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By JosHUA J. HAMMERMAN

s one of their duties, rabbis guide
nervous parents through the rit-
ual wounding of their son’s geni-
talia on the eighth day following
birth. I know because as a Conservative rabbi
for the past 10 years, I have done exactly that.

I've led hundreds of mothers
nd fathers through their baby
oys’ circumcisions, reciting
ny routine explanations in fa-
or of the ritual, But It was not
il last year, after the birth of
1y son Daniel, that I came 10
ppreciate the deeper meaning
¢hind circomcision. True, I
ad witnessed hundreds of cut-
ings, bur unti] that day I had
aver myself performed one.
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emple Beth Ll in Stamjord,
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As a rabbi and as the parent,
I had figured that my second
son's circumcision would be
like that of my first. T assumed
I would chant a blessing or
two, then daub his mouth with
a wine-soaked gauze. Bur the
mohel  {circumciser)  with
whom I had worked countless
times suddenly handed me the
knife. He pointed to my
squirming son, whose hands
and legs were tied 1o the board.
The foreskin had been pulled
up over the glans of the penis
and was now protruding
through a narrow slic of the

small, stainless steel clamp.
“It’s all set up,” the mohel said.
“No way you can go wrong.
“Ir’s the greatest honor a
father can have,” he added,
He had taken thar line right
out of my seript. But there was

one difference: I remind par-

ents that they have the option
of delegating to the mohel the
performance of that radical af-
firmation of the covenant be-
tween the Jewish people and
God.

“All you have to do 15 cur”
he said. o

Daniel, who had been crying
incessantly during the prepara-
tions for the cut, suddenly
stopped. Like Isaac centuries

- betore, Daniel waited in sifence

for his father’s knife to drop.
Danie! had spent most of his
first week of life biissfully at-
tached to one or the other of
my wife Mara’s breasts while I
played computer games with
our 2-year-old, Ethan. I also
attended to the medical insur-
ance, informed relatives of
Daniel’s birth, got his Social
Security number and shopped
for food. In short, I had be-
come Master of the Mundane
«— until I was handed the knife.
Since the day Abrzham cir-
cumcised Isaac, the knife has
transformed father into sculp-

tor, asserting his responsibility

to mold and perfect narure.
The knife also turns father into
mentor, one willing to inflict
pain for the sake of proper
moral development. -

But most of all, the knife
curns father into potential mur-
derer. It is no foincidence that
only one biblical chapter.after
Abrakam circumcises Iszac, he
neasly slaughters him, perhaps
with the same knife. One does
not have 1o be a Freudian to
know that the birth of a son
brings more than unaifoyed joy
to the father. There is no great-
er primal anger than that caused
by seeing another male in carnal
contact with your wife, in this
case the physical intmacy of
mother and son. And there is
no greater primal envy than that
caused by looking down at the
person who was brought into
the world specifically to be
your survivor. In taditional
Jewish sociery a male child was
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With our friends and relatives
waiting impatiently, what was 1 to do when
the mohel gave me the knife?

I took it in my right hand, forgetting that
I bat, throw, eat and probably
cut foreskins best lefty, and swallowed hard.

called a “kaddish,” the one who
says the memorial prayers when
the parent dies. With the birth
of a kaddish, the father hears a
whisper that it is now all right
to die.

In the face of this anger and
jealousy, give the father a knife

.and ask him to do that? There?

And besides, I'm squeamish.
The last time I gave blood, I
passed out. I shave only withan
elecrric razor. I'm a vegetarian,
And finally, well ... let’s just
say that I am no surgeon. Mara
and I ruminate for hours before
cutting our baby's fingernails.
But with our friends and refa-
tives waiting impatiently, what
was I to do when the mohel
gave me the knife? T took it in
my right hand, forgerting that I
bat, throw, eat and probably cut
foreskins best lefry, and swal-
lowed hard.

My hand trembled as I began
to push the blade across the
edge of the clamp, through
which an inch of my infant’s
foreskin protruded. But the
blade wasn’t cutting easily. The
seconds felt like hours as my
hand swayed back and forth.

The simation called for a
hard, sturdy chop. It called fora
butcher, In fact, in the Middle
Ages the community’s mohel
was often the one who slaugh-
tered animals for kosher meat.
Looking at my son, I reafized
success required mnnel vision,

. to regard the skin as lifeless,

distinet from the person at-
tached to it. Bur [ wasn’t used
to cutting meat, raw or cooked.
Was this what it was all about?
Unprovoked aggression? De-
humanization of one’s owa
flesh and blood? It was becom-
ing clear that to finish the job I
would have to rely on a carnivo-
rous side that I didn’t think
existed, that I feared greatly.

Then Daniel began to cry
again.

I suppose that had Abraham
fumbled things this badly, even
stoic Isaac might have cried.
But Daniel let loose a wail that
was normally reserved for 4 in

the morning and was always

assuaged by a speedy rendez-
vous with his mother. This
time, though, there were just
the two of us. I was holding the
knife, and he appeared 1o sense
its power.

Then I noticed for the first
time that his blue eyes were
looking straight into mine,

and it was a look not of fear

but of uizer dependence and

trust. It was the kind of Jook ™

we Masters of the Mundane
aren’t used to geuing from
infants.

I finally understood that the
knife transforms the father
not into a sculptor, mentor or
butcher bur, paradoxically,
into a shield. The breast pro-
vides, but the knife protects. It
channels a father’s natoral an-
ger and jealousy into one con-
trolled cut, He takes off one
small part in order to preserve
— and love -— the whole,

A rush of guilt and fear went
through me. I just wanted to

“hold Daniel and tell him that

never again would he suffer the
agony of rampant paternal
rage. With one burst of empa-
thy and a series of short jagged

flicks, the foreskin was gone.’

The mohel cleaned things up,
and it was ovér.

No father should be denied
this experience, even vicarious~
ly, of inflicting upon his childa
ritvalized biow so intense as to
make him both shake and re-
coil, yet so controlled that no
damage is done, to signify that
this will be the worst the child
will ever know from his fa-
ther’s hand. For it is from the
father's hand that Abraham’s
knife dangles, every moment of
everv dav. o




