


Tazria tells us about the mitzvah of 
Brit Milah - circumcision. We have, 
of course, already read about Brit 
Milah in the sedra of Lech Lecha, 
when Avraham was commanded 
to circumcise himself at the age of 
ninety nine, the sign of a unique 
covenant between G-d and our 
patr iarch. Indeed today at every 
Brit Milah, the father of the child 
being circumcised recites a special 
blessing, welcoming the youngster 
into the covenant of Avraham.

What is the meaning behind Brit 
Milah and what is the covenant of 
Avraham?

It is interesting that Brit Milah is 
mentioned in Tazria, which discusses 
matters of ritual purity. The  sedra 
begins by mentioning bir th and 
then immediately tells us about Brit 
Milah. Rabbi Yosef Karo, author of 
the Shulchan Aruch, explains that 
this sedra, by mentioning Brit Milah 
immediately after mentioning birth, 
is telling us about what man’s life 
should be about. Man was created 
solely to ser ve his Creator and 
immediately upon being created 
was placed in the Garden of Eden, 
placed there to serve G-d. Similarly, 
at the beginning of the sedra, the 
Torah mentions the birth of man and 

immediately mentions Brit Milah. 
This is because Brit Milah is a child’s 
very first Jewish experience. This 
illustrates to us that man’s purpose, 
even from the first few days of life, 
is to fulfil the Divine command. 

Brit Milah is of course unique in 
being the only mitzvah which results 
in a permanent mark on the body. 
Several commentators, such as the 
Radak and Ramban, mention that 
such an imprint sets apart a Jewish 
male from his gentile neighbours. 
This physical imprint acts also to 
remind man of his duties. Indeed 
that the sign of this covenant is 
specifically upon the sexual organ is 
since it is with this organ that man 
may fall prey to sin. The sign of the 
covenant therefore acts to remind 
man to keep his feelings in check 
and act in a dignified and measured 
manner, rather than acting upon 
his animalistic drives. Radak and 
Ramban tell us that Brit Milah acts 
to discipline man and remind him of 
his duties. 

Rambam explains that Brit Milah has 
a meaning beyond discipline and a 
reminder of our religious duties. 
Rambam, in his work the Mishne 
Torah, div ides all of Jewish law 
into fourteen books. He includes 

the laws of Brit Milah in the book 
entitled ‘Ahava - Love’. Many have 
asked why he would place Br i t 
Milah there rather than perhaps in 
the books dealing with holiness, 
birth or perhaps even conversion. 
The book of ‘Ahava’ includes topics 
such as prayer, the Shema, Tephillin, 
Mezuzah, Tzitzit and laws pertaining 
to the Sefer Torah. Why would Brit 
Mi lah be placed amongst these 
topics?

Rambam, in  the Gu ide for  the 
Per p lexed ,  te l ls  us tha t  be ing 
circumcised unites Jewish males 
together. This physical mark is a 
unifying sign of our belief in one G-d. 
It is no small thing to be circumcised 
and doing so shows a sincere faith. 
Brit Milah, the Rambam tells us, is 
about the love and unity amongst 
the Jewish people.  Prayer,  the 
Shema, Mezuzah are also all about 
our faith in one G-d and our love for 
Him. We articulate our faith through 
prayer and incorporate it on our 
garments by placing Tzitzit on our 
clothes. By placing a Mezuzah on the 
doorway, we place our faith in G-d 
on the door posts of our houses and 
place it also on our physical bodies 
through Brit Milah. Brit Milah is a 
symbol of our shared faith in one 
G-d and acts to remind man of G-d’s 
presence. 

In a famous Midrash, we see Brit 
Milah reminding us to act positively 
to perfect the world and ourselves. 
The Midrash tells us of a disputation 
between the Roman commander 
Turnus Rufus and the saintly Rabbi 
Akiva. Turnus Rufus asked Rabbi 
Akiva whose works he considered 
greater, man’s or G-d’s? 

‘Just look at the heavens, are they 
not perfect, could man make these?’ 
asked Turnus Rufus.  ‘Indeed’, he 
continued, ‘how can you take man, 
G-d’s creation, and circumcise it? If 
G-d had wanted man circumcised, 
man would have been born as such.’ 

Rabbi Ak iva of course, d id not 
consider G-d’s works imper fect. 
Rather the world and man were 
created imperfect for a reason. ‘G-d 
gave us mitzvot for the purpose of 
improving the world and refining 
our character through them.’ Rabbi 
Akiva explained. 

From this Midrash we learn that 
Brit Milah is a paradigm for all the 
mitzvot. When we do any mitzvah, 
we should use the opportunity to 
refine our characters and change 
the world around us for the better, 
to per fect i t ,  just as Br i t Mi lah 
improves man. 

As mentioned, at a circumcision 
the child’s father recites an extra 
blessing, welcoming the child into 
the covenant of Avraham. What is 
this covenant about?

Rabbi J.B. Soloveitchik, in his essay, 
Kol Dodi Dofek, explains that the 
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Brit Milah is a symbol 
of our shared faith 

in one G-d
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