B NOCIRC OF MICHIGAN =

INFORMANT

PREVENTING INFANT CIRCUMCISION — FOR THE WELL-BEING OF ALL

VOLUME

8 — NUMBER 2 — SEPTEMBER 2005

Answers to Your Questions About Religious Circumcision

by Norm Cohen

W henever the subject of circumcision

comesup, itisimpossibleto avoid mention-
ingthereligiouspractice. Evenwithout rais-
ing theissue, NOCIRC isfrequently asked
about itsposition onreligious circumcision,
both by those who practice it for religious
reasons and by those who do not.

While NOCIRC’s main focusis not on re-
ligious circumcision, this article will make
clear why acritical investigation of religious
circumcision is both legitimate and impor-
tant for all who care about the physical and
mental health of children. For those who

choose to freely examine the issues raised

by this practice, no speculation about any

other motivations behind its criticism will

bewarranted.

Religiouscircumcisionistheonly religious
ritual that involves cutting away part of an-
other person’sbody. Thefact that this other
personisachild who has not consented has
made this practice a cause for concern by
children’srights activists everywhere. Un-

like any other religious ceremony, circum-
cision aways leaves a permanent and last-
ing affect onachild.

The practice of circumcision is 6,000 years
old and it predates any existing religion.
Peoplesasdiverse asthe Jaws, Mudlims, and
South African Xhosas all practice it, but
none of theminventedit. Archeological evi-
dence proves it was well-entrenched in
Egyptian culture 500 years before Judaism

began.

In Judaism, circumcision is performed dur-
ing aceremony called abris(or brit) milah,
andisdoneby areligiouspractitioner called
amohel ontheeighth day of aninfant’slife.
A mohel may be arabbi, but thisis not re-
quired. Most rabbis are not mohels. Most
mohels are not physicians and not licensed
or regulated by any governmental body.

The mohel leads the ceremony at the boy’s
home in front of his parents, relatives, and
invited guests. If the mohel is not a physi-
cian, heis unable to legally obtain and ad-
minister adequate forms of anesthesia. He

recites prayersand the baby isgiven hisHe-
brew name. A party then follows.

Ritual circumcision as practiced by Jewsis
the sign of the covenant between God and
Abraham, the first Jew. God said to Abra-
hamin Genesis17:10-12:

This is My covenant, which ye shall keep,
between Me and you and thy seed after
thee: every male among you shall be cir-
cumcised. And ye shall be circumcised
in the flesh of your foreskin; and it shall
be a token of a covenant betwixt Me and
you. And he that is eight days old shall
be circumcised among you, every male
throughout your generations, he that is
born in the house, or bought with money
of any foreigner, that is not of thy seed.

Circumcision s practiced both by observant
Jewish parents and by parents who do not
regularly practice Judaism. According to
one mohel, two-thirds of these familiesare
not affiliated with a Jewish congregation.
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DIRECTOR’'S MESSAGE

NOCIRC of Michigan hasbeen at the forefront of the posi-
tive social change of ending the ignorance and denial that per-
petuates infant circumcision. We have done our best for baby
boys on our shoestring budget. 1t's hard work trying to change
theworld, but what is harder istrying to do it with little money.

Every year we are offered many more opportunitiesto reach
peoplewith our message than we have the money to pursuethose
opportunities. There are more professional conferences and
public fairsto exhibit at, mass mailings to healthcare providers
to do, advertising to buy, and informational handoutsto print.

We would love to be able to pursue these additional oppor-
tunities. Thismeansreaching out to more of our committed sup-
porters and receiving more donations from them.

We have an 11-year track record of spending donations
wisely on projectsthat have made abig differencein thelives of
baby boys. Your generous and continuous contributionswill en-
able NOCIRC of Michigan to work up to its potential, wisely
and energetically, building on our successes far into the future.

On behalf of all the children, thanks! Norm Cohen, Director

NOCIRC OF MICHIGAN
(248) 642-5703
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continued frompage 1

The 12th century Jewish philosopher Moses
Maimonides acknowledged the damage
from circumcision:

There is no doubt that circumcision
weakens the power of sexual excitement
and sometimes lessens the natural en-
joyment. The organ necessarily becomes
weak when it loses blood and is deprived
of its covering from the beginning.

The practice of circumcision washever uni-
versal inJudaism. Notable Jewsfrom Moses
to Theodore Hertz (the founder of Zionism)
declined to circumcisetheir sons. Today in
Sweden only 40% of Jewish boys are cir-
cumcised.

Circumcision does not make a boy Jewish.
Jewish law saysthat aboy born to a Jewish
mother is Jewish, regardless of whether he
iscircumcised. Circumcision is not a pre-
requisite nor isit essential to the practice of
anything elsein Judaism.

Large numbers of Jewish babies in the
United States are circumcised not by mo-
hels on the eighth day but by physiciansin
hospitalsimmediately after birth. Thisdoes
not satisfy thereligious requirements of Jew-
ish circumcision. Non-observant Jewish
fathers now follow “the American locker
room look” when it comesto circumcising
their sons. Like non-Jews, they base their
decision on socia conformity and on out-
Side pressure.

For Musdlims, circumcision doesnot havethe
samelevel of significanceasit doesfor Jews.
Theritua isrequired but is not one of the
basic tenetsof Iam. Idlam adopted circum-
cision from the Jews, through their common
ancestor, Abraham, and from Arabs who

practiced it prior to Islam. It is not men-
tioned in their holiest book, the Koran, but
it isin the Hadith, a collection of the say-
ings and deeds of the prophet Muhammad.

There are no uniform set of regulations for
circumcision, no specified age (other than

before puberty), no prayersto recite, and no
authoritative ceremony to follow.

The Hadith spells out five practices to be
performed for bodily purification and clean-
liness: 1) trimming the moustache, 2) trim-
ming the nails, 3) plucking out the hair of
the armpits, 4) shaving pubic hair, and 5)
circumcision. The Arabic term, khitan, is
used to refer to both male and female cir-

cumcision. The Hadith says, “Khitanisre-
quired for men and is a noble deed for
women.”

Female circumcision hasbeen practiced for
centuriesin many Muslim countries, but its
practice predates|slam.

Thereisconfusion about the need to circum-
ciseamong Christiansbecause circumcision
isrequired inthe Old Testament of the Bible.
Infact, morefundamentalist Christianscite
religiousreasonsfor circumcising their sons
than do Jews.

However, circumcision was never arequire-
ment in Christianity. St. Paul madethisclear
in Galatians 5:2-6:

I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves
be circumcised, Christ will be of no value
to you at all. Again | declare to every
man who lets himself be circumcised that
he is obligated to obey the whole law.

You who are trying to be justified by law
have been alienated from Christ; you

have fallen away from grace. But by faith
we eagerly await through the Spirit the
righteousness for which we hope. For
in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor
uncircumcision has any value. The only
thing that counts is faith expressing it-
self through love.

Jesuswas circumcised because hewas aJew,
but Christians are not bound by Old Testa-
ment practices. For Christians, Jesus Christ
isthe new covenant, rendering al of theOld
Testament practices, including the covenant
of circumcision, null and void.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church stetes,
“Except when performed for strictly thera-
peutic medical reasons, directly intended

amputations, mutilations and sterilizations
performed on innocent persons are against
mord law.”

Hindusdo not practice circumcision and they
regard this as an important distinction be-
tween themselves and Muslims. Sikhs ab-
hor circumcision asunnatural.

No placeinthe Bibledoesit statethat “ clean-
linessisnext to godliness.” Nor doesit say
that amale will be healthier if heiscircum-
cised. Cleanlinessinthe Bibleis used fre-
quently to describe moral purity and obedi-
ence of an individual before God. The re-
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MISSION STATEMENT

NOCIRC of
MICHIGAN

NOCIRC of Michigan is a non-
profit, consumer rights advocacy
group that educates people about
circumcision and about the benefits
of intact genitals.

We inform parents and healthcare
providers in Michigan about the im-
pact of circumcision and about the
proper care of intact genitals. We
protect consumers from fraudulent
medical claims. We promote the

benefits of normal genitals and

foreskin restoration.

We know the removal of normal,
healthy tissue from a child’s geni-
tals—in the name of medicine, re-
ligion or social custom—results in
a loss of sexual function and is a
violation of human rights.

We are a group of dedicated con-
sumer activists and health care pro-
fessionals. We are committed to
effective education, advocacy and
activism on behalf of children to
protect them from harm. We are
part of a worldwide movement to
end all forms of male and female
genital mutilation.

INFORMANT (ISSN 1092-020X) is
published three times a year by

NOCIRC of Michigan. It repre-
sents our commitment to provide
educational information in this

state and to activists everywhere.
Articles, comments, and questions
are always welcome.

NOCIRC of Michigan

Educating a New Generation
www.NOCIRCofMl.org

PO Box 333
Birmingham, MI 48012
Phone: (248) 642-5703
Fax: (248)642-9528

Norm Cohen, Director
NormCohen@NOCIRCofMl.org
Lori Hanna, Education Coordinator

Lori@NOCIRCofMl.org
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ACTION

ALERT

Saving Taxpayer Money on
Medicaid Funding for Infant Circumcisions

Asof July 2005 sixteen states, Arizona, Cdifornia, Florida, Idaho,
Louisiana, Maine, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Ne-
vada, North Carolina, North Dakota, Oregon, Utah, and Washing-
ton have dropped Medicaid coverage for circumcisions performed
at parental request.

Michigan's cash-strapped Medicaid system needs to follow their

lead. New budget cutswill affect infant mortality prevention pro-
grams and children’s vision and hearing screening. Michigan cur-
rently ranks third worst in infant mortality. Yet Michigan is still

spending more than $2,596,237 annually paying for 21,786

circumcisionsevery year!

When other chargesincurred with rou-

tine circumcision areincluded, Michi- FreT ntm?q_] :;fu-'

gan could save 9 million dollars annu-
ally! Onein every 200 circumcisions
requires additional Medicaid payments
totreat complicationsfromthesurgery.

Before another dollar is cut from the
budget, make sure that free circumci-
sionsarecut first!

Please ask the chairpersons of the Ap-
propriations Committees and Sub- + IR
Committeesto removeall fundingfor & = &
unnecessary circumcisions from the

Department of Community Health's '
budget.

Over 21,000 newborn baby boys in

Michigan would be saved each year

from the waste, fraud, and abuse of in-
fant circumcisionsby eiminating Med-
icaid payments for this needless sur-
gery.

NOCIRC of Michigan

NOCIRC volunteers help get the word out last
July at our booth at the Ann Arbor Art Fair.

Tell state legislatorsthat in thistime of unprecedented cutsin Medic-
aid, Michigan's Medicaid system should stop using your tax dollars
to pay for medically unnecessary and nontherapeutic surgery. Ask
them to eliminate the waste of circumcisions that are not medically
necessary from the Medicaid budget.

If you have aready contacted them, don’t hesitate to try again. Re-
member, if we can succeed in removing this coverage, we will stop
21,000 circumcisionsayear.

Send out letters, emails, faxes, or make phone callsASAP. Always
include your full name and mailing address so that the legidators
know you are a Michigan resident.

You can also contact your own legisla-
tors by visiting the Michigan’s Children
websiteat:
www.michiganschildren.org/page.cfm/81

ant Circumcision

For the Well-Being of All

Senator Shirley Johnson

Chair, Senate Appropriations Committee
SenSJohnson@senate.michigan.gov

PO Box 30036, Lansing, Ml 48909
(517)373-2523 fax: (517) 373-5669

=8
| B ’.-
ai Tonanen

Representative Scott Hummel

‘ P Chair, House Appropriations Committee

ScottHummel@house.mi.gov
3 i‘ PO Box 30014, Lansing, Ml 48909
i ] (517)373-1778 fax: (517)373-5780
E S|
| Senator Tony Stamas

Chair, Sub-Committee on Comm. Health
SenTStamas@senate.michigan.gov
PO Box 30036, Lansing, Ml 48909
(517)373-7946 fax: (517)373-2678

Representative Bruce Caswell

Chair, Sub-Committee on Comm. Health
BruceCaswell@house.mi.gov

PO Box 30014, Lansing, Ml 48909
(517)373-1794 fax: (517)373-5768

Special Offer to Members: Join or Renew Now!

New or renewing members of NOCIRC of Michigan who con-
tribute $35 or more are eligibleto receive acopy of the book, Cir-
cumcision Exposed: Rethinking a Medical and Cultural Tradition
by Billy Ray Boyd, as athank-you for their support.

This 148-page book is an easy introduction into the controversy
behind malecircumcision. It surveysall of the reasonswhy people
arergjecting the practice. It makes an excellent gift for expectant
parents, childbirth educators, nurses, midwives, and physicians.
To get the book, please send in this coupon with your donation.

Thank you for your support!

A Foreskin Restoration Support
Group Now Meets in Ann Arbor

I

I

I Find out what you lost.

I Find out what you can restore.

| Find out what hundreds of men are doing to regain

| their sexual sensitivity.

| NORM of Michigan is a support group for men who
| are interested in learning about, or who are currently
| undergoing, the process of foreskin restoration.

I

I

I

Meetings are the second Sunday of every month from
2:00 - 4:00 pm. Contact Bill at 734 330-8338 or
NORMofMichigan@yahoo.com
www.NORM.org

NOCIRC OF MICHIGAN
(248) 642-5703
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continued from page 2

wards from God for such righteousnessin-
clude good health and long life. Physical

cleanlinessisasymbol of thismoral clean-
liness. Only much later were direct links
made between good hygiene and good

health. Circumcision became confused with
good health because of its Biblical associa-
tion with cleanliness, but modern medicine
has yet to prove that it has any advantage
over regular bathing.

Ritual circumcision is much more than a
well-intentioned attempt at cleanliness.

When performed on a nonconsenting per-
son outside of areligious or medical con-
text, itisnot hard for anyoneto see circum-
cisonasgenital mutilation. Femalecircum-
cision has long been regarded as such by
Americans.

Any cutting of a girl’s genitals by a reli-
gious community wishing to carry on their
ancient traditions has been afelony under
US law since 1997, when Congress out-
lawed female circumcision. The law spe-
cifically prohibitsreligious exemptionsto
female genital cutting of any degree.

Some practitioners seek to defend malecir-
cumcision by claiming that studies have

shown it prevents sexually-transmitted dis-
eases. Itismuch morelikely that their own
religious prohibitions against intermarriage
and sexual activity outside of marriage—not
circumcision—protected the Jews and Mus-
limsin these studies from disease.

Few Jews and Muslims actually chose to
be circumcised. When supporters of there-
ligious practice speak of their long history
of circumcision, they don’t mention that it
has always been imposed on achild.

Obviously, infants are not aware of
circumcision’sreligioussignificance. Nore-
ligion claimsthat an infant undergoing acir-
cumcision is having a spiritual experience.
Circumcision for any reason can be consid-
ered an assault because it is forced upon a
child andisapainful, traumatic, and, by its
very definition, adisfiguring surgery.

The Committee on Bioethics of the Ameri-
can Academy of Pediatrics stated in a 1997
policy statement:

Constitutional guarantees of freedom of
religion do not permit children to be
harmed through religious practices, nor
do they allow religion to be a valid legal
defense when an individual harms or
neglects a child.

Circumcision is especially troublesome be-
causethe cutting is donenot on aboy’sface
or arm, but on his organ of sexual pleasure.
Thecircumciser intrudesinto aboy’ sfuture
by permanently altering his penis, his ca-
pacity for pleasure, and thus, hisexperience
of sex. Theritual will beforever present on
viewing his penis and during sexua activ-
ity inthe form of an absent foreskin.

Voices within the progressive Jewish com-
munity have been struggling with their prac-
ticeritua circumcisionfor thelast 165 years,
since the beginnings of Reform Judaism.
Some of circumcision’s biggest public crit-
icshave been Jews.

Many new Jewish mothers have privately

wished that the practice of circumcision

would go away. Instead of aday of celebra-
tion, the bris milah often turnsinto aday of
fear and guilt for the mother, possibly for

thefather, and for many of theinvited party
guests.

Severa dternative bris shalom(covenant of
peace) ceremonies have been created by
Jewsthat meet the symbolic and communal
obligations of the traditional ritual by wel-
coming a newborn into the Jewish commu-
nity without the pain, trauma, bodily viola-
tion, and risks.

Circumcision advocates often resort to sug-
gesting hidden motivations by those who
oppose religious circumcision. An “anti-
Semitic” accusationisused tointimidate le-
gitimate critics of circumcision and to sup-
press further debate and media coverage.

However, NOCIRC’sreasonsfor speaking
out against religious circumcision are the
same as the reasons we speak out against
any circumcision. Neither physicians nor
ritual circumcisers have theright to ater a
boy’s penis, asimpure asthey imagineit to
be. A child has an absolute, universa, in-
alienable, and nonnegotiableright to thein-
tact, unaltered genitals he was born with.

NOCIRC’s mission is to provide factual,

up-to-dateinformation on circumcision and
on the benefits of intact genitals. When

today’s parents of any religion feel freeto
explorethisinformation and to act on it with-
out coercion, they often choosetoleavetheir
baby intact-the way he was created.

Resources

Bris Shalom Ceremony:
www.NOCIRCofMl.org/BrisShalom.htm

Brit Shalom Providers:
www.circumstitions.com/Jewish-shalom.html

Christians for Wholeness:
www.Acts15.org

Catholics Against Circumcision:
www.CatholicsAgainstCircumcision.org

BAD IDEAS FROM THE HISTORY OF MEDICINE
Real Quotes From Real Doctors

“That the foreskin in man is the cause of much mis-
chief, medical men are pretty well agreed. 1t affords
an additional surface for excitement ... Intheun-
married, it additionally excites the sexual desires,

whichitisour object to repress.”

Dr. William Acton, MD

A Practical Treatise on the Diseases of the Urinary and
Generative Organs in Both Sexes, 2nd ed. 1851 London

TELL THE TRUTH ABOUT CIRCUMCISION
How to Become An Informant

+ Help usto educate parents and health care providers! A tax-
deductible membership fee of $30 or more will make you a
NOCIRC of Michigan Informant.

+ Free pamphlets and newsletters are available in bulk to any-
onewishing to distribute them to parents and care providers.

+ We exhibit at many conferences and health fairs each year.
Please call to volunteer to help staff our information tables.

+ Please |et us know about relevant conferences or fairs that
NOCIRC of Michigan may exhibit at anywherein the state.

(248) 642-5703 PO Box 333 Birmingham, Ml 48012
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