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COURSE INTRODUCTION
One of the most enduring and distinctive rituals in Jewish life is brit 
milah, the covenant of circumcision. For thousands of years, Jews have 
welcomed baby boys into the covenant between God and the Jewish 
people through this act, marking the body itself as part of a relationship 
that stretches back to Avraham and Sarah.

At first glance, brit milah might seem like a single ritual moment that falls 
into the category of “it’s just what we do because we always have.” In fact, 
it’s so essential to our tradition, it can often be overlooked altogether. But 
brit milah is much more than a ritual, and exploring it can reveal profound 
truths about what it means to belong to a covenant and the values that 
shape Jewish life. 

In this course, we ask: Why does the covenant between God and the 
Jewish people take the form of a mark on the body? What does it mean to 
enter a covenant before one is old enough to choose it? How can a ritual 
performed in infancy shape a person’s sense of identity, belonging, and 
responsibility? We will explore brit milah through classical Jewish texts 
and commentaries. Along the way, we’ll encounter a range of ideas about 
what this ritual represents.

For many Jews today, brit milah also raises questions. Many of us live 
in cultures that emphasize individual autonomy and choice, and the 
idea that a child enters a covenant before they can consciously affirm it 
can feel unfamiliar or challenging. Rather than trying to resolve those 
tensions, this course invites us to explore them together through the 
voices of Jewish tradition.

It is also important to name that brit milah is a ritual performed on 
Jewish baby boys (and on men converting to Judaism). At least since 

the medieval period, Jewish communities also developed different 
ways of welcoming baby girls into the covenant. While our focus 

here will be on the texts and ideas surrounding brit milah, I hope 
this learning will open up broader reflections about belonging, 

ritual, and covenant.

My hope is that studying these texts together will deepen 
our understanding of this ancient practice and help us 

think more carefully about what it means to enter our 
children into the covenant.

- Rav Tali



HAVRUTA STUDY ROUTINE:
This course invites you to study Jewish texts with a havruta—listening 
closely to the texts, your havruta, and your own emerging ideas. To get 
the most out of your time together, it can be helpful to have a sequence 
or routine to follow every time you sit down to learn. We suggest the 
following routine for your learning sessions.

1.	 Begin with a few minutes of personal check-in. If its your first session, 
take time to get to know each other as people and as learners. 
Feel free to use this “Havruta Warmup” (linked) created by Hadar's 
Pedagogy of Partnership program.

2.	 Watch the short instructor video (before or during your session).

3.	 Read through the study sheet aloud together, pausing to reflect, 
explore questions, or clarify what the texts are saying.

4.	 Use the discussion questions to deepen your learning—but follow your 
curiosity, and don’t feel the need to answer everything.

5.	 Move at your own pace; it’s fine to spend more than one session on a 
study sheet.

6.	 Have a question for the wider Zug community? Post it on the Course 
Forum.

https://mechonhadar.s3.amazonaws.com/mh_torah_source_sheets/PoP2.18AdultHighSchoolHavrutaWarmUp.pdf
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To Whom Do I Belong? God and People (Part I)SESSION 1

INTRODUCTION TO SESSION 1
All Jews are blessed to belong to a covenant established between God and our ancestors. We participate 
in this covenant, acting out the agreements made between God and the Patriarchs, Matriarchs, and their 
descendants, by living lives in accordance with God’s instructions (Torah). And we are privileged, in turn, to 
belong to a collective with shared values and to enjoy God’s everlasting love for us. 

Interestingly, our tradition chooses to mark our belonging to this covenant on the bodies of Jewish boys 
and men, and we enter them into the covenant through the ritual of brit milah, circumcision. This is curious 
because this mark is intimate and personal, marked on the flesh itself, and it’s made on an infant, someone 
who has no capacity to choose or opt into the covenant. This opens fundamental questions about identity, 
embodiment, and what it means to belong to something larger than oneself. 

In this session, we’ll explore: Why does Judaism insist that the relationship between a Jew and God should 
leave a mark on the flesh? What does it mean to carry the covenant on your body, and what kind of person 
does that shape you into? Is this covenant unilateral—received from on high or is it a mutual covenant, 
a relational bond? And what kind of meaning can be made from a commitment entered before we're old 
enough to choose it?

I. THE FOUNDATION: GOD ESTABLISHES THE COVENANT

This is the foundational biblical text for brit milah. God appears to Avram at age 99, and establishes an 
“everlasting covenant” that includes a name change (to Avraham), the promise of descendants and land, 
and the physical sign of circumcision. As you read this text, pay close attention to what information the 
text gives you and what information seems to be missing. Also notice: are there any words or phrases that 
repeat? Why might this be? 

בראשית יז:א-יד

1וַַיְְהִִי אַַבְְרָָם בֶֶּן תִִּשְְׁעִִים שָָׁנָָה וְְתֵֵשַַׁע שָָׁנִִים 

וַַיֵֵּרָָא ה' אֶֶל אַַבְְרָָם וַַיֹֹּאמֶֶר אֵֵלָָיו אֲֲנִִי אֵֵ-ל שַַׁ-דַַּי 
הִִתְְהַַלֵֵּךְְ לְְפָָנַַי וֶֶהְְיֵֵה תָָמִִים׃ 2וְְאֶֶתְְּנָָה בְְרִִיתִִי בֵֵּינִִי 

וּבֵֵינֶֶךָָ וְְאַַרְְבֶֶּה אוֹתְְךָָ בִִּמְְאֹֹד מְְאֹֹד׃

SOURCE #1 

Genesis 17:1-14
1When Avram was 99 years old, God appeared to Avram 
and said to him, “I am El Shaddai. Walk in My ways and 
be blameless. 2I will establish My covenant between Me 
and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous.”

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.17
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3Avram threw himself on his face; and God spoke to 
him further, 4“As for Me, this is My covenant with 
you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 
5And you shall no longer be called Avram, but your 
name shall be Avraham, for I make you the father (av) 
of a multitude (hamon) of nations. 6I will make you 
exceedingly fertile, and make nations of you; and kings 
shall come forth from you. 7I will maintain My covenant 
between Me and you, and your offspring to come, as an 
everlasting covenant throughout the ages, to be God to 
you and to your offspring to come. 8I assign the land 
you sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the 
land of Canaan, as an everlasting holding. I will be their 
God.”

9God further said to Avraham, “As for you, you and your 
offspring to come throughout the ages shall keep My 
covenant. 10Such shall be the covenant between Me and 
you and your offspring to follow which you shall keep: 
every male among you shall be circumcised. 11You shall 
circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and that shall be 
the sign of the covenant between Me and you. 12And 
throughout the generations, every male among you 
shall be circumcised at the age of eight days. As for the 
homeborn slave and the one bought from an outsider 
who is not of your offspring, 13they must be circumcised, 
homeborn and purchased alike. Thus shall My covenant 
be marked in your flesh as an everlasting pact. 14And if 
any male who is uncircumcised fails to circumcise the 
flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from 
kin; he has broken My covenant.”

3וַַיִִּפֹּלֹ אַַבְְרָָם עַַל פָָּנָָיו וַַיְְדַַבֵֵּר אִִתּוֹ 

אֱֱלֹֹקִִים לֵֵמֹאֹר׃ 4אֲֲנִִי הִִנֵֵּה בְְרִִיתִִי 
אִִתָָּךְְ וְְהָָיִִיתָָ לְְאַַב הֲֲמוֹן גּוֹיִִם׃ 5וְְלֹֹא 
יִִקָָּרֵֵא עוֹד אֶֶת שִִׁמְְךָָ אַַבְְרָָם וְְהָָיָָה 
שִִׁמְְךָָ אַַבְְרָָהָָם כִִּי אַַב הֲֲמוֹן גּוֹיִִם 
נְְתַַתִִּיךָָ׃ 6וְְהִִפְְרֵֵתִִי אֹֹתְְךָָ בִִּמְְאֹֹד 

מְְאֹֹד וּנְְתַַתִִּיךָָ לְְגוֹיִִם וּמְְלָָכִִים מִִמְְּךָָ 
יֵֵצֵֵאוּ׃ 7וַַהֲֲקִִמֹֹתִִי אֶֶת בְְּרִִיתִִי בֵֵּינִִי 
וּבֵֵינֶֶךָָ וּבֵֵין זַַרְְעֲֲךָָ אַַחֲֲרֶֶיךָָ לְְדֹֹרֹֹתָָם 
לִִבְְרִִית עוֹלָָם לִִהְְיוֹת לְְךָָ לֵֵלֹאֹקִִים 

וּלְְזַַרְְעֲֲךָָ אַַחֲֲרֶֶיךָָ׃ 8וְְנָָתַַתִִּי לְְךָָ 
וּלְְזַַרְְעֲֲךָָ אַַחֲֲרֶֶיךָָ אֵֵת אֶֶרֶֶץ מְְגֻֻרֶֶיךָָ 
אֵֵת כָָּל אֶֶרֶֶץ כְְּנַַעַַן לַַאֲֲחֻֻזַַּת עוֹלָָם 

וְְהָָיִִיתִִי לָָהֶֶם לֵֵלֹאֹקִִים׃

9וַַיֹֹּאמֶֶר אֱֱלֹֹקִִים אֶֶל אַַבְְרָָהָָם 

וְְאַַתָָּה אֶֶת בְְּרִִיתִִי תִִשְְׁמֹֹר אַַתָָּה 
חֲֲרֶֶיךָָ לְְדֹֹרֹֹתָָם׃ 10זֹֹתא  וְְזַַרְְעֲֲךָָ �אַֽֽ

בְְּרִִיתִִי אֲֲשֶֶׁר תִִּשְְׁמְְרוּ בֵֵּינִִי 
וּבֵֵינֵֵיכֶֶם וּבֵֵין זַַרְְעֲֲךָָ אַַחֲֲרֶֶיךָָ הִִמּוֹל 

לָָכֶֶם כָָּל זָָכָָר׃ 11וּנְְמַַלְְתֶֶּם אֵֵת בְְּשַַׂר 
עָָרְְלַַתְְכֶֶם וְְהָָיָָה לְְאוֹת בְְּרִִית בֵֵּינִִי 
וּבֵֵינֵֵיכֶֶם׃ 12וּבֶֶן שְְׁמֹֹנַַת יָָמִִים יִִמּוֹל 
לָָכֶֶם כָָּל זָָכָָר לְְדֹֹרֹֹתֵֵיכֶֶם יְְלִִיד בָָּיִִת 

וּמִִקְְנַַת כֶֶּסֶֶף מִִכֹֹּל בֶֶּן נֵֵכָָר אֲֲשֶֶׁר 
לֹֹא מִִזַַּרְְעֲֲךָָ הוּא׃ 13הִִמּוֹל יִִמּוֹל 

יְְלִִיד בֵֵּיתְְךָָ וּמִִקְְנַַת כַַּסְְפֶֶּךָָ וְְהָָיְְתָָה 
בְְרִִיתִִי בִִּבְְשַַׂרְְכֶֶם לִִבְְרִִית עוֹלָָם׃ 

א יִִמּוֹל אֶֶת  14וְְעָָרֵֵל ׀ זָָכָָר אֲֲשֶֶׁר �לֹֽֽ

בְְּשַַׂר עָָרְְלָָתוֹ וְְנִִכְְרְְתָָה הַַנֶֶּפֶֶשׁ 
הַַהִִאו מֵֵעַַמֶֶּיהָָ אֶֶת בְְּרִִיתִִי הֵֵפַַר׃

Discuss with your havruta:
1.	 The phrase “between Me and you” (or “between Me and them”) appears repeatedly in these verses, 

suggesting a mutual relationship, not a command from on high. What do you think are the values behind 
creating this kind of relational covenant?  What kind of relationship does this language suggest? How is 
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a covenant “between” two parties different from a commandment given from 
above?

2.	 The Torah doesn’t explain why circumcision happens on the eighth day of life. 
Let’s speculate! Why might the Torah specify that circumcision should happen on 
the eighth day? What might be significant about performing this mitzvah when 
a baby is so young, before they can understand or give consent? How does this 
compare to Avraham’s experience doing it as an adult?

3.	 God could have chosen any number of signs for this covenant—a particular 
garment, a ritual, a verbal declaration—and the Torah does not explain why the 
choice was circumcision. Why do you think God chose something permanent in 
the flesh?

4.	 Based on this passage, what do you think is a parent’s role when they arrange 
for their son’s brit milah? Are they acting on behalf of the child, on behalf of God, 
on behalf of the Jewish people? Or all of the above? Point to specific passages as 
evidence for your suggestion. And also consider: what kind of an experience does 
each create and how might they be different from each other?

5.	 What other questions do you have about this text? Share them with your havruta.

II. A PHYSICAL SIGN 
The Radak offers one explanation for why the brit should be a physical mark on the 
body. Before jumping to the discussion questions, try to articulate what new ideas 
the Radak is bringing about brit milah. 

בראשית יז:א-יד

צרה וב האל להיתו לו 
לתוא ביונ בוין האל להיתו 

רזע רבאהם הווכמן עם 
מיחוד ויהיו בבשור תוא 
מיחוד...זבוה תהיה שלם.

SOURCE #2 

Radak  on Bereishit 17:1

God wanted it to be a sign for Avraham between 
him and God, that the descendants of Avraham 
would be recognizable as a unique people, and that 
it would be a unique sign in their flesh.… And 
through this, Avraham would be complete.

 Radak
R. David Kimhi, 
a biblical 
commentator 
and grammarian 
from 13th century 
Provence.

Discuss with your havruta:
1.	 Radak emphasizes that circumcision makes Avraham’s descendants 

“recognizable” as unique. But circumcision is also a private mark, not publicly 
visible. How might you reconcile these two aspects? What is the value of having 
a mark for oneself, and the value of having a mark that others can recognize?

2.	 Most of us think of faith as something internal—beliefs, feelings, commitments 
of the heart. What might change when faith is inscribed on the body?

https://www.sefaria.org/Radak_on_Genesis.17.1.3
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 תלמוד בבלי מנחות דף

ת"ר בחיבין ישארל 
שסיבבן הבק"ה תוצמב: 

פתילין ארבשיהן פתוילין 
ורזבעתויהן, צויצית 

בבגדיהן זוזמוה לחתפיהן; 
ועליהן רמא דוד )תהלים 

קיט, סקד( "שבע ביום 
הללתיך על משפטי 

צדךק". 

בושעה שסנכנ דוד לבית 
החרמץ ארוה עומצ 

עמוד עורם, רמא "ואי 
לי שאעומד עורם בלא 

וצמה". כויון שרכזנ מבילה 
שבבשור, תניישבה דעות. 

לרחא שיאצ, רמא עליה 
שירה, שרמאנ )תהלים יב, 
א( "לחצנמ על השמינית, 
רומזמ לדוד" - על מילה 

שנינתה בשמיני.

SOURCE #3 

Talmud Bavli  Menahot 43b

Our Rabbis taught : The Jewish people 
are beloved, as the Holy Blessed One 
surrounded them with mitzvot. They 
have tefillin on their heads, and tefillin 
on their arms, and fringes (tzitzit) on 
their garments, and a mezuzah for their 
doorways. Concerning them, David said: 
“Seven times a day I praise You, because of 
Your righteous ordinances”  
(Tehillim 119:164 ).

And when David entered the bathhouse 
and saw himself standing naked,  
he said, “Woe to me that I stand  
naked without any mitzvot!” But once  
he remembered the circumcision that  
was in his flesh, his mind was put at ease.  
After he left, he recited a song, as it is 
stated: “For the leader, on the sheminit,  
a song of David” (Tehillim 12:1 )—on 
the circumcision, which was given  
on the eighth day.

 Talmud Bavli
The Babylonian 
Talmud or Talmud 
Bavli is the 
masterpiece of 
ancient Babylonian 
Jewry. It is built 
upon the Mishnah 
(but frequently 
digresses), and 
quotes many earlier 
sources. The work 
is mostly finished 
in the 6th century 
CE. This section 
discusses tefillin, 
the boxes on the 
arm and head, 
containing scriptural 
passages and worn, 
in talmudic times, 
all day for divine 
protection.

 Our Rabbis taught
A talmudic formula 
that introduces an 
earlier text.

מג:

Psalm 12 opens with a cryptic superscript, probably a musical direction that we 
no longer understand: “... on the sheminit… of David.” The Talmud takes this to be 
sheminit, meaning “eighth” (related to shemoneh = eight). With this textual hook, 
the following talmudic passage suggests that David, also mentioned in the psalm’s 
superscription, wrote that psalm about his brit milah.

Discuss with your havruta:
1.	 What are your first impressions from this talmudic passage?

2.	 Here brit milah is compared to tefillin and tzitzit. What might this comparison 
reveal about the purpose (or one purpose) of brit milah?

questions continue....

https://www.sefaria.org/Menachot.43b.10
http://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.119.164
http://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.12.1
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Tehillim 12
1For the leader; on the sheminit, a song of David.
2Help, God! For the faithful are no more; 

the loyal have vanished from among mortals.
3People speak lies to one another;

their speech is smooth; they talk with duplicity.
4May God cut off all flattering lips,

every tongue that speaks arrogance.
5They say, “By our tongues we shall prevail;

with lips such as ours, who can be our master?”
6“Because of the groans of the plundered poor

and needy, I will now act,” says God.

“I will give help,” [God] affirms to them.
7God’s words are pure words,

silver purged in an earthen crucible,

refined sevenfold.
8You, God, will keep them,

guarding each from this age evermore.
9On every side the wicked roam

when baseness is exalted among mortals.

תהילים יב

1לַַמְְנַַצֵֵּחַַ עַַל הַַשְְּׁמִִינִִית מִִזְְמוֹר לְְדָָוִִד׃

2הוֹשִִׁיעָָה ה' כִִּי גָָמַַר חָָסִִיד 

כִִּי פַַסּוּ אֱֱמוּנִִים מִִבְְּנֵֵי אָָדָָם׃

3שָָׁוְְא יְְדַַבְְּרוּ אִִישׁ אֶֶת רֵֵעֵֵהוּ 

שְְׂפַַת חֲֲלָָקוֹת בְְּלֵֵב וָָלֵֵב יְְדַַבֵֵּרוּ׃

4יַַכְְרֵֵת ה' כָָּל שִִׂפְְתֵֵי חֲֲלָָקוֹת 

לָָשׁוֹן מְְדַַבֶֶּרֶֶת גְְּדֹֹלוֹת׃

5אֲֲשֶֶׁר אָָמְְרוּ לִִלְְשֹֹׁנֵֵנוּ נַַגְְבִִּיר 

שְְׂפָָתֵֵינוּ אִִתָָּנוּ מִִי אָָדוֹן לָָנוּ׃

6מִִשֹֹּׁד עֲֲנִִיִִּים מֵֵאֶֶנְְקַַת אֶֶבְְיוֹנִִים 

עַַתָָּה אָָקוּם יֹֹמַַאר ה' 

אָָשִִׁית בְְּיֵֵשַַׁע יָָפִִיחַַ לוֹ׃

7אִִמְְרוֹת ה' אֲֲמָָרוֹת טְְהֹֹרוֹת 

כֶֶּסֶֶף צָָרוּף בַַּעֲֲלִִיל לָָאָָרֶֶץ 

מְְזֻֻקָָּק שִִׁבְְעָָתָָיִִם׃

8אַַתָָּה ה' תִִּשְְׁמְְרֵֵם 

תִִּצְְּרֶֶנּוּ מִִן הַַדּוֹר זוּ לְְעוֹלָָם׃

9סָָבִִיב רְְשָָׁעִִים יִִתְְהַַלָָּכוּן 

כְְּרֻֻם זֻֻלּוּת לִִבְְנֵֵי אָָדָָם׃

SOURCE #4 

3.	 Why do you think David first feels sadness, but then feels relief in this story? Do you relate to his feelings 
here? Why or why not?

As a result of his experience, David is said to have recited Tehillim 12. Read this psalm now in its entirety. As 
you read, try to identify the problem David is praying about and what he’s asking for from God.

Discuss with your havruta:
1.	 David mourns evil that has arisen among people and is vexed by peoples’ lies and arrogance. He wants 

these people to be punished and the faithful to be protected by God. Why might David have been moved 
to recite such a psalm upon remembering his circumcision?

questions continue....

https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.12
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1.	 This session explored the idea that covenant is something we inherit before we can choose it. 
How do you personally relate to belonging to a tradition, community, or set of commitments 
that existed before you? Does that feel meaningful, challenging, comforting—or something else?

2.	 Several of the texts here suggest that Jewish commitment is not only expressed through thought 
or belief, but through the body and through action. What do you think is gained when Jewish 
observance is embodied in physical practices?

3.	 After studying these texts, has anything shifted in how you think about brit—covenant, 
belonging, the relationship between Jews and God? What questions or curiosities are you 
carrying forward into the rest of the course?

Take a Step Back

2.	 David is particularly agonized by the speech of those who lie and prays that their very lips and tongues be 
removed as punishment. How does evil talk fit into David’s prayer that righteous, faithful, poor people be 
protected and uplifted, and why might the physical mark of commitment to God on his body act as a kind 
of counter-testimony? 

3.	 These evildoers claim that their tongues will give them power. Where should power belong, according to 
David?


