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[The present paper is a slightly modified version of a joint paper

delivered orally at the international conference, “Tradition of

Commentaries and the Dynamics of Knowledge” in Shree Somnath

Sanskrit Universityin February 2020." It is intended as a first draft of a

statement of intent, rather than as a systematic presentation of our

findings.]

The paper is part of an ongoing international research project which had its
informal beginning in 2015 at Princeton University, when a group of students and
scholars from various disciplinary backgrounds joined together in a summer
seminarto read, analyze and discuss texts from tworitual traditions—the one
South Asian and the other Near Eastern/Mediterranean. We continued our joint
exercises in the framework of graduate seminars and research workshops at
Princeton University, Heidelberg Univérsity, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem,

' We wish to thank Prof.Gopabandhu Mishra, Prof. D. N. Pandeya (Shree Somnath Sanskrit
University), and the organizers for the opportunity to present our project before Indian scholars
in the framework of the conference.
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“and in Varanasi.? The project is currently centered at the Hebrew University of

Jerusalem in Israel, under the name “Thinking Rite: A New and Ancient Science
of Sacrifice.”

More specifically, we engaged ourselves on the one hand with the Jaimini-
Mimamsa-Siitra (JMS) with the. commentary of Sabarasvamin, the S'a’bara-bhdsya
(SB), and on the other hand, with a set of Biblical and ancient Jewish texts on
sacrificial ritual.* The system of Mimamsa originated in the second half of the
first millennium before the Common Era in the geographical region of South

? During these meetings we had opportunity to benefit from conversations withProfessors Yigal
Bronner (The Hebrew University of J erusalém),Rammurti Chaturvedi (Mahatma Gandhi Kashi
Vidyapith, Varanasi),Fancis X. Clooney, S.J. (Harvard University), Lawrence McCrea {Cornell
University), Axel Michaels (Heidelberg University), and H. R. Sharma (Banaras Hindu
University); for their valuable insightswe are thankful.Special thanks go to

ProfessorYochananGrinshpon(The Hebrew University of Jerusalem)for his insightful
suggestions.

> We are deeply indebted to the members of the research team, including (in alphabetical order)
Jesse Mirotznik (Harvard University), Ariel Seri-Levi (The Hebrew University of Jerusalem =
HUJT),Hananel Shapira (HUJI), Mordechai Vaintrob (HUII), and Ayelet Wenger (HUJI),and to

Matthieu Barbier (CNRS).We wish to express our thanks to thelsrael Science Foundation for its
generous support,

% To the best of our knowledge, the first study to explore the potential of what we term “Talmudo-
Mimamsa” is Daniel A. Klein, “Rabbi Ishmael, Meet Jaimini: The Thirteen Middot of
Interpretation in Light of Comparative Law,” Hakirah 16 (2013) 91-111. See the insightful

_ paper by Shoshana Razel Gordon-Guedalia, “SagiNahor—Enough Light: Dialectic Tension
between Luminescent Resonance and Blind Assumption in Comparative Theology,” in How to
Do Comparative Theology (edited by Francis X. Clooney, S.J. and Klaus von Stosch; New
York: Fordham University, 2018) 229-255 .Comparative projects involving the study of Vedic
and ancient Israelite and early Jewish sacrifice, on the other hand, have been undertakenin the
past. See for example Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function
(Translated by W. D. Halls; London: Cohen and West, 1964), originally published as Henri
Hubert et Marcel Mauss, “Essai sur la nature et la fonction du sacrifice.” L'AnnéeSociologique 2
(1898): 29-138; Kathryn McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence: A comparative study of
sacrifice(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 2008); for a broader comparative perspective on

the two traditions see Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality of
Scripture (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1997).
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Asia, within the contextof the Vedic textual and ritual tradition. The textual
corpus on Mimamsa is almost exclusively in the Sanskrit language.’

The sacrificial tradition of ancient Israel is based on the descriptiveand
prescriptive ritual texts in the Hebrew Bible (1*" millennium BCE) and on their
further elaboration in postbiblical literature, specifically in the Mishna and in
early Midrash (compiled ca.3" century CE) and in the Babylonian Talmud
(compiled ca.6™ centuryCE).® The Babylonian Talmud is to this day the
quintessential Jewish text. It is a collection of some twenty volumes consisting
primarily of legal controversies concerning the minutiae of Jewish law, complied
in Mesopotamia in the Sassanian period—and accompanied by a host of
commentaries and sub-commentaries.” The Talmud covers topics as varied as
prayers and holidays; matrimony and capital punishment; civil law and ritual
impurity. While its final compilation took place around the sixth century CE,
centuries after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (in 70 CE), and therefore
many centuries after actual sacrifice had ceased to be practiced {in Jewish law,
sacrifice outside the Jerusalem Temple is unacceptable), a significant portion of
this fundamental text is dedicated to the laws of sacrifice.

As a very rough analog, one may liken the development of the commentarial
tradition in ancient Israel to that of the Mimamsa tradition, as follows:

% For a primary introduction, see Lawrence J. McCrea. “Mimamsa”. Brill’s Encyclopedia of
Hinduism. Edited by: Knut A. Jacobsen, Helene Basu, Angelika Malinar, Vasudha Narayanan,
Brill Online, 2014. For an overview of the literature, see Jean-Marie Verpoor.on.“Mimamsa
Literature”. Otto Harrassowitz, Wiesbaden, 1987.

§ For an introduction see Eyal Ben-FEliyahu, Yehudah Cohn, and Fergus Millar, Handbook of
Jewish literature from late antiquity, 135-700 CE, (Oxford: University Press 2013) 23-27
(Mishnah); 32-38 (Babylonian Talmud).

7 Y. Elman, ‘Talmud and Middle Persian Culture’, Encyclopedia Judaica(2™ edition), vol. 19
(2007), 488-91; S. Wald, ‘Talmud, Babylonian’, Encyclopedia Judaica (2™ edition), vol. 19
(2007), 470-83; Shai Secunda,The Iranian Talmud: Reading the Bavli in Its Sasanian Context,
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 2014.
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Vedic sacrificial ritual literature Biblical sacrificial ritual literature
(before 4™ c. BCE) (before 4™ ¢. BCE)

Jaimini-Mimamsa-Sitra (ca. 3" c. | Mishna (complied ca. 200 CE)
BCE)

Sabara-Bhasya(ca. 3™ c. CE) Babylonian Talmud (complied ca.
6" c. CE)

Commentaries and Sub- Commentaries and Sub-

Commentaries commentaries

Table 1: Stratification in Talmudic and Mimamsétraditions

Althoughthe twotextual traditions developed in isolation from one another in
antiquity—there is no evidence of mutual contact between Mimamsi and
Talmudic traditions—and evolved along separate trajectories in subsequent
centuries, there are strikingaffinitiesbetween them in terms of contents and style.
The following brief list enumeratessome of these. Succinctly stated, and with a
degree of simplification, both traditions can be characterized as—

1. Containing theoretical discourse on ritual sacrifice
2. Stratified (as in Table 1 above)

3. Attempts to systematize a complex textual tradition
4

Discursive and dialectic (prima facie opinion vs. conclusion;
pirvapaksin vs. siddhantin)

5. Using a host of conventional shorthand scholastic terms (often
identical in specific function)

6. Employing hermeneutical tools for textual deduction (pramdnas,
Hebrew middét). These tools are

a. Fixed in number

b. Formal, and often
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c. counterintuitive

Perhaps the most striking similarity is, on occasion,thematic: the types of
problems addressed often overlap. In some cases, the same precise non-obvious
- question is addressed; such correspondence borders on the uncanny when the
same solution is offered,as in the case of the texts presented in appendices A-D
(JMS 4.1.27 and Babylonian TalmudZebahim 52b).

In addition to these paralléls, a note is in order regarding the relation
between text and practice in both traditions. In both systems there is a significant
gap betweensacrificial ritual practice and the intellectual efforts to systematizg
and analyze these rituals. In the Talmudic context, this process is clearly evident:
sacrifices were no longer permissible after the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple in 70 CE. Thus, the vast majority of textual production dedicated to
systematizing and analyzing sacrificial ritual belongs to a time when sacrifices
were no longer performed, and werein a sense purely theoretical. In the South
Asian context, the situation is more complex,since there was no comparable
abrupt cessation of sacrificial praxis.However, the gap evidenced in the Talmudic
tradition is paralleled in South Asia inasmuch asthe Mimamsakas, the ritual
theoreticians, are in many casesdistinct from the Yajiikas, the experts in ritual
practice.®

In reading these texts side by side, despite theirvast cultural, religious,
historical, geographical and linguistic dissimilarities (the correspondences
enumerated above notwithstanding) we do not aim to establish ashared
historicalorigin; much less do we seek to demonstrate that one tradition
influenced the formation and development of the other. We acknowledge that
there is no evidence of any historical link between the two systems. Neither do we
suggest that the shared properties enumerated here should be interpreted as

¥Krishna, Daya: “The Mimamsaka versus the Ydjiika: Some Further Problems in the
- Interpretation of Sruti”. In:Contrary Thinking: Selected Essays of Daya Krishna.(Eds.) Nalini

Bhushan, Jay L. Garfield and Daniel Raveh. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011, pp. 228-
246.
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evidence of underlying universals. In fact, Mimamsa and Talmudic discourse on
sacrifice are quite idiosyncratic,” and are hardly paralleled elsewhere, even in
cultures with significant sacrificial traditions, e. g., in the Greco-Roman world, in
Mesopotamia, or in Anatolia. Rather, our aim is to open up and explore the
intellectual space between two textual/ritual traditions. The text excerpts that we

have compiled in Appendices A-Dserve to demonstrate the potential of this
explorative exercise. ‘

The appendices contain a thought-experiment of ours, which demonstrates
the mutual translatability of the two intellectual traditions. AppendixA is SB
4.1.27 in the original Sanskrit; Appendix B is essentially a word for word
translation of that passage, directly from Sanskrit into a mixture of Hebrew and
Aramaic characteristic of the Babylonian Talmud (thecommentary is our own
creation). Appendices C-D are a mirror-image of that exercise: C is a passage
from Babylonian Talmud tractate Zebahim 52b in the original Hebrew/Aramaic; -
and D is a slightlymodified Sanskrit rendition of that pericope.

Incidentally, our intuitions regarding the potential of the translationexercise
were confirmed by the results: whereas translations ofMimamsa and Talmudic
texts into modern European languages tend to be either unwieldy or replete with
explanatory parenthetic side-comments (or both), the Mimamsdand Talmudic
texts are very smoothly inter-translatable. ATalmudist reading our experimental
Hebrew/Aramaic translation of JMS with Sabara’s commentary is likely to have a
sense of a déja vu—as if encounteringan unknown section of the Talmud.

In order to further clarify our long-term goals, focusing on the perspective of
Mimamsa’sinstrumentality for understanding ancientJewish sacrificial literature
(though the elucidation is bidirectional), a few remarks are in order. The ancient
Israclite sacrificial system (together with the system of pollution and purification
with which it is indelibly intertwined) is arguably the most elaborate intellectual

? Although they made no use of Mimamsa, Hubert and Mauss (above, n. 4) were keenly aware of

 the unique importance of the two textual/ritual traditions—in Hebrew and in Sanskrit—for the
study of sacrifice.
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edifice preserved in Talmudic literature. And yet, the rabbinic tradition never
developed a sui generis discipline dedicated specifically to the field of knowledge
of sacrificial ritual as elaborate as Mimamsa.

Mimamsa, on the other hand, was developed specifically in the context of
Vedic texts and Vedic ritual; yet the analytic and hermeneutic tools that it
formulates, alongside the operative categories that it develops, may be applicable
more widely to other ritual and textual systems as well. The ancient Jewish ritual

sacrificial texts are a natural corpus for testing and developing the applicability of .

Mimamsa as a theory of sacrificial ritual writ large.

Consider a rough analogy to Panini’s Astadhyayr: this work was developed
specifically for analyzing and describing a particular language, Sanskrit; and
wholesale application of the specific rules and metarules of the Astadhyayr to
another language such as Modern English or Biblical Hebrew, is out of the
question; but the abstraction of modes of analysis and operative categories from
the Paninian system proved to have strong explanatory power for linguistic
systems in_general, and played an important role in the development of modern
linguistics.

To use a very bold comparison, we thus suggest that while a wholesale
application of Mimamsa to non-Vedic rituals and texts is out of the question,
operative categories and modes of analysis abstracted from the JMS and its
commentaries offer a unique set of tools, without parallel in the ancient or modern
scholarly traditions, for understanding sacrificial ritual systems outside the
purview of classical Mimamsa literature.

" The academic exerciseenvisioned in this paper must proceed from the
careful application of established philological methodsfor reading the ancient
texts, bothtradition-immanent and modern, using emic and etic hermeneutical
tools for their interpretation, situating the texts” key concepts within the history of
ideas and embedding them within relevant theoretical frameworks. Proceeding
from this groundwork, our aim in the comparative project is first and foremost to
understand eachtradition betteron its own terms, simply employing new
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perspectives gained by comparative analysis: examining each textual tradition in
light” of insights gained from the other; re-applying (with proper caution)
hermeneutical toolsforged and honed in one textual-ritual tradition in a new and
distant sacrificial arena; and testing the explanatory power of operative
categoriesabstracted from onetraditionto attain a betterunderstandingof the other.

However, our endeavor has a second, more distant but no less explicit
goal—to explore the varied connections between ritual and hermeneutics. Even a
cursory reading of these two traditionsside by side revealsa common feature
shared by both:the use of ritual texts as a laboratory of sorts for the development
of hermeneutic tools.This feature, which is perhaps more immediately evident in
Mimamsa, but is undeniably evident also in Talmudic literature, raisesseveral
questions: does ritual, in particular sacrificial ritual, as a sophisticated, primarily
non-verbal system with its own rigorous (nonlinguistic) “grammar” facilitatethe
cultivation of textual hermeneutics? And in what ways could properties internal to
the ritual systems themselvesbe reflected in the structures of the
hermeneuticsystems devised for their interpretation? These are questions that can
be answered only by carving out a new space between the two textual and ritual
traditions, and turning that space into the object of investigation, within a new-
and-ancient “science of sacrifice.”
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Appendix A: SB 4.1.27 (Bibliotheca Indica edition, Calcutta, 1873 p. 453.)

Appendix B: SB 4.1.27 in Hebrew/Aramaic:

The text in its present format is our creation. The text in the center (in larger
typeface) is a literal translation of the Sanskrit text in Appendix A, rendered in a
mixture of rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic. The additional texts surrounding the
central text are our own explanatory notes, in traditional medieval commentarial
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Appendix C: Babylonian Talmud Zebahim 52b in Hebrew/Aramaic

The following

w3 ph pB Bo oph PIesH
DB = Wb pme e
b ‘::23 oY BT
S99 0h than w3 rod ey o
¥ wwn e T3 BT
shop s Bl g‘m fopfr 130
oIE z;snr. B BT WM
sioms hep 9 pipd W
p5ID 1B B3 v o e
25 Bh TS (pamp pumd
w0 by W pbnd pov Ty
‘&\P} '-\71;5‘ )D" \w \’!\ ;:3!&\!
wfp po 'c*:ns:a »ed en
r\*‘zrm U P et e

L f iiu o

5umy mph S 9 ol 30 w0 tonply by B oz B3h e pvvn v o ph Pk 3‘“?'13“ mho
RN L PRI BIONER Dmn VIR uove £ 2w omh ﬁ) wpouen v ofm vmbp obn
= Evrn el fomm o) e f‘}"‘“ oy s SRER 0 TR % pama wy &)ﬁ Wahn YIRS Dunn:
£ BpEoy e pevh v o % b »w:: ES ovwp e omy w wmn £ oo mm onden ip pubsy W

text is an extract from a standard printededition of the
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Zebahim. The text is written in a mixture of Hebrew
and Aramaic; for its contents—see Appendix D.
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Appendix D: Excerpts from Babvlonian Talmud Zebahim 52b rendered in

Sanskrit

some blood is applied to the altar.

The text is translated by us directly from Babylonian Talmud Zebahim 52b
into Sanskrit. The discussion is based on two different ways in which four words
in the Biblical book of Leviticus (Lev 16:20) can be interpreted. The chapter
describes a sacrificial rite that includes purging the sanctuary (in order to
eliminate various forms of pollution) by means of blood obtained from a bull and
from a male goat. The question at hand is whether purgation is effected only once
all blood-applications are carried out; or whether purgation is effected as soon as
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The verse, which reads, rather literally, “and he shall complete purging,” can
be understood (in the rabbinic hermeneutic system, which is often
counterintuitive) to mean either that purgation is accomplished only once all
blood-applications are carried out; or, conversely, that even partial application is
sufficient for effecting i)urgation.
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