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Hermeneutics and the Logic of Ritual*

The	analysis	of	the	Priestly	systems	of	ritual	sacrifice	(Σ)	and	purity	(Π)	played	a	dis-
tinct	role	in	the	development	of	hermeneutics	in	ancient	Israelite	and	early	Jewish	
literature.	A	difference	between	formal	properties	of	the	ritual	systems	of	Σ	and	Π	is	
shown	to	be	homologous	to	a	difference	between	the	hermeneutics	applied	to	texts	
on	Σ	and	Π,	respectively.	The	possibility	is	raised	that	this	homology	is	the	product	
of	a	causal	relationship	between	the	logic	of	ritual	and	the	logic	of	hermeneutics –	
namely,	that	the	distinctive	logic	underlying	the	ritual	systems	themselves	played	a	
role	in	shaping	the	hermeneutical	tools	used	for	the	interpretation	of	the	ritual	texts.
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1. Introduction and Definitions

This paper makes two claims and offers one tentative suggestion. First, it 
claims that the analysis of the Priestly systems of ritual sacrifice (Σ) and pu-
rity (Π) played a distinct role in the development of hermeneutics in ancient 
Israelite and early Jewish literature.1 Second, it points to a formal homology, 
within Σ and Π, between the logic of the rituals themselves and the logic 
of the hermeneutics applied to the ritual texts.2 Finally, it asks whether the 
formal homology is the product of a causal relationship – i. e., whether the 
distinctive logic underlying the ritual systems themselves played a role in 

* I wish to express my gratitude (in alphabetical order) to Uri Gabbay, Martha Himmel-
farb, Nathan MacDonald, Hindy Najman, Yakir Paz, Baruch J., Scott Scullion, Jonathan 
Stökl, Elizabeth Stell, and Rebekah Van Sant-Clark.

1 For a detailed outline of Σ, and for the distinction between the textual systems and the 
ritual systems see N. S. Meshel, The “Grammar” of Sacrifice (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), esp. 24–27.

2 The term “logic” is used here to denote the “interrelation of sequence of facts or events 
when seen as inevitable or predictable” (Merriam-Webster, definition 1.c.; https: / /www.
merriam-webster.com/ accessed 25/6/2018), and not necessarily the “systematic use 
of symbolic and mathematical techniques to determine the forms of valid deductive 
argument” (OED, definition 1.2; http: / /www.oed.com/ accessed 25/6/2018).

HeBAI 7	(2018),	466–482	 DOI	10.1628/hebai-2018-0030
ISSN	2192-2276	 ©	2018	Mohr	Siebeck



467Hermeneutics	and	the	Logic	of	Ritual

shaping the hermeneutical tools used for the interpretation of the ritual 
texts. An affirmative answer is tentatively suggested.

Σ and Π denote the textual, partially idealized representations of the 
ancient Israelite systems of ritual sacrifice and ritual purity, respectively, in 
the Bible, in Second Temple period literature (including Jewish Hellenistic, 
Pseudepigraphic and Qumranic literature), and in rabbinic literature. The 
interconnected systems of sacrifice and purity together constitute the most 
elaborate, complex, and intricate intellectual construct found in the surviv-
ing corpus of ancient Israelite and early Jewish writings. Quantitatively, 
they comprise roughly half of the Pentateuch and half of the Mishna, and 
innumerable other texts.3 Qualitatively, this “science of ritual” is unparal-
leled by any other branch of knowledge in ancient Jewish thought, such as 
philosophy, mathematics, linguistics, astronomy, or extispicy – to mention 
but a few branches of knowledge highly developed elsewhere in antiquity.

2. Ritual Paradigmatic for General Hermeneutics

In antiquity, several branches of knowledge were catalyzed by an interest in 
sacrificial ritual, and evolved within the world of sacrifice. In India, geom-
etry evolved as a branch of knowledge subservient to the construction of 
sacrificial altars;4 and linguistics as a science subservient to the recitation 
of mantras in sacrificial ritual contexts.5 Scholars of pūrva-mīmāṃsā, the 
classical Sanskrit science of sacrifice, have demonstrated that in India the 
pramāṇas (literally “measures”)  – formal hermeneutic rules for textual 
deduction in logic, poetics, and philosophy – reached their most elaborate 
formulation in the analysis of sacrificial ritual.6 In Mesopotamia, too, there 

3 Consider the centrality of Π and Σ in the earliest surviving lengthy legal compilations 
outside the Pentateuch, including Ezekiel’s Temple Vision (40–48), the Aramaic Levi 
Document, the Temple Scroll, and Damascus Document’s legal section, alongside doz-
ens of shorter works from Qumran.

4 See A. Seidenberg, “The Ritual Origins of Geometry,” Archive of the History of the Exact 
Sciences 1 (1962): 488–527; F. Staal, “Greek and Vedic Geometry,” Journal of Indian 
Philosophy 27 (1999): 105–127.

5 On the interconnections between linguistics and sacrifice in India, see L. Renou, “Les 
Connexions entre le rituel et la grammaire en Sanskrit,” Journal Asiatique 233 (1942): 
105–165; G. Cardona, “On Attitudes towards Language in Ancient India,” Sino-Platonic 
Papers 15 (1990): 1–19; A. Michaels and A. Mishra (ed.), Grammars and Morphologies 
of Ritual Practices in Asia (Ritual Dynamics and the Science of Ritual 1; Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 2010).

6 F. X. Clooney, S. J., Thinking Ritually: Rediscovering the Pūrva Mīmāṃsā of Jaimini 
(Publications of the De Nobili Research Library 17; Vienna: Institut für Indologie der 
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may have been a link, though less straightforward, between sacrificial ritual 
and hermeneutics. Eckart Frahm has shown that commentaries on omens 
played an important role in the evolution of hermeneutics (though com-
mentaries were written on non-divinatory texts as well). Within the divina-
tory tradition, a corpus of texts with particularly detailed commentaries at a 
relatively early stage relates to hepatoscopy, which takes place in the domain 
of animal sacrifice. The analysis of sacrificial victims’ viscera thus played an 
indirect role in shaping the conceptual world of hermeneutics.7

In early Jewish thought, a number of branches of knowledge were fueled 
by an interest in ritual, particularly sacrificial ritual, such as the adoption 
and development of astronomical works in the context of ritual calendars 
in Second Temple Judaism,8 and the use of combinatorics in the context of 
series of pairs of bird-offerings in tractate qinnîm.9 With regard to herme-
neutics, the process in early Jewish literature parallels the processes in India 
and in Mesopotamia only in part.

The evidence does not suggest that the formal tools for textual deduction 
discernible in these sources originated in Σ and Π, or that the roots of the 
science of hermeneutics are to be found in the domain of Priestly ritual. 
Throughout the history of scholarship it has been suggested that formal 
rules for textual deduction such as the middôt (literally, “measures”)10 in rab-
binic literature were partly borrowed from Hellenistic and Mesopotamian 

Universität Wien, 1990); L. McCrea, “The Hierarchical Organization of Mīmāṃsā In-
terpretive Theory,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 28 (2000): 429–459; E. Freschi, Duty, 
Language and Exegesis in Prābhākara Mīmāṃsā (Jerusalem Studies in Religion and 
Culture 17; Leiden: Brill, 2012); D. Klein, “Rabbi Ishmael, Meet Jaimini: The Thirteen 
Middot of Interpretation in Light of Comparative Law,” Hakirah 16 (2013): 1–21.

 7 E. Frahm, Babylonian and Assyrian Text Commentaries: Origins of Interpretation 
(Guides to the Mesopotamian Textual Record 5; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2011), 23, cf. 
20. I thank Jonathan Stökl and Uri Gabbay for clarifying this point. For the conjecture 
that sacrifices, primarily wellbeing offerings, were used for extispicy in ancient Israel, 
see F. H Cryer, Divination in Ancient Israel and its Near Eastern Environment: A Socio-
Historical Investigation (JSOTSup 142; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 295–305. 

 8 See J. Ben-Dov and S. Sanders (ed.), Ancient Jewish Sciences and the History of Knowl-
edge (New York: New York University Press, 2014). In particular, see p. 115 on the 
practical role of astronomical investigation for priestly Temple duties (as reflected in 
the many liturgical calendars and Mishmarot texts from Qumran) and pp. 87–88 on 
Priestly ritual and science more broadly.

 9 M. Koppel, Seder Kinnim: A Mathematical Commentary on Tractate Kinnim (Jerusalem: 
Aluma Publishing, 1998) [Hebrew]. The roots of legal thinking are, of course, multiple. 
See the concluding notes in K. Schmit, “How Law Evolved out of Economics: Sequential 
Logic and Stereometric Interpretation in Ancient Near Eastern and Biblical Law Col-
lections,” ZABR 23 (2017): 115–121, esp. 121.

10 For a brief introduction to the middôt, see H. L. Strack and G. Stemberger, Introduction 
to the Talmud and Midrash (trans. M. Bockmuehl; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 15–30.
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contexts through conduits that are unrelated to ritual.11 In fact, studies dedi-
cated to the identification of explicit and implicit hermeneutic principles un-
derlying Second Temple Jewish literature, including Qumranic and Jewish 
Hellenistic literature, as well as the earliest rabbinic literature, do not imply 
that formal hermeneutical principles were used preponderantly in the con-
text of ritual sacrifice and purity.12 Rather, the evidence suggests that Σ and 

11 The Greek vs. Mesopotamian approaches, conveniently framed as the “S(aul) Lieber-
man vs. S(tephen) Lieberman” theories, are of course not mutually exclusive. Neither 
theory rules out indigenous developments. See W. S. Towner, “Hermeneutical Systems 
of Hillel and the Tannaim: A Fresh Look,” HUCA 53 (1982): 101–136; more gener-
ally, see H. L. Feldman, “How Much Hellenism in Jewish Palestine,” HUCA 57 (1986): 
83–113. For excellent summaries of the literature on Hellenistic and Mesopotamian 
influences, respectively, see Y. Paz, “From Scribes to Scholars: Rabbinic Biblical Exegesis 
in Light of the Homeric Commentaries” (PhD diss., The Hebrew University of Jeru-
salem, 2014), 8–20. For a basic bibliography of works prior to 2006, see B. L. Visotzky, 
“Midrash, Christian Exegesis and Hellenistic Hermeneutics,” in Current Trends in the 
Study of Midrash (ed. C. Bakhos; JSJSup 106; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 111–131; and U. Gab-
bay, The Exegetical Terminology of Akkadian Commentaries (CHANE 82; Leiden: Brill, 
2016), 289–304, as well as the bibliographies cited in these works.

12 The literature on the relations between rabbinic midrash and earlier hermeneutic sys-
tems (including Qumranic and Jewish Hellenistic systems) is vast and rapidly growing. 
See, for example, D. I. Brewer, Techniques and Assumptions in Jewish Exegesis before 
70CE (TSAJ 30; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1992); M. Kister, “A Common Heritage: 
Biblical Interpretation at Qumran and its Implications,” in Biblical Perspectives: Early 
Use and Interpretation of the Bible in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. M. E. Stone and 
E. G. Chazon; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 101–111; S. D. Fraade, “Looking for Legal Midrash 
at Qumran,” Biblical Perspectives: Early Use and Interpretation of the Bible in Light of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls (ed. M. E. Stone and E. G. Chazon; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 59–79; 
S. D. Fraade, “‘Comparative Midrash’ Revisited: The Case of the Dead Sea Scrolls and 
Rabbinic Midrash,” in Agendas for the Study of Midrash in the Twenty-first Century 
(ed. M. L. Raphael;  Williamsburg: The College of William and Mary, 1999) 4–17; 
S. D. Fraade, “Rewritten Bible and Rabbinic Midrash as Commentary,” in Current 
Trends in the Study of Midrash (ed. C. Bakhos; JSJSup 106, Leiden: Brill, 2006): 59–78; 
S. D. Fraade, Legal Fictions: Studies of Law and Narrative in the Discursive Worlds of 
Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages (JSJSup 147; Leiden: Brill, 2011), 145–168, 399–426; 
P. Mandel, “Midrash Exegesis and Its Precedents in the Dead Sea Scrolls,” DSD 8 (2001) 
149–168; P. Mandel, “The Origins of Midrash in the Second Temple Period,” in Current 
Trends in the Study of Midrash (ed. C. Bakhos; JSJSup 106; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 9–34 
(on the origin of midrash in general with particular reference to mantic techniques); 
M. J. Bernstein, and S. A. Koyfman, “The Interpretation of Biblical Law in the Dead 
Sea Scrolls: Forms and Methods,” in Biblical Interpretation at Qumran (ed. M. Henze; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 61–87; C. Milikowsky, “Rabbinic Interpretation of the 
Bible in the Light of Ancient Hermeneutical Practice: The Question of the Literal Mean-
ing,” in “The Words of a Wise Man’s Mouth Are Gracious” (Qoh 10,12): Festschrift for 
Günter Stemberger on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (ed. M. Perani; Studia Judaica 32; 
Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005), especially the overview on pages 9–13. For a summary of lit-
erature, see Y. Paz, “From Scribes to Scholars,” 3–8. Precise assessment of the weight of 
ritual materials in pre-rabbinic and early rabbinic hermeneutics vis-à-vis later rabbinic 
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Π played a central role in the systematization of hermeneutic tools at a later 
stage, following their original adoption and development. In other words, 
while formal rules of textual deduction may have originated elsewhere, they 
were honed, refined, developed and tested within the discourse on Σ and Π.

The argument in this section is presented along logical rather than chron-
ological lines – progressing from the later and more explicit rabbinic data 
to the earlier biblical data that require elucidation. As we shall see, some of 
the Pentateuchal priestly texts themselves reflect an invitation, as it were, to 
apply a unique set of hermeneutic tools. Certain rabbinic texts were attuned 
to the peculiarities of these priestly texts, and made explicit what is implicit 
in them. The argument therefore focuses on P and on rabbinic literature, 
referring to Second Temple literature only occasionally in the footnotes.

2. a. Evidence from Rabbinic Literature

The post hoc link between Levitical law and formal hermeneutics is most 
clearly evident in the medieval transmission history of the ברייתא די“ג מידות 
(also known as Baraita D’Rabbi Ishmael), both in terms of its placement 
as an introduction to the Sifra, the halakhic midrash on Leviticus, and in 
terms of the examples it furnishes – most of which are derived from Σ and 
Π;13 and in the late rabbinic depictions of the “creation” of the middôt by 
God himself in the context of Π (Miriam’s “leprosy”)14 and by Hillel the 

hermeneutics will need to be carried out on the basis of careful statistical analysis. Such 
an analysis will need to take into account all forms of formal hermeneutics, including 
but not limited to the named middôt, and beginning with W. Bacher, Die exegetische Ter-
minologie der jüdischen Traditionsliteratur (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1905). At present, I can 
offer only a safe estimate: less than half of the examples (probably much less) of implicit 
use of formal hermeneutic tools cited in the Second Temple period works mentioned 
above are related to Π and Σ, despite the fact that most of the examples derive from the 
Damascus Document and the Temple Scroll, which contain many sacrificial and purity 
laws.

13 For a critical edition with commentaries, see A. Shoshana, The Text of the Baraita 
de-R. Ishmael According to Vatican Manuscript Assemani 66 with References to Rabbinic 
literature, Variant Readings and Philological Notes (Jerusalem: Ofeq Institute, 2014) 
[Hebrew]. In the Baraita’s scholion, nine of the thirteen examples derive from Π and 
Σ. The Baraita itself circulated at least since gaonic times as an introduction to Sifra, 
the halakhic midrash on Leviticus, and was incorporated around the same time into the 
liturgy as an appendix to the daily recitation of the fifth chapter of Zebaḥim, arguably 
the tannaitic sacrificial text par excellence (L. Finkelstein, Sifra: A Commentary on the 
Book of Leviticus, Vol. 1: Introduction [New York: JTS, 1989] [Hebrew], 2, 12, 186 –187).

14 The Biblical prōtos ergatēs of a fortiori argumentation, God, is portrayed as introducing 
not only a fortiori argumentation, but also the principle that limits over-application of 
such argumentation, in the context of Miriam’s leprosy and subsequent quarantine 
(Num 12:14). This principle dictates that “it is sufficient for that which is deduced a 
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Elder in the context of Σ (the paschal sacrifice).15 However, this link need 
not be considered an invention ex nihilo, since as Louis Finkelstein notes, 
even without the Baraita D’Rabbi Ishmael which was only appended to the 
Sifra in a post hoc fashion, the Sifra itself – the early (Akiban) rabbinic hala-
chic midrash on Leviticus – opens with a programmatic exposition of three 
main “measures,” בנין אב (“the construction of an archetype”), גזירה שווה 
(“equal ordinance”),16 and ק(ו)ל וחומר (a fortiori argumentation).17

The most elaborate talmudic discussion of the operation of the middôt is 
found in the Babylonian Talmud, in a sacrificial context, in tractate Zebaḥim 
49b–51a. This lengthy pericope, discussed briefly below, inquires whether 
information transferred from one Pentateuchal passage to another by 
means of one of four hermeneutic “measures” (,גזירה שוה, היקש  קל וחמר, 
אב  can subsequently transfer onwards from the second passage to a (בנין 
third Pentateuchal passage by reemploying one of the same four “mea-
sures.” Within this elaborate demonstration of middôt-in-tandem, there are 

fortiori to be as [severe as] that from which it is deduced (דיו לבא מן הדין להיות כנידון).” 
On its derivation from the case of Miriam, see Sifre Bemidbar 106.

15 According to a prominent rabbinic tradition, the historical prōtos ergatēs of the middôt 
(Hillel, 1st century BCE), introduced a fortiori argumentation, and in various versions 
of the narrative also other “measures” – גזירה שווה, בנין אב and היקש (“analogy”) – in 
the context of Σ, regarding the paschal sacrifice (b. Pesaḥ. 66a and parallels); see Fran-
kel’s insightful close reading of this narrative (J. Frankel, The Aggadic Narrative: Har-
mony of Form and Content (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2001) [Hebrew], 23–32). 
On the opinion that the thirteen “measures” are Sinaitic in origin, see Finkelstein, Sifra 
1.172–186.

16 The translation follows Strack and Stemberger, Talmud and Midrash, 18, though “equal 
decision” would better capture the etymology of גזירה (> caedere, to cut || גז“ר). See 
their discussion on pp. 18–19: “It is an argument from analogy. Strictly speaking, it is 
only to be used if two given Torah statements make use of identical (and possibly 
unique) expressions.” See Visotzky, “Midrash, Christian Exegesis and Hellenistic 
Hermeneutics,” 122–124. Lieberman associated this term with the Greek technical 
term, σύγκρισις κατὰ ἴσον, but see Y. Paz, “From Scribes to Scholars,” 12, 14 n. 70. On 
the nature of גזירה שוה and its relation to היקש, see briefly Finkelstein, Sifra 1.121–122, 
164–5 and Brewer, “Techniques and Assumptions,” 5–7, 17–18, both harking back to 
S. Lieberman, “Rabbinic Interpretation of Scripture,” in Hellenism in Jewish Palestine 
(New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1962), 47–82.

17 Finkelstein considers these opening passages an introduction of sorts to the Sifra, indi-
cating that even prior to the joining of the Baraita D’Rabbi Ishmael to the Sifra, a need 
was felt to begin the Sifra with an exposition of a number of the main “measures” 
(Finkestein, Sifra 1.187; see also 2.11–13 with n. 3 on p. 11 infra). Elsewhere, he notes 
that the main purpose of this opening passage of דיבורא דנדבה is to accustom students 
to the use of בנין אב (Sifra 1.22–23).
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sixteen (42) potential pairs. Each and every one of the sixteen scriptural 
examples adduced is derived from Σ or Π, and often from both.18

In the discussion that follows, the various “measures” will be designated 
by means of initials: “H” denotes היקש and “G” – גזירה שווה.

2. a. 1. Transferal of the Rule of Absolute Reversion

Let us consider one example from the pericope in b. Zebaḥ. 49b–50a. Leviti-
cus discusses three types of ṣāra‘at, a condition commonly (if inaccurately)19 
termed “leprosy”: bodily (“somatic”) leprosy, head- (“cephalic”) leprosy, 
and clothing-leprosy (“himatic leprosy,” from ἱμάτιον). In somatic leprosy, 
a spot of a certain color and constitution, on the arm for instance, renders 
the person impure; but if the spot spreads and covers the skin of the entire 
body, the person is (somewhat paradoxically) rendered pure. Thus, a person 
covered with a leprous affection from head to toe – as opposed to a person 
with only part of his body covered with leprosy – becomes entirely pure. 
Only if some (but not all) of the leper’s skin reverts to its normal state will the 
person become impure again. Let us call this paradoxical rule RAR (“Rule 
of Absolute Reversion”).

Now let us examine how the pericope in b. Zebaḥ. 49b deduces that RAR 
applies to each of the three classes of leprosy enumerated above:

A. RAR applies to somatic leprosy since Scripture says so explicitly (Lev 
13:12–13).

B. RAR applies to cephalic leprosy due to the application of H (היקש), 
which in this context denotes the transference of legal content between two 
adjacent words. Since RAR applies to legs (inasmuch as they form part of 
the body), and since the pair of words “head” and “legs” are adjacent in 
v. 12, the legal contents transfer, as if by osmosis, to the section on cephalic 
leprosy (Lev 13:29–37).

C. RAR applies to himatic leprosy due to the application of G (גזירה שוה). 
Since the words “back of the head” and “forehead” (קרחת and גבחת) appear 
both in the context of cephalic leprosy (13:42–43) and in the context of hi-
matic leprosy (13:55),20 they create a conduit, so to speak, by means of 

18 The sole exception is the pair דבר הלמד בגזירה שווה מהו שילמד בהיקש on 50a, only part 
of which is derived from Σ/Π. The later ones, which derive from logic, all ultimately 
rely on Π/Σ, as in the example cited at the end of Subsection 2.a.1., below.

19 J. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation and Commentary (AB 3; New York: 
Doubleday, 1991), 816–820.

20 The appearance of terms relating to “forehead” and “back of the head” in the context of 
leprosy affecting clothing (and not heads) is awkward, and may be the result of a copy-
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which legal contents can flow from the passage on heads to the passage on 
clothes.

Thus, the pericope demonstrates that in the case of the ordered pair 
(H, G), i. e., applying H first, then G, information transferred to context B 
through the operation A → B can further transfer to context C via the opera-
tion B → C (Illustration 1).

Context A        Context B        Context C

Illustration 1: The information “RAR is active” travels along the arrows from context 
A to B to C according to the hermeneutical techniques H and G, listed above each 
arrow

As noted above, since our pericope in Zebaḥim discusses four middôt, and 
since each middāh is paired with every one of the four (including itself), 
sixteen (42) possibilities present themselves. Our pericope tests each of these, 
and eventually the system acrobatically grabs itself by the tail, as in the fol-
lowing virtuoso line of reasoning:

Can that which is learnt by a fortiori argumentation teach in turn by a fortiori argumen-
tation? [Yes, for this follows] a fortiori: if G, which cannot be learnt from H […] can 
teach by a fortiori argumentation, as we have [just] said; then does it not follow logically 
[a fortiori!] that a fortiori argumentation, which can be learnt from H […] can teach by 
a fortiori argumentation? […] Surely this is an a fortiori argument the son of a son of 
an a fortiori argument!”21

2. b. Evidence from Biblical Literature

It is perhaps no coincidence that Σ and Π played an important role in the 
development of the halachic middôt. First, as the twelfth century Provençal 
scholar Rabbi Abraham ben David of Posquières claims in his introduction 

ist’s error (L. Gottlieb, “Repetition due to Homoeoteleuton,” Textus 21 [2002]: 36–41, 
contra Milgrom, Leviticus, 814).

21 Translation is based on I. Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud: Translated into English with 
Notes, Glossary and Indices (London: Soncino, 1961).
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to the Baraita D’Rabbi Ishmael, Leviticus is simply replete with laws.22 Sec-
ond, the laws of Σ and Π in the priestly literature constitute a more densely-
knit verbal representation of a legal system than any other set of laws in 
the Pentateuch, explicitly calling for the juxtaposition and comparison of 
diverse legal scenarios and diverse, even distant textual passages  – as we 
shall presently see.

Stated more specifically, the priestly literature in the Pentateuch invites, 
perhaps even requires, analogy and juxtaposition of discrete legal units in 
order to determine how much legal information, and what information, 
precisely, is to be transferred from one passage to another. This invitation 
is extended primarily through the creation of what we might call cross-
references or internal hyperlinks, claiming “as in X, so in Y.”

The list of such hyperlinks in P would be so long as to dwarf any compa-
rable list from other Biblical legal texts. The phenomenon is characteristic 
of P’s laws in general, but is much more pronounced in Σ than in Π or else-
where. Consider, for example, the fact that even the most basic technical 
terms in P, such as the pairs (1) קרבן vs. חטאת (2) ,מנחה vs. (3) אשם and 
even כשב vs. 23,כבש are based on P’s own coinages or on P’s re-coinage of 
common Biblical Hebrew words into P’s idiolect, which endows them with 
new, technical denotations. Thus, every time P uses one of these terms, it 
sends the reader on a hyperlink-chase to all its other occurrences in P, 
sometimes specifically to its first occurrence, where the term is most clearly 
defined.24 Nothing comparable to this phenomenon is found in other parts 
of the Pentateuch. For this reason, only a handful of the most explicit hyper-
links in P are listed here (the arrow designates the direction of the transferal 
of information; the underlined verse is the “recipient” passage, which is also 
quoted; the explicit analogy appears in bold font):

a. Lev 3:3–4 → 4:3–10
If the anointed priest transgresses … he shall remove all the suet of the bull of the puri-
fication offering … just as it is removed from the bull of the wellbeing offering

אם הכהן המשיח יחטא… ואת כל חלב פר החטאת ירים ממנו… כאשר יורם משור זבח השלמים

b. 1:11 → 4:22–24
When a chieftain transgresses … [the male goat] shall be slaughtered at the spot where 
the wholeburnt offering is slaughtered

22 Shoshana, Baraita de-R. Ishmael, 15.
23 N. S. Meshel, “What Is a Zoeme? The Priestly Inventory of Sacrificial Animals,” in Cur-

rent Issues in Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond 
(ed. R. E. Gane and A. Taggar-Cohen; RBS 82; Atlanta: SBL, 2015), 19–46, here 30–31 
and n. 27.

24 Meshel, Grammar, 125 n. 21.
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אשר נשיא יחטא… ושחט אתו במקום אשר ישחט את העלה

c. 3:14–15 → 4:26
all its suet he shall turn into smoke on the altar, like the suet of the wellbeing offering

ואת כל חלבו יקטיר המזבחה כחלב זבח השלמים

Thus, P supplies hyperlinks pertaining to the precise location of slaughter 
(1:11 → 4:29; 1:11 → 6:18; 1:11 → 7:2), the precise organs to be removed as 
“suet” (3:9–10 → 4:35), and the remuneration of priests (2:10 → 5:13; 6:19 
→ 7:7). Many other hyperlinks pertain to general, recurrent events (Num 
15:3–4), and also to specific, onetime occurrences (Exod 40:15).

While the majority of hyperlinks refer the reader back to information 
supplied earlier in the document (assuming that P is read sequentially), 
sometimes analogies are drawn to later verses, such as the two links in Lev 
6:10 (“I have given it as their portion … it is most holy like the purification 
offering and the reparation offering”) to Lev 6:19 (“the priests who offers it 
as a purification offering shall eat of it”) and to 7:7 (“it shall belong to the 
priest who makes expiation thereby”); or the phrases דותה נדת   and כימי 
-as at the time of her menstrual infirmity”; “as during her men“) כנדתה
struation”) in Lev 12:2, 5, referring to the laws of the menstruant in Lev 
15:19–24.

These examples, though constituting only a fraction of P’s internal hy-
perlinks, offer a sense of P’s thick web of analogies, explicit and implicit. A 
control group derived from the other large Pentateuchal legal code, Deutero-
nomic law, drives the point home clearly.

D’s explicit statements indicating that “as in X, so in Y” are few and far 
between.25 Only one of D’s explicit hyperlinks is strictly legal-analogical – 
the likening of consumption of domestic cattle slaughtered “in your settle-
ments” (בשעריך, literally “gates”) to the consumption of game (“deer and 
gazelle”). But even this analogy, which appears no fewer than three times in 
D (Deut 12:15, 12:22, 15:12), only serves to highlight the absence of P-like 
hyperlinks in D. If one were to double-click, so to speak, on the hyperlink as 
gazelle and deer are eaten, it would turn out to be a “dead link,” since no-

25 The best-known candidate, Deut 22:26, only proves the contrary, since its thrust is ex-
hortative rather than legal-analogical: “You shall do nothing to the young woman; the 
young woman has not committed an offense punishable by death, because this case is 
like that of someone who attacks and murders a neighbor.” The phrase …כאשר יקום 
26b), which likens rape to murder, is eventually interpreted in rabbinic literature (e. g., 
b. Sanh. 74a) as a strict legal equation on the basis of which legal analogies can be 
drawn. This is contrary to the plain sense of the verse, where the comparison serves, 
from a grammatical and logical point of view, only to justify the law in 26a, which ex-
empts the victim from punishment.
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where in Deuteronomic law does one find a passage that regulates the con-
sumption of “gazelle and deer.” That they can be consumed in impurity 
outside the sanctuary is not asserted, but presented as common practice. In 
that sense, it is not a hyperlink within D at all, but a reference to sociological 
fact.26

In sum: within Pentateuchal law, Σ is the analogizer par excellence,27 cre-
ating a thick web of hyperlinks within a self-contained system – somewhat 
like a dictionary. This alone would warrant the assumption that Σ played an 
important role in the development of formal hermeneutics, in particular 
such middôt as היקש ,בנין אב ,קל וחומר, and גזירה שווה – whose very essence 
is the drawing of analogies from one case to the other. However, as we will 
presently see, this claim turns out to be somewhat paradoxical.

3. A Formal Homology between the Logic of Ritual  
and the Logic of Hermeneutics

3.a. Different Hermeneutic Logic Applying to Σ vis-à-vis Π

Let us consider the rabbinic statement, attributed to the School of R. Ish-
mael, בכל התורה כולה למידין למד מלמד חוץ מן הקדשים שאין דנין למד מלמד – 
“In the whole Torah we rule that whatever is learnt can teach, save in the 
case of sacrifices, where we do not rule that whatever is learnt can teach.”28 

26 In the Covenant Code, one finds legal analogies, but they can hardly be termed “hy-
perlinks” in the sense employed here, since they refer to information supplied in the 
immediately preceding context, not to a different passage (see Exod 21:7; 21:31). For 
additional analogies in D which do not imply the transfer of legal information from one 
passage to another, see Deut 12:21, 24:8 (cf. Exod 23:13).

27 See also M. Douglas, Leviticus as Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 25, 
39, who identifies “analogical thinking” (but in a different sense, p. 39) as characteristic 
of Leviticus and not of Deuteronomy, which is based on persuasion, challenge, and 
argument.

28 b. Zebaḥ. 49b, Hebrew text cited according to the textus receptus (the manuscripts con-
tain minor variation in the use of the definite article and in orthography); translation 
based on Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud. R. Yoḥanan’s statement is assumed by 
Ravina and others as well in BT, see b. Zebaḥ. 45a, 60b; b. Šebu. 10a; Sifre beMidbar on 
Num 19:16. For parallels in PT and in Sifre BeMidbar, see M. Katz, Jerusalem Talmud 
Tractate Qiddushin: Critical Edition and a Short Explanation (Jerusalem: Yad Ben-Zvi 
and Schechter Institute, 2016), 24–25 (on y Kid 59a). The controversy between the 
schools of R. Akiba and R. Ishmael on this matter, and a discussion of whether these 
constraints pertain to היקש or to all “measures,” would lead us far beyond the scope of 
this paper. See Katz, Jerusalem Talmud Tractate Qiddushin, 24–25; Y. N. Epstein, Intro-
duction to Tannaitic Literature: Mishna, Tosephta and Halakhic Midrashim (Jerusalem: 
Magnes, 1957), 524 –525.
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In order to demonstrate how this principle applies, let us recall the exercise 
carried out above regarding the applicability of RAR in three different types 
of ṣāra‘at. The Talmudic exercise demonstrates that the conduit connect-
ing B and C is, so to speak, blind. Figuratively speaking, the “pipeline” (the 
right arrow, Illustration 1 above) is indifferent to the source of the particles 
that flow through it: It is of no consequence to the pipeline whether they 
originated in B or were imported into B from elsewhere. This situation, ac-
cording to several rabbinic authorities, obtains “in the entire Torah.” There 
is, however, one realm in which the pipelines are not blind, but contain 
sieves, as it were, distinguishing autochthonous particles (that is, particles 
of information originating in receptacle B) from imported particles (that is, 
particles of information that did not originate in B, but were imported from 
A) – and these are barred from flowing into C. This realm is qŏdāšîm – or 
in our terms, Σ.

Thus, rabbinic tradition maintains, in the most explicit of terms, that at 
least with regard to this specific detail, the kind of hermeneutics applicable 
in Π (and elsewhere) does not apply in Σ. In other words, an attempt to 
employ such “transitivity,” operative in Π and elsewhere in rabbinic legal 
exegesis of the Bible, to Σ (e. g., determining the precise location where 
wholeburnt, purification, and reparation offerings are to be slaughtered) 
would fail, as in Illustration 2:

Context A        Context B        Context C

Illustration 2: The information “on the northern flank” travels along the arrows from 
context A to B but not from B to C

Stated differently, in the application of the middôt in general, non-Σ con-
texts, information transferred via A → B may subsequently transfer on-
wards via B → C. But this is not the case in Σ. In Σ, information can transfer 
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through the various middôt only once, not twice. Paradoxically, the “limita-
tion on transferability” described in rabbinic sources is a direct result of the 
hyperlinked nature of the Σ texts themselves, to which we pointed above: 
Since P, particularly in the context of Σ, so often explicitly claims “as in A, 
so in B”, it obviates the need for – and essentially blocks – the application of 
rabbinic formal tools of analogy in these cases.29 Thus, in Illustration 2, it is 
not the case that reparation offerings may be slaughtered on the southern 
flank of the altar; they, too, must be slaughtered on its northern flank. But 
one may not deduce this constraint using the widely applicable principle of 
 which is why one needs a verse to state explicitly that the ,למידין למד מלמד
reparation offering, if it is an ovine (which it always is) must be slaughtered 
at the same spot as an ovine wholeburnt offering. Of course, such a verse 
exists (Lev 7:2). As noted above, the thick web of hyperlinks, though char-
acteristic of P’s laws in general, is much more pronounced in its sacrificial 
legislation than in its legislation on purity. It thus appears that here, a dif-
ference in degree between the two in P was picked up in rabbinic literature 
and transformed into a difference in kind: Σ and Π serve as two opposite 
models for the application of hermeneutics – in the former, “limitation on 
transferability” applies, but in the latter it does not. Given the centrality of 
Σ and Π in the process of honing and refining hermeneutical tools, it is not 
surprising that in our pericope in Zebaḥim, a difference between Σ and “the 
rest of the Torah” appears in the form of a difference between Σ and Π.

3.b. Different Ritual Logic in Σ and Π

Why is the transferability of information pertaining to Σ (from A to B to 
C, and potentially form C to D) limited compared to the transferability of 
information pertaining to other legal realms (including Π)?

The classical sources do not answer this question, but it is at least worth 
considering a structural analogy that pertains to the nature of the ritual 
systems themselves. Haggai 2:11–14 juxtaposes Σ and Π:

29 This logic is explicit in the BT sources cited above, n. 28, and is the mirror image of the 
logical process found in P at Lev 3:3–4 → 4:10; 4:10 → 4:20. See for example b. Zebaḥ. 
50a supra (translation Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud): “That which is learnt through 
a hekkesh, can it teach through a binyan ab?  –  Said R. Jeremiah: Let ‘northward’ not be 
written in connection with a guilt-offering, and it could be inferred from a sin-offering 
by a binyan ab. For what purpose then is it written? Surely to intimate that that which 
is learnt through a hekkesh cannot in turn teach through a binyan ab.”
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11 Thus says the Lord of hosts: Ask the priests for a ruling: 12 If one carries consecrated 
meat in the fold of one’s garment, and with the fold touches bread, or stew, or wine, or 
oil, or any kind of food, does it become holy? The priests answered, “No.” 13 Then Hag-
gai said, “If one who is unclean by contact with a dead body touches any of these, does 
it become unclean?” The priests answered, “Yes, it becomes unclean.” (NRSV)

In Haggai’s legal parable, two cases, one involving something holy (Σ), an-
other involving something impure (Π), demonstrate the supremely conta-
gious quality of the latter.30 The point is that in cases of contagious holiness 
(e. g., Lev 6:11b, 20–21 et passim)31 transferability is severely limited: holi-
ness is only contagious enough, says Haggai, to transfer from the sacrificial 
meat (A) to a person’s garment (B); but not further on from that garment 
(B) to another object (C), as in Illustration 3.

Illustration 3: The limited contagion of holiness

In cases of contagious impurity, by contrast, transferability is less severely 
constrained. Haggai says that impurity can transfer from a dead body (A) 
to a person (B), who can subsequently transfer it on to other objects (C), as 
in illustration 4.

30 D. L. Petersen, “Haggai,” in The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard 
Version with the Apocrypha (rev. 4th ed.; ed. M. D. Coogan; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 1335–1336.

31 J. Milgrom, “Sancta Contagion and Altar/City Asylum,” Congress Volume: Vienna 1980 
(VTSup 32; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 278–310; E. Regev, “Priestly Dynamic Holiness and 
Deuteronomic Static Holiness,” VT 51 (2001): 243–261.
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Illustration 4: The contagious power of impurity

From a purely formal point of view, the difference between Π and Σ (accord-
ing to Haggai) – in the sense of the internal logic of the ritual systems them-
selves – is structurally similar to the difference between the logic of Π and Σ 
(according to rabbinic texts) – in the sense of the logic of the hermeneutical 
tools applying in either ritual system. This can be illustrated by juxtaposing 
Illustrations 1 and 2 with Illustrations 4 and 3, respectively.

Π Σ

H
er

m
en

eu
tic

 lo
gi

c
Ri

tu
al

 lo
gi

c

A → B and B → C         A → B but not B → C

Illustration 5: The formal homology at a glance

This playful yet suggestive example may adumbrate the kind of evidence 
that needs to be weighed before we can determine whether the internal logic 
of the ritual systems themselves, Σ and Π, shaped the internal logic of the 
hermeneutics applicable to the texts promulgating those systems.
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The formal homology, summarized in Illustration 5, may be purely co-
incidental. Even if intentional, it might be explained as nothing more than 
an isolated case of a rabbinic pericope modelling itself after one property of 
Σ and Π. To the best of my knowledge, even late rabbinic sources nowhere 
explicitly pick up on this homology. Nevertheless, the fact that the homol-
ogy is not explicit in rabbinic sources does not preclude the possibility that 
it underlies the internal logic of the pericope in Zebaḥim. One must keep in 
mind that the verses in Haggai were well-known to the Talmudic discussants 
(b. Pesaḥ. 17a), and in fact eventually became a locus classicus for controver-
sies about the power of ritual contagion.32 There are, therefore, grounds to 
suspect that the homology is intentional.

Summary

We have demonstrated that Σ and Π served as testing grounds in the devel-
opment of formal hermeneutics. We have also seen that in the process of 
experimentation and formalization, Π eventually came to serve as a foil for 
Σ, a domain against which the uniqueness of Σ was highlighted.

That Σ’s hermeneutics would differ from ordinary hermeneutics is per-
haps unsurprising. Several biblical and postbiblical traditions suggest that 
the basic logic of the sacrificial ritual world defies everyday experience in 
terms of causality, space, and time.33 And elsewhere, I have argued that in 
terms of the deep structure of the ritual system, the “grammar” of Σ – in 
Biblical as well as post-Biblical texts – is sui generis.34 We have now seen that 
Σ is also unique in terms of the hermeneutics applied to it.

Finally, we have seen that at a particular juncture – with regard to ritual 
contagion – formal properties of the ritual system Π are homologous to for-

32 Consider the pride of place that this discussion receives in Maimonides (Y. D. Kafaḥ, 
Mishna im perush Mosheh ben Maymon: Maḳor ve-targum [Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav 
Ḳuḳ, 1968], 6:34–36). Note that one of the interlocutors in b. Pesaḥ. is Ravina, who is 
also said to accept the principle of בכל התורה כולה למידין למד מלמד חוץ מן הקדשים (as-
sumed in b. Zebaḥ. 50a) and to have elaborated upon it. In y. Ḥag. 18b || y. Soṭah 24a, 
the two motifs – the question of hermeneutic “transferability” (of a fortiori, דנין לו דין 
 הרי למדנו לראשון ולשני) and the question of “transferability” of ritual impurity ,(מן הדין
.are in fact thoroughly intertwined (מן הכתוב ולשלישי מן הדין ולרביעי מק“ו

33 For the sake of illustration, see W. H. Propp, Exodus 19–40 (AB 2; New York: Doubleday, 
2006), 693–694; consider retroactive invalidation in the case of piggûl (Lev 7:18, 19:7); 
the rabbinic tradition stating that the 24-hour unit divides differently in Σ (b. Zebaḥ. 
53a); and the traditions about the reaction rate of the sacrificial fire (b. Yoma 21b and 
Zebaḥ. 59b).

34 Meshel, Grammar, 198–209.
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mal properties of the hermeneutics applied in rabbinic literature to purity 
texts; and formal properties of the ritual system Σ are homologous to formal 
properties of the hermeneutics applied to sacrificial texts.

A radical formulation of the thesis proposed here would liken the relation 
between the logic of ritual and the logic of hermeneutics to the process of 
molding, wherein the hermeneutical tools take shape within logical molds 
of ritual texts. Thus, one might state that the contours of the hermeneutical 
tools are inevitably determined by the contours of the ritual molds within 
which they are fashioned. The implications of such a claim would be too 
bold: It would mean that the very warp and woof of our thought about tex-
tual interpretation is fundamentally ritual. However, as noted above, it is not 
the case that formal hermeneutical tools originated in the world of ritual. 
The picture that emerges from the available sources is more complex. The 
earliest Jewish sources do not suggest that formal hermeneutical principles – 
implicit as well as explicit – were originally related to priestly ritual. It is only 
in later attempts to systematize the middôt that Σ and Π prove such fruitful 
workshops. A more realistic formulation would therefore liken the process 
to forging  – wherein the ritual texts functioned as an anvil upon which 
hermeneutical tools were forged by means of other preexisting hammers. In 
this image, the logical patterns underlying the ritual systems left some faint 
but unmistakable marks on the contours of the hermeneutical tools used to 
study them.35
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35 The process may, of course, become recursive, as the “measures” may be used to 
produce new anvils or reshape the old ones. In order to test the validity of this claim, 
a control group derived from a different textual and ritual tradition is needed. Such a 
control group is readily available in classical Sanskrit texts, where a different set of mid-
dôt (pramāṇas) are operative, as well as a different system of rituals.


