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_The first in the series of ceremonies is the
Shalom Zachar (*“Peace, or welcome, to the male child™), a festive
gathering of friends and family in the home of the parents of the
newborn on the first Friday night following the birth. The follow-
ing reasons are proposed for this custom:

(a) The Sabbath is characterized by peace. In greeting we say
“Shabbat Shalom™; we usher in the Sabbath by singing *‘Shalom
Alekhem.” In the throes of childbirth the woman may have felt
resentment and animosity toward her husband who was respon-
sible for her travail. With the birth of the child, the pains have
subsided, the joy of having a new baby permeates the house, peace
once again reigns between husband and wife.

(b) The numerical value of ‘‘zakhar,” a male child, is two-
hundred and twenty-seven, the same as the numerical value of
“‘berakhah,” a blessing.

(c) The Talmud relates that the embryo in its mother’s womb
- enjoys a state of sanctity because, while resting there, it is taught
the entire Torah. Just before it is born an angel taps him on the |
lips, causing the child to forget all that he learned. When the child
is about to be born into a world where free will and free choice
between right and wrong are granted to man, it has to emerge as

one who is free to choose and not as one whose sanc1t1f1ed state |
leaves no room for choice. At the Shalom Zachar we gather sym- |
bolically to offer our comfort to him for having lost his state of |
sanctity which would have enabled him to lead a life. of spiritual
values without the necessity of exercising his free will. For the
same reason, it is customary to serve peas and lentils at the
Shalom Zachar. Because of their round shape, these symbolize
mourning.

(d) An integral part of every human being is his soul which,
prior to birth, dwelled in the heavenly abode of the Shekhinah in a
state of total peace. Now that the child is born, his soul has been
moved from its tranquil and serene location and transported to a
world of wickedness and strife. Hence we come to comfort the
soul by wishing it peace.

(e) An opposite line of reasoning: For nine months the child
was entombed in the dark, bleak dungeon of the womb. At birth |
he was liberated and brought into a world of sunshine and we l
welcome him with greetings of “Shalom.”®
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The night before the berit milah is called ““Wachnacht™ (Yid-
dish for ““vigil”). It is customary to gather the school boys of the
neighborhood around the baby’s crib where they recite the Keriat
Shema aloud. The father of the child together with other men of
the family and friends spend the night in study and prayer. The
reason of this custom is again based on Kabbalah, namely to
guard the child from the attempts of Satan to harm him and thus
prevent him from entering the holy covenant.'
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_When a child is born, other children come over to the
house and say Shema Yisrael, even though the newborn
cannot understand. This act symbolizes the expression
of pure belief that goes beyond understanding. The “im-

pure spiritual forces” that threaten to harm the newborn
may cause not physical harm, but rather spiritual harm.
They might, for example, influence him to be more mate-
rialistic or rebellious when he grows up. Shema Yisrael,
as the Netziv of Volozhin says, has the power to bring
one to loftier, more spiritual pursuits in life. 10 Reciting
Sherma to a newborn can strengthen him to have greater
potential for spirituality. After the bris, he bears on his
body that symbol of faith, but before the bris, he needs
the expression of belief that connects him with Hashem.
The fact that he does not understand is not important,
because belief is above our understanding. :
It is this faith, imbedded in the soul of every Jew, that
made a little boy of the age of three named Avram seek

God. It is this faith that we try to instill in all of our chil-
dren.

(G) Gaxsis 1F:0-12

This is my covenant which you shall keep between Me and you
and your seed after you: Every male among you shall be cir-
cumcised. And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your
foreskin, and it shall be a sign of covenant between Me and
you. And he that is eight days old shall be circumcised among
you, every male throughout your generations. ..
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[This precept] remains in force in every place and every time.
Women have no obligation regarding the circumdision of their sons;?
only the father does, or the beth din where there is no father. If someone
transgresses this precept and does not have himself circumcised once
he reaches the age of liability to punishment——this being thirteen years
and a day—then every day that passes from the time he is grown and
does not have himself circumcised, he disobeys [thereby] a positive
precept. And if he dies while yet uncircumcised through deliberate
will, ® he has incurred karéth, that his soul should be cut off from eternal
life (Genesis 17:14). A father, however, does not incur the punishment -
of karéth over the circumcision of his son, although he disobeys 2
positive precept.” In all the Torah there is no positive precept (command
of something to do) which if ignored deliberately brings a punishment
of karéth, other than this and the ritual slaughter of the Passover sacrifice
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One root reason for this precept is that the Eternal Lord, be He
blessed, wished to affix in the people that He set apart to be called by
His name, a permanent sign in their bodies to differentiate them from
the other nations in their bodily form,® just as they arc differentiated
in their spiritual form, their very “exits and entrances’ 3 [their pupose
and way in the world] not being the same. This [physical] differentiation
was set in the golden orb (Ecclesiastes 12:6)* as it is the causal source
of the existence of the [human] species—apart from the fact that this
constitutes the perfection of the physical form, as we have stated. The
Eternal Lord (be He blessed) desired to perfect the [physical] character
of the Chosen People; and He wished that this perfection be effected by
man. He did not create him complete and perfect from the womb, in
order to hint to him that just as the perfection of his physical form
is by his own hand, so doesitliein his hand (within his means and power)
to complete his spiritual form by the worthiness of his actions.
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AND I WILL MAKE MY COVENANT, etc. (XVII, 2).
R. Huna said in Bar Kappara’'s name: Abraham pondered?
and drew an inference: ‘orlak (foreskin) is said here (v. 11),
and ‘orlah occurs in reference to a tree (Lev. xIx, 23)%:
just as ‘orlah in the case of trees refers to the place where it
yields fruit, so ‘orlah employed in reference to man means
the member which produces offspring [fruit]. Said R.
Hanina to him: Had then reasoning by analogy already
been given to Abraham? Surely not! But [he learned it
from God’s promise]l: ANDIWILLMAKE MY
COVENANT BETWEEN ME AND THEE, AND WILL
MULTIPLY THEE EXCEEDINGLY: hence, with [that
member through which] I wiLL MULTIPLY THEE
EXCEEDINGLY, I WILL MAKE MY COVENANT!
BETWEEN ME AND THEE. :

TR

.. . WALK BEFORE ME, AND BETHOU
wHOLE. If he circumcised himself at the ear, he would
not be wWHOLE; at the mouth, he would not be
WHOLE; at the heart, he would not be WHOLE.
Where could he circumcise himself and yet be w H o L B?
Nowhere else than at the ‘orlah of the body.

Nakdah said: It is written, And he that is eight days old
shall be circumcised among you, every male (Gen. xvII, 12).
Now if he is circumcised at the ear, he cannot hear; at
the mouth, he cannot speak; at the heart, he cannot think.4
Where then could he be circumcised and yet be able to
think? Only at the ‘orlah of the body. R. Tanhuma
observed: This argument of Nakdah is logical.

@) Tawmvo (Tants 3

pnyy 1371 my) — And R’ Yitzchak said:  nnyn m3720 PR —~
Blessing® is not found 1w 1 "nER 1373 RYR — except in
something that is hidden from the eye, —mxw — as it is
said:®  ~9mpRa nY3FTNK AR 0 WY, — HASHEM shall
command the blessing upon you in your silos.1®



@) ™e MitHaGiH

Before the ritual begins, the chair of Elijah is being prepared
for the Sandek to sit on when holding the baby. The source for this
custom is the Midrash which relates that until the reign of King
Ahab, the ritual of circumcision was strictly observed by all Jews.
Under the evil influence of Queen Jezebel, the Ten Tribes of Israel
abolished it. Elijah, the Prophet admonished the King and his
Queen that he would bring down a famine upon them if they did
not reinstate the ritual. Whereupon Jezebel sought to kill Elijah.
He fled and the Lord appeared to him and said, *“ Your whole life is
dedicated to a passionate zeal for My covenant. By your life, I
promise you that the Children of Israel will not perform any cir-
cumcision until you come there to witness it yourself.” This is how
Elijah came to be known as the “Angel of the Covenant,” for
whom a chair is set aside at every berit milah.?

The Midrash goes even further and relates that after being
promised that he would be present at all circumcisions, Elijah
argued with God saying, “How may I, who fought the spiritual
battle of the Lord, be present in the company of a father and
guests who may not be observant of the mitzvot?”” Wherewupon the
Lord assured him that for his sake He would forgive the sins of
those who were close by the Chair of Elijah. It is for this reason
that many people, a: a circumecision, endeavor to stand, even for a
brief moment, near the Chair of Elijah.*

The Sandek referred to before is the man who holds the baby
on his lap while the Mohel performs the circumecision. Com- ,
menting on the verse, “Take hold of shield and buckler,” (Psalms
35:2), the Rabbis relate that David said to God, ““I praise you with
all my limbs: upon my head I place the tefillin and upon my knees
I'hold the infants to be circumcised and I act as their Sandek.”*

@ 110

As to the meaning of the word Sandek, one interesting
speculation is that it perhaps stands for the initials of Sanegor

na’aseh din kategor, which means “‘the accusor (Satan) has
become the defending counsel.” In other words, by holding the
child while he is being entered into the Jewish fold, the Sandek
aids in defeating any evil designs Satan may have with respect to
this child and the Children of Israel.?®

Here again, in the sacrificial to which the circumcision ritual
is likened, the Sandek, while holding the child, performs the func- ]
tion of the altar. Indeed, according to some sources his is the most

|
4
important function in the entire circumcision ritual.*’ |
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The kibbudim are:

1. Kvater and kvaterin — usually a married couple.
Preferably, this couple has not yet had children of their
own, as the honor is considered a “segullah™ (a good
omen) to have children. The baby’s mother hands the
‘child over to the kvaterin, who passes him to her hus-
band, the kvater. He brings the baby into the room
where the bris is to take place.

2. El ha-kise shel Eliyahu: The honoree's task is to
place the newborn on the kise shel Eliyahu — the ele-
vated, often ornate “throne of Elijah,” for tradition says
that Elijah attends every bris. (If necessary, one may add
other guests for this honor, as one guest may hand the
baby to the next honoree.)

3. Me-ha-kise shel Eliyahu: The honor of taking the
baby from the “throne.”

4. Sandalc This is the highest honor, usually given to
the grandfather, an elder, or a great scholar. The
honoree holds the newborn across his knees while the
bris is being performed, an honor considered equal to of-
fering up the holy incense in the Beis Hamikdash.

5. Mohel: The mohel should be God-fearing and prof-
fessionally competent.

‘6. Amidah la-berachos: The honoree holds the baby
while the berachah of “Asher kiddesh yedid mi-beten” is
recited.

7. Berachos: The honoree recites the berachah of
“Asher kiddesh yedid mi-beten” and names the baby.
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Sanctify unto Me all the first-born that opens the womb
among the Children of Israel. . . and all the first-born of man
among your sons shall you redeem. And it shall be when your
son asks you in time to come, saying: What is this? You shall
say to him: By strength of hand the Lord brought us out of
Egypt, from the house of bondage; and it came to pass, when
Pharaoh would hardly let us go, that the Lord slew all the
first-born in the land of Egypt,. . .therefore. . .all the first-
born of my sons I redeem. (Ex. 13:1-3; 2:15)

@ 3efER A’ iU (Mo \3)

At the root of the precept les the reason that the Eternal Lord
wished to grant us the merit to perform a mitzvah with the “first of our
fruit,” in order to know that everything is His and a man has nothing
in the world but what the Eternal Lord allots him in His kindness.
This will be understood when one sees that after a man has toiled
through many labors and gone through many troubles in his world,
and the time has come when fruit is yielded—and the first of his fruit
is beloved to him as the apple of his eye—he gives it at once to the Holy
One, blessed is He; he deprives himself of his possession, making it the
possession of his Creator.

Itis also [given us to observe] in order to remember the great mir-
acle that the Eternal Lord did for us in relation to the firstborn of
Egypt—that He slew them and saved us from their hand.®

e Mntacipg

It is customary for the father to present the child at the Pidyon
ha-Ben ceremony on an ornate, richly decorated plate which is
further adorned with pieces of jewelry and other precious objects
as well as sweets. All this seems to be aimed at making the chilc‘l
appear even more adorable to the father so that he be most eager

to redeem him. It is él‘so a hiddur mi

, tzvah, ificati
mitzvah. a beautification of a
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