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5) Mezizah be-Peh: Oral Suction of the Circumcision Wound

Mishnah Shabbat 19:2

We perform all necessary acts for the circumcision on Shabbat:
we circumcise, we expose [the corona by tearing the mucosal
membrane], we suction, and we place upon the wound a bandage
with cumin powder.

Mishnah Shabbat 19:6
..If one circumcised but did not expose the circumcision [by
tearing the mucosal membrane], it is as if he did not circumcise.

Talmud Bavli Shabbat 133b

R. Pappa stated: “A surgeon who does not perform suction
[following a circumcision] endangers the baby and is dismissed.”
Is this not obvious? Since we desecrate the Shabbat for it, it
obviously must be a danger to omit it. You might have thought
that the [reason one may suction on Shabbat is] that the blood is
stored up [so that sucking it out is not a violation of Shabbat];
now we have learned [from Rav Papa] that the blood is the result
of a wound [thereby sucking it out is desecrating the Shabbat].

Rambam Laws of Circumcision 2:2

How is circumcision performed? One cuts through the entire
foreskin covering the crown, and then splits the soft membrane
under the skin with one’s fingernail, pulling it this way and that
way until the flesh of the crown is revealed. And then one sucks
the circumcision until blood in the further reaches is extracted,
so that [the infant] will not be endangered, and any mohel who
does notsuction should be dismissed. After suctioning, he should
apply a dressing or bandage or something of that nature.

R. Yaakov HaGozer

Germany, 13th c.

How is suction performed? After splitting the membrane, one
takes the organ into his mouth and sucks blood out with all one’s
strength, because blood coagulates within the top of the organ,
and a danger is posed if one does not perform the suction, as it
says in [Shabbat 133b]: Rav Pappa said, ‘A mohel who does not
perform mezizah endangers the infant and is dismissed’ because
blood will clot within the organ and this is dangerous.
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Responsa Hatam Sofer

[Question:] There have been cases here in our city (Vienna) of
children who were circumcised by an expert mohel, and a
malignant rash broke out on their skin, covering the whole area
of the circumcision, and then spread over their entire bodies, and
many children have died of this illness... In the doctors’
judgment, this evil came upon them as a result of the suction
performed by the mohel’'s mouth, and yet the mohel was
examined and found to be clean and uncontaminated by any
trace of the illness. Nonetheless, there is cause for concern....

[Answer:] We find oral suction only as a requirement by the
kabbalists, who assert that one must mitigate the strict attribute
of justice with the mouth and lips. However, we have no dealing
with hidden matters if there is at all even the slightest concern
of a health hazard.... Therefore, as long as we can draw out the
blood from the faraway places, it may be done in any way
possible. We should believe the experts regarding which actis as
effective as oral suctioning.

[ will go even further: Even if the Talmud had explicitly stated
that one must suction with his mouth [I would still maintain that
one may use a sponge], since the act of suctioning is not an
integral part of the mitzvah of circumcision, but is rather merely
done to avert danger to the child. To wit, according to the
Halakhabh, if one circumcises and does peri’ah but neglects to
suction, he has completely fulfilled the mitzvah....

And in [Shabbat 133b] R. Pappa infers [that suction is
equivalent to] bandaging with cumin powder which is only done
[to prevent] a dangerous situation... [and] since it’s only medical
in nature we shouldn’t be particular if the doctors found another
treatment instead; and the same applies to suction, that even if
the mishnah explicitly mentioned oral suction, one could replace
it with something equivalent. But they should warn the expert
doctors to testify truthfully that the sponge accomplishes the
same result as oral suction. More than this one need not worry,
in my humble opinion.

Responsa Mahara”m Schick Orah Hayyim §152

R. Moshe Schick (Hungary, 1807-1879)

...Whoever states that oral suction is dangerous or harmful to the
child is telling a complete falsehood, and that which is well
known requires no proof; and I have been a mohel for more than
40 years and never was there any mishap or illness because of
this... And the leading professors have attested to this for more
than 30 years, for then, too, the reformers wanted to nullify
this... And the Hatam Sofer... wrote at length about the issue of
doctors’ reliability, and based on what he said they are to be
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believed even about general [i.e., not only life-or-death] matters,
granted that what they say is only based on conjecture, it has the
status of a rov [statistical majority], and therefore if it
contradicts a hazagah [established halakhic assumption] which
one can reassess, then one must reassess [the validity of the
hazaqah]...

If so, we may consider the age-old practice of mezizah be-peh
to be a hazaqah, so that physicians’ testimony is against this
hazaqah. [Hence] even if there are to be believed, in any case
where we can assess [the matter to determine who is correct]...
everyone agrees that we must do so. [But the possibility] of
reassessment does not apply here, for [the rabbis] did not say
that every infant who has not been suctioned at the time of
circumcision will die, or anything of this sort...

And I already clarified in a responsum that [ wrote over 20
years ago that it is known that all science is only based on
experimentation, and all experimentation is only based on the
majority. But things that were transmitted to us from Moses at
Sinai or things that were told to us by the prophets are
categorically true, but everyone agrees that things people [have
derived] through experimentation are only conjecture...

And who knows if aside from the danger that the Sages of
blessed memory referred to there are other rationales for
mezizah be-peh... Therefore it’s clear that we may not change
this practice, the practice of our fathers, to suction specifically
orally...
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