Your Letters

Zipporah and the circumcision

Brother John Mitchell, in the fifth article of his
series “Moses: earth’s meekest man” (Dec. 2006, p.
424), has perceptively noted the significant place-
ment of God’s additional instructions to Moses
between his setting out for Egypt and his crisis
with the angel at the inn (Ex. 4:21-23). With strong
references to first-born sons, both Yahweh’s and
Pharaoh’s, the context clearly implies that it was
therefore the uncircumcised status of Moses” own
first-born son, Gershom, that was the obstacle to
his progress.

I doubt, however, if Moses neglected his obli-
gation to circumcise his son because of any op-
position from Zipporah, as suggested by Brother
Mitchell.! All six sons of her ancestor Keturah
were circumcised in Abraham’s household, as
were Ishmael and Esau, and established their
tribes in the Arabian Peninsula. Arabs still circum-
cise their sons in their thirteenth year, as this was
the age when Ishmael received the rite. A list of
Semitic circumcised tribes, including all the desert
dwellers, appears in Jeremiah 9:25,26. (By the time
of Jeremiah, the Egyptians had also adopted the
practice, as shown in tomb paintings.)

By contrast, circumcision among the Hebrews
had lapsed during their captivity in Egypt, so that
God commanded Moses and Aaron to circumcise
all males at the time of the Exodus (Ex. 12:50).2
Despite reinstating this rite with the Law, Moses’
record with circumcision continued to be poor. It
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is surprising to note that he neglected to enforce
it for the rest of the wilderness wanderings, so
that the entire generation at the entrance to the
Land had to be circumcised by Joshua (Josh.
5:2-8). We might speculate as to his reasons,
whether apathy or distraction, but it is nonethe-
less clear that it had nothing to do with Zip-
porah.

Zipporah's issue was and continued to be with
her own status as a ‘foreign’ wife among the Isra-
elites. She would have been well aware that her
ancestor Keturah was a slave-wife, and her sons
were sent away so that they would not inherit
with Isaac, the ‘seed of promise’. With Moses
now commissioned as leader of the Hebrew na-
tion, Zipporah anticipated that she and her sons
would not be deemed ‘good enough’. This was
soon borne out when Miriam criticised Moses for
marrying a Cushite (Num 12:1). How interesting
it is, therefore, that Zipporah used the words
hatan-damim, ‘blood relative’,® as she reproached
Moses at the inn! It seems she was saying, “Now

1. Seemy article, “Zipporah and the circumcision” (Sept.
2004, p. 350).

2. See my article, “The Circumcision at Marah” (Dec.
2001, p. 451).

3. In Moses” writings, hatan is translated twice as ‘mar-
riages’, once as ‘son-in-law’, once as ‘mother-in-law’
and fourteen times as ‘father-in-law’ (all referring to
Jethro), but nowhere else as ‘husband’. It refers to a
relative by marriage through the bride.
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[at last] you are truly related to me because of
the circumcision [of our son]!”.

The touching (nag’a) of the bloody foreskin
to Moses feet, legs and/or groin may have been
part of the eastern circumcision ceremony signify-
ing the connection and succession of father and
son, just as ‘putting the hand under the thigh’
intimately sealed a solemn oath of action (Gen.
24:2,9; 47:29). In any case, Zipporah was binding
Moses closer to her through Abraham’s rite, and
transferring the completed act to him in order to
save his life. This scene also prepares the reader
for the blood-smearing on the lintel and two
doorposts, which repelled the angel of death from
Israel’s first-born sons (Ex. 12:22).*

This was now the fifth time that Moses’ life had
been saved by women, but, in sending Zipporah
and her sons back to Midian, “the east country”
(18:1-7), he unwittingly repeated the exclusion
of Keturah and her sons (Gen. 25:6). This hurtful
significance was probably not lost on Zipporah,
so it is to her credit that she cooperated in the
smooth and happy reunion arranged at Sinai
by her father Jethro, who showed outstanding
wisdom and statesmanship. The Kenite tribe was
thereafter adopted into Judah and continued to
provide examples of faith and loyalty.

Deborah Hurn
Perth, Australia

4. See “Ethnicity, exogamy and Zipporah”, Karen Strand
Winslow, Women in Judaism: A Multidisciplinary Journal,
Winter 2006, 4.1.
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