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role that dominates the exodus narratives.77 And God’s persistence in assigning
the prophetic role to Moses indicates that Moses has special attributes for what
lies ahead.

Moses’ continued reluctance now has no specific reason. His simple plea that
someone else be sent (v. 13) occasions the introduction of Aaron as a prominent
figure in the exodus account. We know that Moses has a sister, but this is the
first we hear of a brother. Aaron’s fate here becomes intermingled with that
of his brother. Although it is not visible in English translations, the word for
“mouth” appears seven times in this section (4:10–17), making the brothers
fully intertwined leaders, together bringing God’s will to the people. Aaron will
eventually become the chief priestly figure of ancient Israel. His authoritative
sacerdotal position, presented in Exodus as integral to Israel’s national life, is
made clear in this passage, where he receives the charge to function along with
Moses as a spokesperson for God. It is no accident that his Levitical identity
accompanies the first mention of him in the text (4:14). Yet the prophetic role
of Moses is to dominate, for whatever Aaron will do is construed as being in
the service of Moses. A memorable analogy is offered: being a “mouth” (i.e.,
spokesperson, or, more specifically, a prophet) for Moses is equated with Moses
having the role of God vis à vis Aaron (v. 16; cf. 7:1). The time has come for
Moses to return to Egypt and carry out his mission.

moses’ power and problems (4:18–6:1)

Moses, staff of God in hand, sets out to return to Egypt along with Zipporah
and their sons – two of them, according to 18:2–3. He is charged with per-
forming wonders to win over the Pharaoh, and he is directed to call Israel
God’s “firstborn,” a term that anticipates the ironic and tragic outcome of the
signs-and-wonders sequence, with the death of Egyptian firstborns (12:29), and
also the Israelite rite of the firstborn (13:1–2). In addition, firstborn invokes the
parent–child image, one that appears often in the Hebrew Bible to portray the
intimacy of the relationship between God and Israel. Furthermore, it implies
that there are other children, that other peoples of the world are also God’s
children, just not in the privileged place of the firstborn.78

As Moses sets out, he has the permission of his father-in-law to leave Midian;
he also has God’s guarantee that those who sought to kill him are no longer
alive – a strange assurance in light of what will soon confront him on his journey
when none other than God apparently seeks to kill him. What is notable about
God’s directive is that the formulaic language with which prophets introduce
authoritative statements appears for the first time: Moses is to say, “Thus says the

77 B. S. Childs, Book of Exodus (1974), 78–9.
78 In the ancient Near East, the firstborn son typically receives a larger share of his father’s

estate than does his brothers; see Deut 21:17.
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Lord” in approaching Pharaoh (v. 22). God’s directive also introduces (v. 21) the
“harden the heart” motif that will recur many times in the signs-and-wonders
(plagues) narrative. In addition, the ostensible reason for which the Israelites
are to be released – that they may worship their god – appears here (v. 23)
and will recur often as the drama unfolds. The word “sacrifice,” first used in
the introduction of this reason in 3:18, is here replaced by “worship,” which
provides irony to the whole exodus narrative for it is from the root ‘bd (“to
work”) and also signifies the forced service of the Israelites to the Egyptians
(cf. Exodus 1) as well as the ultimate goal of the Israelites to serve (worship)
their god.

The brief episode reported in 4:24–26 is among the most enigmatic and
troubling passages in the Hebrew Bible. Is it Moses whom God tries to kill? Or
is it one of his sons? The Hebrew is ambiguous here. And what is the reason
for such an attempt? It may have been clear to ancient readers but remains
mysterious to us. We can be sure of only three things in this cryptic account.
The first is that the deity is the attacker – the God who so clearly wants to save
lives here inexplicably wants to take a life; yet God only “tried” to do this.79 We
may not ever know God’s motivation, despite the many hypotheses offered by
commentators since antiquity. But a powerful god could easily have succeeded
and this attempt therefore is something of a wake-up call, apparently involving
the importance of circumcision – perhaps an object lesson for later generations
who wavered at the use of circumcision as an ethnic marker.

A second fact is that the acute threat is averted through the action of a woman,
Moses’ wife Zipporah. Her decisive and quick response makes her a heroic fig-
ure.80 She clearly knows exactly what to do and does it expertly. The procedure
has a ritualistic flavor to it, not only because of what we know about circumci-
sion as a rite in many cultures, but also because of what the passage tells us about
her choice of instruments (a “flint”), her use of the foreskin she removes, and
the ritual statement – enigmatic to us but having the quality of an incantation –
that she recites as she completes her response to the perceived threat. Zippo-
rah’s Midianite identity, as part of a priestly family, may be the key to her ritual
proficiency, for female priestly roles were part of many Near Eastern cultures.
The passage also has unusual terminology. When Zipporah cuts off the foreskin,
the root krt is used for “cut” instead of the root mwl found in all other biblical
references to circumcision; and “bridegroom of blood” is a unique expres-
sion in the Hebrew Bible (see Bridging the Horizons: Circumcision, pp. 64–6).
This odd language may indicate the presence of ancient Midianite terms

79 “Was on the verge of” would be a better translation of the Hebrew than NRSV “tried” or
NJPS “sought to”; so N. M. Sarna, Exodus (1991), 25

80 See Ilana Pardes, “Zipporah and the Struggle for Deliverance,” chapter 5 in Countertradi-
tions in the Bible: A Feminist Account (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992),
79–97.
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maintained in collective memory.81 In any case, in this passage Zipporah func-
tions as a savior, as do two other women (his sister and the Egyptian princess) in
Moses’ life. But professional expertise rather than sibling ties or human kindness
characterizes her salvific deed. (See A Closer Look: Musicians and Midwives as
Professionals, pp. 117–9).

The third fact – that circumcising the son and then touching Moses with the
foreskin are actions that dispel mortal danger – likewise points to the ritualis-
tic and magical nature of the procedure and to Zipporah’s ritual expertise in
knowing what to do.

bridging the horizons: circumcision

Circumcision of males, the surgical removal of all or part of the foreskin from
the penis, arguably is the oldest and only surgical procedure performed on an
otherwise healthy individual. It seems mysterious and archaic as we encounter
it in the Hebrew Bible. Involving the genitalia, it arouses awareness of puz-
zling aspects of male sexuality. In contrast to the flesh-denying spirituality of
Christianity, this intensely corporeal act of religio-ethnic identity (as in Exod
12:43–49) seems strange indeed. And it also is troubling to us in its gender ex-
clusivity. As practiced by most Jews to this day as a sign of the covenant, does it
mean that only males were true members of the covenant community?82

The Israelites were not the only people to practice circumcision. It became
a rite practiced by Muslims and Coptic Christians as well as by Jews. Anthro-
pologists have documented its widespread use among peoples in western Asia,
Africa, and parts of the Pacific rim, including Australia. In the ancient biblical
world, it was already practiced by Egyptians, although perhaps not by all of
them, as well as some Semitic groups (cf. Jer 9:25–26) by the mid-third millen-
nium bce.83 An eighth-century bce text indicates that circumcision served as
an exclusionary ethnic marker for the Egyptians.84 What is striking about its
appearance in global contexts is that, with the exception of biblical religions, it
appears as a rite performed on males at adolescence or early adulthood, or at
the time of marriage (although some Muslims delay it beyond the early weeks
or years of life). A second-millennium bce Egyptian text celebrates a group
circumcision of adults in which all endured without flinching or injury: “When
I was circumcised, together with one hundred and twenty men, there was none

81 N. M. Sarna (Exodus [1991], 25) calls them “fossilized” terms.
82 For a recent analysis of Israelite circumcision with particular attention to gender issues,

see John Goldingay, “The Significance of Circumcision,” JSOT 88 (2000): 3–18.
83 Jack M. Sasson, “Circumcision in the Ancient Near East,” JBL 85 (1966): 473–6.
84 “The Victory Stela of King Phye (Piankhy),” translated by Miriam Lichtheim (COS 2.7),

50. The text reads, “They could not enter the palace because they were uncircumcised and
were eaters of fish, which is an abomination to the palace”; cf. the exclusionary language
for the Passover meal in Exod 12:48.
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thereof who hit out, there was none thereof who hit, there was none thereof
who was scratched.”85

In considering Israelite circumcision two questions typically emerge: Why
did it become such an important rite? And why it was uniquely performed on
newborns rather than adolescents or young men?

Answering these questions means looking at the range of possibilities sug-
gested by anthropological theorists.86 None of the theories is particularly com-
pelling, although the fact that circumcision in traditional societies is so often
linked with rites of passage into manhood, at adolescence or marriage, seems to
indicate that it has some relationship to male sexuality, more specifically, to the
controlling of sexuality in ways suitable for mature, marriageable, full-fledged
males. The relationship to sexuality for the Israelites might have been as a way
to increase sexuality for a population with recurrent demographic problems –
that is, like vegetation, male sexuality would be “pruned” in order to increase
fertility.87 But such theories do not do justice to the strange circumstances of
the Zipporah incident nor to the fact that it is presented as a birth ritual.

In the phrase “bridegroom of blood,” marriage and circumcision are
linked.88 The word for “bridegroom” is h. āt. ān, which is from the same stem
as an Arabic and Akkadian word meaning “to protect”; in an extended form,
that meaning fits extraordinarily well the powerfully apotropaic quality of this
episode. What generally is overlooked in considering this passage and infant
circumcision in general is the tenuous nature of new life in the biblical world.
With as many as one in two infants failing to live until the age of five, and
with early Israelites aware of the need for demographic increase to maintain
farmsteads and rural communities, the powerfully protective nature of the act –
appeasing the deity by producing life-blood at the dangerous transition from
neonate to infant – perhaps warranted practicing it upon newborns rather than
adolescents or bridegrooms. That it is depicted as a rite performed on the eighth
day after birth (that is, right after the seventh day, which is when the infant fully
exists) contributes to such an interpretation.89

85 “Circumcision in Egypt,” translated by John A. Wilson (ANET, 326).
86 Summarized by Thomas O. Beidelman, “Circumcision,” Encyclopedia of Religion, ed.

Mircea Eliade (16 vols.; New York: Macmillan, 1987), 1:511–14.
87 Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, “The Fruitful Cut,” chapter 6 in the Savage in Judaism: An

Anthropology of Israelite Religion and Ancient Judaism (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1990), 141–76.

88 Ernst Kutsch, “h. tn,” TDOT 5:270–7, summarizes the complex linguistic and kinship fea-
tures of this connection.

89 In Exod 4:24–26, a woman performs the act. This is one example of the little-recognized
but highly significant rituals carried out by women as part of the reproductive process;
see Carol Meyers, “From Household to House of Yahweh: Women’s Religious Culture in
Ancient Israel,” in Congress Volume Basel 2001, ed. André Lemaire (VTS 92; Leiden: Brill,
2002), 277–303.
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Whatever the actual origin of the Israelite transfer of this rite to infancy in
hoary Israelite beginnings, it clearly becomes associated with covenant in the
Hebrew Bible. By the time of the exile, if not before, it becomes attributed
to the ancestral period; the priestly narrator in Gen 17:9–27 has it instituted
by God as a sign of the covenant and as an unmistakable physical marker of
membership in the community. Its history in the early post-Hebrew Bible period
was problematic for both Jews and early Christians. For many Jews in that era,
it seemed to thwart the desire to participate in the wider Greco-Roman culture;
and for Christians, it was part of the general controversy about adherence to
Torah law.90 Christianity, except for the Copts, ultimately rejected the physical
practice although it retained its use as a metaphor for spiritual fitness. But for
Jews it emerged as the sine qua non for their religio-ethnic identity, as is apparent
in the fact that the Jewish circumcision ritual came to be known as brit (bĕr̂ıt),
which means “covenant” and is an abbreviated form of brit milah, “covenant of
circumcision.”

Although not practiced as a religious ritual by Christians, in the modern
period, especially in the United States, it was understood to have prophylactic
qualities and was widely performed as a medical procedure. By the 1970s, ap-
proximately 90% of male infants in the United States were circumcised soon
after birth. But since the closing decades of the twentieth century, that practice
has been challenged by activists, within and outside the medical profession, who
call it a dangerous, psychologically damaging, and even barbaric mutilation of
the male body, as well as by a minority of Jewish feminists who resist the gender
exclusivity of the rite. The medical data about the value of this surgery are not yet
conclusive; and because there seems to be evidence that in some circumstances
circumcision may be a sensible preventative measure, it is still performed on
more than half of male babies born in the United States.91 For most Jews, the
powerful historic meaning of the rite seems to override their egalitarian im-
pulses; they maintain the practice albeit with new interpretive understandings
so that it transcends its inherently masculinist features.92

Whatever archaic and cryptic memories may be encoded in the circumcision
passage, its function on a literary level is noteworthy. It foreshadows the way

90 The issues for early Jews and Christians are summarized in Robert G. Hall, “Circumci-
sion,” ABD 1:1027–31.

91 In 1999 the American Academy of Pediatrics recommended that circumcision not be
performed routinely but that parents be given accurate and unbiased information to help
decide whether to have their sons circumcised.

92 E.g., Elyse Goldstein, “Blood and Men: A Feminist Looks at Brit Milah,” in Revisions:
Seeing Torah Through a Feminist Lens (Woodstock, Vt.: Jewish Lights, 1998), 114–22. See
also Elizabeth Wyner Mark, ed., The Covenant of Circumcision: New Perspectives on an
Ancient Jewish Rite (Hanover, N.H.: Brandeis University Press, 2003).
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blood will save the firstborn Israelites from the final plague that God will visit
upon the Egyptians (12:7, 13, 22–23), and it anticipates the role of circumcision
in defining the legitimate participants in the Passover (12:43–49). It also allows
Moses to continue on his way back to Egypt and to establish his liaison with his
brother, whom God addresses directly for the first time in 4:27. Moses and Aaron
meet at the “mountain of God” so that Aaron too can partake of the sanctity of
the locale in which his brother’s charge – and now his, too – was proclaimed.
With Aaron speaking, together they bring God’s message to the leaders of the
people, who respond positively, clearing the way for Moses and Aaron to begin
their diplomatic mission – negotiating with the pharaoh.

The cast of characters in the first interaction with the Egyptians (5:1–6:1)
includes Moses and Aaron, the pharaoh, the Israelite taskmasters, their Egyptian
supervisors, the people, and, of course, God, who is identified as Yahweh, the
“God of Israel” (5:1) and the “God of the Hebrews” (5:3). All of these actors have
their say, save for the people themselves – for they have Moses and Aaron as their
spokespersons. The intricate set of exchanges, which fails to gain any release for
the Israelites but rather brings about even harder labor and harsher treatment, is
punctuated by the repetition of the words for service (NRSV “work,” “servants”)
and forced labor (NRSV “working”), thus connecting this passage with the
notion of service introduced in 1:11–14. The vivid language of dialogue, in keeping
with the propensity of biblical narrators to use articulated language to portray
the essence of an event or situation, represents the cruelty of oppression perhaps
more than would any simple narrative.93

The exchange begins with the mention of a religious event – a festival in-
volving pilgrimage to an unnamed site in the wilderness (5:1). Yet aspects of
political maneuvering, and especially political subjugation, abound. God and
the pharaoh are in a power struggle (5:2). The pharaoh carries out his harsh
measures by co-opting the oppressed, that is, by engaging Hebrews to serve
as taskmasters over their kin – a “divide-and-conquer” maneuver that has the
effect of pitting Hebrews against each other. Through bureaucratic hierarchy,
the pharaoh distances, and thereby protects, himself from the protests of the
oppressed. And in a cruel twist, the oppressor depicts his measures as neces-
sary treatment for an inherently lazy people (5:17) – a classic case of “blame
the victim” as a justification for tyranny. In the end of this abortive attempt at
negotiation, even Moses and God are at odds, with Moses indicting God for
the increased suffering of the people (5:22–23), thereby initiating the second set
of interactions between God and Moses. The result? God declares that divine
power will overcome even the mighty pharaoh (6:1), apparently circumventing
Moses’ mission. The pharaoh has revealed his evil intent, and God’s “mighty
hand” (6:1) will have to intervene directly.

93 R. Alter, Art of Biblical Narrative (1980), 63–87.
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