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C H A P T E R   F I V E

BLU N T LY  PU T

After eight days, the time came to circumcise the baby.
—  L U K E  2 : 21

When I was a kid, one of my favorite Christmas carols was “Away in a 
Manger,” particularly that part in the second verse that says, “The cattle are 
lowing, the poor baby awakes; But little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes.”

I would sing that part with all my heart, imagining Jesus on the 
night of his birth, his “little Lord” eyes peering into distant galaxies, 
with not a tear in sight. That was before I had children of my own, 
though, and it was before I understood what the word circumcise means.

Like most Jewish boys in the first century, Jesus was circumcised on 
the eighth day of his life. Circumcision was a sign of God’s covenant 
with the Hebrew people. This ancient practice was initiated with Father 
Abraham, codified by Moses, and then passed down to each generation 
of Jewish males.*

* A fascinating theory as to why both Genesis and Leviticus instruct that boys should be 
circumcised on the eighth day has to do with how blood clotting works in a newborn baby. 
The human body has two blood-clotting factors: vitamin K and prothrombin. Vitamin K is 
not formed in our bodies until five to seven days after we are born, and prothrombin peaks 
in our bodies on the eighth day.

Scientists did not discover these two blood-clotting phenomena until the 1930s, and 
soon after began recommending vitamin K injections for all newborn babies to prevent the 
development of serious bleeding disorders. Thousands of years before, however, a nomadic 
Hebrew tribe was already waiting until the eighth day to circumcise their infant sons, the 
perfect time to prevent hemorrhaging in a newborn child.
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Male circumcision is a painful procedure to watch, even more so 
to endure. The foreskin of the penis, one of the most vulnerable and 
intimate areas of the male anatomy, is swiftly removed with one careful 
slice of a blade.

There is lots of debate as to whether there are enough significant 
health benefits for baby boys to still be circumcised, and regardless of 
where you stand on that issue, it’s important for us to recognize that 
a great deal of that debate centers on the subject of pain. Bluntly put: 
circumcision hurts.

While the gospel writers feel no need to address whether little Lord 
Jesus cried at his birth, I think we can be confident that he shed some 
real tears on the eighth day of his life.

I WAS AN UNCLE BEFORE I WAS A FATHER, AND I THINK IT 

works well that way. It’s a bit like being baptized by water and then by 
fire— the water surprises you, the f lames refine you.

It’s not that my nephews and nieces didn’t at times present their 
uncle with some pretty serious predicaments to deal with (including 
one nephew defecating on my arm the first day of his life). It’s just that 
all of their issues (especially their bodily functions and the unending 
care they require) were not my responsibility.

I could help their parents clean up after them, but I certainly didn’t 
have to.

Parenting my own children, on the other hand, presented me with 
a new set of rules. Now, each and every time something comes out of 
one of the small humans who live with us (and it happens with alarming 
frequency), it is my responsibility to do something about it.

Let me give you a few examples.
My oldest daughter once vomited on a plane, all over herself and 

all over the seat, just as the aircraft was touching down.
What was I to do with all of that?
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My son, while lying peacefully on a changing table, once urinated 
in a perfectly formed arch onto his own forehead.

How are you supposed to care for a crying child when you’re laugh-
ing so hard it hurts?

My youngest daughter produced such an impressive amount of 
meconium (the technical term for an infant’s first bowel movement) 
that I had to yell for help.

What do you do when you run out of wipes but your newborn hasn’t 
run out of poo?

Do we honestly think Mary and Joseph didn’t have similar stories 
to tell about baby Jesus?

We imagine him as an unusually bright little boy, and surely he was, 
but that doesn’t mean Jesus was somehow supernaturally potty- trained 
as a toddler.

We read and sing about the Christ child wrapped in swaddling 
clothes, but we must keep in mind the fabric was smeared with blood 
and vernix and amniotic f luid from his birth.

We picture him the perfect infant, resting peacefully in Mary’s arms, 
but if the “cattle are lowing” and “the poor baby awakes,” I doubt that 
“no crying he makes.”

GNOSTICISM IS A F U NN Y- SOU NDING WOR D W ITH SER IOUS 

implications. Basically, it describes a collection of ancient worldviews 
and writings that looked down on physical reality and exalted the 
spiritual world in its place.

Unfortunately, many of us view Jesus through this sort of lens. 
I think this is one of the primary reasons we have such a hard time 
relating to him.

Often there is a great divide in our minds between the physical and 
the spiritual. (For what it’s worth, this way of thinking has little to do 
with the influence of Jesus and a whole lot to do with the influence of 
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Plato.) We categorize things into sacred or secular, natural or super-
natural. The person of Jesus, we reason, most naturally fits into the 
spiritual/sacred/supernatural side of things.

For the first- century Jewish mind, however— and we must always 
remember that Jesus and his earliest followers were all first- century 
Jews— the great divide between the physical and the spiritual did not 
necessarily exist.

We witness this undivided reality in their most sacred/spiritual of 
records, the Torah, where practical/physical instruction is provided 
about the most earthy of activities: about how to handle the bloody 
cloths from a woman’s period (Lev. 15:20), about where to bury one’s 
excrement after a bowel movement (Deut. 23:13), and yes, about which 
day is best for a baby boy to be circumcised (Lev. 12:3).

The reason I bring up these down- to- earth Torah examples is 
because they are human experiences, the sort of things Jesus experi-
enced. And it’s vitally important to keep that in mind, lest we fall prey 
to that old gnostic temptation of splitting everything up into physical 
versus spiritual.

Two thousand years of history, theology, and poetry have at times 
blinded us to the vulnerable beauty of a newborn baby who cooed, cried, 
and “went potty” just like the rest of us.

Don’t get me wrong, I still love to sing “Away in a Manger” at 
Christmastime— really, I do— I just sing the old hymn a little differently 
now: “The cattle are lowing, the poor baby awakes; And little Lord 
Jesus, some crying he makes.”6

Ponder. Mary and Joseph were probably in awe at the circumstances 
surrounding Jesus’ birth, but during those first few days of his life, 
they may well have had more pressing matters on their minds, like 
what to do with the meconium.
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Pray. Ask that you won’t fall prey to that old gnostic temptation of 
dividing everything up into physical versus spiritual, resulting in a 
low view of the body and a weird view of Jesus.

Practice. Sometimes, the best thing for your spirit is to do something 
with your body, like taking a brief walk outside when you’re feeling 
heavy in heart.
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