumcision ⎯ even though it appears in the first book of the Bible and 
purports to tell of a much earlier time in Hebrew history ⎯ was actually 
written by priests about 500 BCE.11 To be sure, the priests based their 
account of Abraham’s covenant on an existing narrative; and, in fact, a 
version of the Abrahamic covenant story written around the time of the 
Zipporah tale, though with no mention of circumcision, is still to be found in 
Genesis 15. But it bears repeating that the universal circumcision mandate ⎯ 
that all Israelite males must be circumcised at the age of eight days ⎯ was 
added to the Abraham narrative several centuries after the tale of the 
bridegroom of blood first appeared. 
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Thus it follows that the original author of the bridegroom of blood text, 
along with his contemporary readers, knew nothing of mandatory infant 
circumcision for Hebrew boys. In the context of his own time, he assumed 
that his audience would understand what Zipporah meant to do when she 
circumcised her son that fateful night. Our challenge is to recreate what they 
took for granted. 

2. CIRCUMCISION AS SACRIFICE 

When Jacob wrestled with the Lord, he was alone, with no one to call on 
for assistance; he emerged from the night-long ordeal alive but wounded.12 
But when Yahweh assaulted Moses, Zipporah was on hand to help.13 The 
text makes clear that circumcising their son was her attempt to mitigate 
Moses’ peril. Since ritual circumcision of infant boys was unknown at the 
time, her actions could not have been spurred by any guilty realization that 
her son ought to have been circumcised already. Why, then, in response 
to her husband’s danger, did she decide to perform an emergency 
circumcision? The answer can only be that she understood circumcision to 
be a sacrifice. And to offer a meaningful sacrifice was the only way she 
knew to appease an angry deity. 
Sacrifice was thoroughly familiar to the ancient Canaanites, including the 

early Israelites. It was, in fact, their primary way of dealing with capricious 
and often irascible deities. There was no prayer, no code of personal conduct 
that might serve to assuage a deity’s anger; all that came later in the history 
of Israelite religion. Sacrifice, minor and major, was the foundation of 
relationships with deities throughout the region. 

The most common sacrifice was a domestic animal, usually a sheep or goat; 
for lesser occasions a bird, fine grain meal, or oil might suffice. This was also a 
society that countenanced child sacrifice; in the same way that sacrifice of first-
born animals ensured future fertility of the dam, sacrifice of first-born children 
(perhaps only sons) likewise ensured a large family thereafter.14 But, as one 
might expect, there soon arose mechanisms to “redeem” a child from sacrifice.15 
Furthermore, on the old principle of a part for the whole, it became possible to 
sacrifice a significant part of the child rather than the child himself. What, then, 
was the most significant part of a child? In a patriarchal society, where sons 
were a man’s most valued possession ⎯ for their potential to produce sons of 
their own and thus perpetuate the line  ⎯ the boy’s genitals embodied all the 
dearest values of patriarchy. To cut off part of a boy’s penis was thus ⎯ from his 
father’s point of view ⎯ a major sacrifice; it came close to sacrificing  the child 
himself, reminding the deity that this represented the father’s most precious 
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asset. The sacrifice, then, was never performed on the boy’s behalf, any 
more than a bull was sacrificed for its own sake. Men who commanded both 
herds and households could choose a sacrifice to suit their needs and the 
disposition of the deity who had to be placated. 

Anthropologists suggest that sacrifice is particularly common among 
pastoral, patriarchal peoples, and it is still practiced in much of the Middle 
East and North Africa today.16 They point out that a sacrifice is a kind of 
gift, and gifts always assume a return. In other words, to offer something of 
value to a deity obliges the god to respond with supernatural assistance to 
the person who makes the sacrifice. The good behavior or moral worth of the 
sacrificer has no bearing on the power of the sacrifice: the deity cannot 
refuse.17 (Of course, there were occasions when a sacrifice seemed to have 
been made in vain; but in that case it was assumed that the deity, not the 
sacrifice, was at fault, and supplicants could switch their allegiance to a 
more effective god.)  

Thus Zipporah is confident that Yahweh, whatever the cause of his anger, 
will respond favorably to her sacrifice of Moses’ son. Picking up the 
household flint knife, she performs a simple amputation of the tip of her 
son’s foreskin; then she turns away from the boy. His role has ended; he has 
been circumcised for his father’s sake. But the sacrifice is not yet complete: 
Zipporah must now display the sacrificial blood where Yahweh will see it. 

Blood was and is the essence of sacrifice. The ancient Israelites 
slaughtered animals for food by exsanguination ⎯ slitting the throat so that 
the animal bled to death ⎯ and this practice is still followed by Jewish 
kosher slaughterers. A sacrificial animal was killed in precisely the same 
way; it became a sacrifice only when its blood was appropriately displayed 
before the deity. Intention alone does not make a sacrifice. What matters is 
ritual disposition of the blood; only then will the deity respond.18 

Biblical regulations specified that priests who sacrificed on their own or 
their congregants’ behalf to atone for a personal transgression, were to smear 
some of the blood on their own persons ⎯ on their earlobes, toes, clothing ⎯ 
as well as on the altar and other more traditional locations.19 Similarly, 
foreskin removal became a sacrifice only when it was offered as such ⎯ 
when it included display of blood before a deity. Without that, circumcision 
was a gesture (and a forceful one) of domination, as the tales of David’s 
killing of Philistines and the massacre of the Shechemites indicate.20 

Zipporah surely understood that the final, confirming step of her sacrifice 
must be to display the blood ⎯  and to do so on  the body of the transgressor, 
Moses. Without needing to know why Yahweh was so murderously angry, 
she could be certain that her sacrifice would oblige him to favor rather than  
harm her husband. 
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This is why she used the severed foreskin to smear blood on Moses 
himself. Now, where on his body should she choose to make the display? The 
translation says that she touched his “legs” with the bloody flesh. Although we 
might take this statement literally ⎯ the Hebrew word is raglayim, meaning 
legs or lower limbs ⎯ the term was often used in biblical contexts as a 
euphemism for penis. Here it makes sense to understand the word that way.21 
We must imagine Zipporah smearing Moses’ penis with the gory foreskin, 
painting it with blood. At once, without explanation or ceremony, the Lord 
withdraws, leaving Moses unharmed. Her sacrifice has succeeded. 
Now Zipporah delivers the puzzling observation that Moses has become 

“truly a bridegroom of blood” to her. If my analysis of the circumcision 
sacrifice is correct, this is readily explained. There could have been only one 
other occasion when she had seen him with a blood-streaked penis: on their 
wedding night. It was supremely important then, as it still is today in many 
Mediterranean societies, that a woman be a virgin at her wedding. (In fact, 
for a husband to deflower a virgin bride, ensuring a pure line of descendants, 
was itself a kind of sacrifice.22) Thus a proud new husband, displaying the 
proof of his blood-smeared penis, might boast of being a bridegroom of 
blood.23 And now the blood on Moses’ penis reminds Zipporah of this earlier 
time: “A bridegroom of blood because of the circumcision.” 

3. CONCLUSION 

What can we learn about the earliest practice of circumcision from this 
ancient tale? We know now that Jewish circumcision, the rite that initiates 
all eight-day-old males of Jewish descent, began late in Hebrew history, 
around 500 BCE. It was not until the return from Babylonian exile that 
organized Judaism, as we recognize it from the Hebrew Bible, began. By the 
time the Persian conquerors of Babylon allowed some exiles to return to 
Jerusalem, Judean scholar-priests had already worked out the complex codes 
of religious conduct that they had determined were essential for the new 
Judean community. They saw the return to Jerusalem as a unique 
opportunity to implement new rules for a rigorous theocracy, and to control, 
for the first time ever, the private lives of their entire (though admittedly 
tiny) society. It was then that they mandated infant circumcision for all 
Judean males. 

But before that time, circumcision played an entirely different role. The 
practice was widely known; in fact, for a long time it was considered 
primarily an Egyptian custom, evidently an initiation ritual for priests. But 
Canaanites, strongly influenced by Egypt, practiced circumcision too. As far 
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as we can tell, it was never universally mandated by any group. Egyptian 
documents mention circumcised enemy combatants, but they are never 
associated with any particular ethnicity. Some Canaanite men, including 
Hebrews, seem to have been circumcised, but never all males of any 
particular people. 

It appears, therefore, that in ancient Canaan, before 500 BCE, 
circumcision must have been considered a sacrifice. It would have been 
performed on behalf of a householder ⎯ a father ⎯ who owned wives, 
offspring, and flocks, and who might on occasion need the powerful 
supernatural assistance that a circumcision sacrifice provided. So some boys 
in an extended household might be circumcised, and others not; perhaps 
first-borns were more likely to have been chosen. A circumcised man, whose 
penis had been thus ritually sacrificed, might have been considered 
sanctified to the deity (and perhaps, therefore, eligible to become a priest). 
The “second circumcision” of the Israelites just before they crossed into the 
Promised Land might then be explained as Joshua’s way of sanctifying the 
men who were to enter Yahweh’s domain.24  

Since priests had not been a hereditary caste before the return from exile, 
priestly legitimacy might have been under challenge. Thus a mandate to 
circumcise all males, sanctifying the entire Jewish polity to Yahweh, would 
leave no one able to claim special circumcised status. And requiring that 
infants be circumcised ensured that no Jewish father could later perform his 
own personal circumcision sacrifice. All other sacrifices could then be 
consolidated in the Temple under priestly control. Meanwhile, the perilous 
circumcision of infant boys obliged their fathers to acknowledge the primacy 
of the Jewish community into which their sons were being initiated. 

It was the priests, then, with their mandate to circumcise boys at the age 
of eight days, who profoundly changed the meaning of circumcision. Once 
every male infant had to be circumcised, individual sacrifice obviously lost 
its significance. And after only a generation or two, Judean males came to be 
seen as “marked” by circumcision. Though occasional circumcision of boys, 
as sacrifice, may have continued for a time in other Canaanite cultures, 
universal infant circumcision soon became the most widely recognized 
Jewish practice ⎯  and the distinguishing mark of all Jewish males. 
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spilled hymenal blood on a nuptial cloth. If a married woman’s parents must defend their 
daughter’s virginity at marriage, they need only produce the linen, declaring “‘...here is the 
evidence of my daughter’s virginity!’ And they shall spread out the cloth before the elders 
of the town.” [Deuteronomy 22:16-17. JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh. Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society; 1999. p. 422.] This passage was composed a couple of centuries after 
the Zipporah narrative. Before nuptial bedlinens became common, the proof of a bride’s 
virginity might well have been her new husband’s blood-smeared penis, displayed before 
selected witnesses. 

24Joshua 5:2-8. JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society; 1999. 
pp. 464-5. 

 




