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Preface


How to Read a Dead Sea Scroll


One of the exciting and frustrating things about the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) is that they are often tattered and torn manuscripts. At the best of times, they are nearly complete scrolls, but at the worst, they are Dead Sea scraps, deteriorated with age. This means the way texts are deciphered and represented is often confusing. This short guide will help you understand what text or composition you are reading, as well as why the text is referred to or presented in a certain way. Note that this guide strives for simplicity. There is some variety in how scholars or other publications might refer to the materials.







Names and Titles for Scrolls


Very few scrolls actually include the titles of the work on the scroll itself. In most cases, titles are assigned by modern editors. Many writings are attested in multiple manuscripts. When you come across something like 11QTempleScrolla or 11QTa, these are modern shorthand references for the Qumran Cave 11 copy of the Temple Scroll. Superscript letters indicate the first (a), second (b), third (c) copy, and so on, found in a particular cave. You may also come across a strictly numerical system for these references, which in this case would be 11Q19. In this book, when referring to the composition represented by one or more manuscripts, I will do so using its title in italics. In some cases, there is variety, disagreement, and multiple modern titles. In general, I pick or provide the ones that are most common or make the most sense. Confused yet? It’s not as tough as it sounds.1







References to Content in Scrolls


Ancient scrolls are generally made up of several sheets of leather or papyrus. These were stitched together and then inscribed in columns. Scrolls can range from about the size of a cigarette butt to several meters in length. Unfortunately, in most cases, the DSS are in various states of decay. Whether scroll or scrap, the referencing system is essentially the same. When referring to a column or fragment number and line of text, I will do so by separating the two by a colon. Note that, like biblical verses, this numbering is not inherent to the texts; rather, it is a system developed to locate and refer to sections or lines. For example, 11Q19 52:1 refers to the fifty-second column and first line of the specific copy of 11Q19 or 11QTempleScrolla of the Temple Scroll. Works that are known only by puzzle pieces of fragments are also numbered, even if the structure in columns is not known. When the columns are known in fragmentary texts, they are referenced by Roman numerals after the manuscript and fragment number (for example 4Q542 1i: 4–7). For simplicity’s sake, in this book I will provide the manuscript number, column or fragment number, and line number when quoting or referencing a specific point in a DSS text. Don’t worry—you don’t need to look anything up. All the texts we work with will be right here in this book.







Transcriptions and Translations of the Scrolls


There are many places where the text of the DSS is lost or damaged, making it difficult to decipher. For original language transcriptions or English translations, any content that comes between square brackets is lost but reconstructed. Occasionally, I will include a word, phrase, or reference in regular brackets or parentheses. This content is to help smooth out translations or make clear for a modern reader when a biblical text is being cited but does not reflect the actual content of the scroll. Ellipses in translations indicate a larger stretch of damaged material. If it feels like some of the translations are glitchy sentence fragments strung together, that’s because in many instances they are. The word vacat is also included within transcriptions or translations to signify where scribes left an intentional blank space in between words in a paragraph.


I won’t quote the original language texts of the DSS (Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek) very often in this book. When I do, I’ll always provide translations and make sense of what is going on in the original language texts. But there is also a system for reflecting the degrees of certainty of a given character. If a closed dot appears above a letter ('̇), this means it is probable. If a small open circlet appears above the letter ('), this means it is possible but not certain. If a big open circlet appears in line with the text (◦), this means there are remains of some lost letter but not enough to hazard a best guess. If there is no dot or circlet above the figure ('), the character is clear and uncontested.


That’s a bit about scroll texts and translations. Next up: where to find them.









A Note on Primary Sources


Dead Sea Scrolls English translations are primarily from The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New Translation (revised edition) by Michael Wise, Martin Abegg Jr., and Edward Cook. When citing original language materials from the DSS, I draw primarily on the volumes of the Discoveries in the Judean Desert (DJD) series, with a few exceptions. Most renderings of the Aramaic DSS are my own, save for those of the Genesis Apocryphon, the English and Aramaic of which I have drawn from Machiela and VanderKam’s edition (Mohr Siebeck, 2018). For the Hodayot, I draw on Newsom and Schuller’s study edition (SBL Press, 2012).


Unless otherwise noted, biblical quotations are from the NRSV. Translations of the Qumran biblical scrolls are from The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible by Martin Abegg Jr., Peter Flint, and Eugene Ulrich. English translations of the Septuagint are from A New English Translation of the Septuagint (NETS) edited by Albert Pietersma and Benjamin G. Wright. Hebrew and Aramaic language citations of the Hebrew Bible are from Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Greek citations of the New Testament come from Nestle-Aland 28.


Translations of the Apocrypha or Deuterocanon are also from the NRSV. Renderings of most pseudepigrapha texts are from The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha edited by James Charlesworth, save for those of 1 Enoch, which come from VanderKam and Nickelsburg’s recent revised translation from the Hermeneia series.


Translations of rabbinic literature come from sefaria.org. Classical writings come primarily from the Loeb’s Classical Library series. Sources for additional primary texts or translations beyond these materials are footnoted when relevant.


In all instances, I may slightly revise translations but will track closely to the excellent renderings of the above editions and sources. Full publication details on all sources are included in the bibliography.


Lastly, to extend your encounter with the Dead Sea manuscripts, scribal cultures, and artifacts referenced throughout this book, I highly recommend perusing the following online digitization projects: The Leon Levy Digital Dead Sea Scrolls Library by the Israel Antiquities Authority (www.deadseascrolls.org.il) and The Shrine of the Book at the Israel Museum (http://dss.collections.imj.org.il).


Now, let me tell you about the time I skipped class and my world changed.









Introduction


Tattered Scrolls and a Tissue Paper Time Machine


“The story of the Scrolls continues to unfold itself.”


F. F. Bruce, Second Thoughts on the Dead Sea Scrolls (1955)


I love old stuff, always have. Maybe it was growing up in a generation that was heavily analog yet on the cusp of a digital revolution. There’s just something essential to our human experience and identity that is best understood through material objects—things that can be touched, felt, and encountered. The way we understand the world around us and our beliefs are also deeply connected to, shaped by, and reflected in such items. This is why the best theology is also connected to studies on material culture: stuff made, cherished, and handed down, and the people and communities involved in those processes. Texts, contexts, and beliefs: they’re all connected.


It was during my undergraduate days that my passion for analog artifacts and curiosity for exploring the Bible were connected in profound, unexpected, and even life-altering ways. At the time, I was contending with many of my own assumptions and misconceptions about how the words of the Bible came together, beginning to encounter the historical, social, and cultural worlds that shaped them, and embarking on a lifelong journey of asking hard yet authentic questions about what these sacred words and ancient worlds mean for us today.


Around midterm season, my school hosted a duo of guest speakers on the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS). I was intrigued. So I did what juniors do: I skipped class and opted for the free lecture, coffee, and cookies. I heard about an unexpected discovery starting in 1947, the recovery of some one thousand-plus tattered ancient manuscripts and thousands more fragments, a connection with a previously overlooked archaeological site called Qumran, and the decades of drama it had taken to acquire, piece together, and eventually publish these materials.1


More than twenty years have passed since that lecture. I’ve spent most of that time encountering the DSS and being confounded, inspired, and perplexed by them. This book is a new invitation to the DSS. Even if you don’t yet know what the DSS are or why they matter, chances are you’ve heard of them. In their short modern history, these tattered manuscripts continue to both captivate and spark controversy. Why?


On one hand, these discoveries at once challenged, changed, and confirmed what we thought we knew about the words of the Hebrew Scriptures. For Jews, we’re talking about the Hebrew Bible. For Christians, it’s the Old Testament. Both collections are foundational for Western Culture. The scrolls contain our earliest copies of books of the Hebrew Scriptures in their original languages, Hebrew and Aramaic, and samples of early translations into Greek. Almost right out of the gates, these discoveries and this level of detail were game changers. This was truly a discovery of biblical significance in every sense.2


Already by 1952, the Revised Standard Version committee was aware of the DSS Isaiah and Habakkuk texts and the need to restore Scripture to make it more ancient in light of such modern discoveries. Today almost any modern translation, the NIV, NLT, NRSV, ESV, NKJV, ABC123—just pick one—draws on the DSS to enhance the biblical texts to their best possible form.3 On the other hand, the DSS also challenged, changed, and confirmed what we thought we knew about the worlds before, in, around, and beyond the Bible.


[image: x1.1_1qisaa_trever_copy]


IMAGE A: 1QIsaiaha from Qumran Cave 1 is the second longest manuscript from the Dead Sea Scrolls (7.34 meters; 24 feet) and dates to approximately 125 BCE. Though damaged at the lower edges, the scroll contains content from all sixty-six chapters of the book of Isaiah and attests to both the continuity and variety of the text of Isaiah when compared with other witnesses. (Image credit: John C. Trever)


Pick up a Christian Bible—an actual printed page version. (If you don’t have one, you can swipe a copy from most hotel rooms. It’s not theft. They want you to take it.) Flip to the end of the Old Testament. As Malachi gives way to Matthew, a solitary tissue page separates the tandem testaments towering against each other. This gives the impression of a brief interlude between Old and New. But the time gap between the latest writings of the Hebrew Scriptures and the times of the early Jesus movement was at least two hundred years. It’s a tissue paper time machine, and one you don’t even know you’re in.


We all see, know, and feel how much things change in a single generation. Now imagine how much can transpire in a few centuries. Unrecorded on that flimsy intertestamental page are tales of empires toppling, cultures clashing, and generations caught in the timeless tug-of-war between staying faithful to the past while living in the present. This is the world of the DSS. The age is often referred to as Second Temple Judaism, with the mid- to late-Second Temple period being most relevant to the DSS (third century BCE to 70 CE).4


But this fresh perspective comes with growing pains. You might have picked up on those three C verbs above: challenge, change, and confirm.


As the nearly seventy-year-old quote at the outset of this chapter hints, the story of the DSS is not only ancient but ongoing today. The more we learn about the scrolls—what they say, what they mean, why they matter—the more we need to engage complex, better, and new questions, and not shy away from unexpected or even uncomfortable answers. This shouldn’t surprise us: the DSS are quite literally a trove of new information. It would be surprising (even suspicious) if these discoveries didn’t change what we know about the texts and contexts of biblical words and worlds. There’s an opportunity here to journey into these lost words and forgotten worlds of the DSS.


How does this book fit into your journey with the scrolls?


In a word, it’s an invitation. It’s the type of book you read if you’ve heard of the DSS yet have never actually encountered them. It’s not really a textbook and not exactly a popular introduction. It’s designed to be the missing link between those two genres. There were many such DSS books published in the decades after their initial discovery. But, apart from a few more recent, accessible introductions, I feel this important space has become sparse. You don’t need a PhD to read this book. Which brings me to my next point.


Who is this book for?


Speaking of not-really-a-textbook-pseudo-popular-invitation-type books, I’ll quote a line from another early DSS volume. Millar Burrows opened his excellent 1955 book The Dead Sea Scrolls bluntly: “This book is not intended for the scholar.”5 I’ll plus one that point and apply it here. I am a scholar of the DSS and have had the good fortune of learning from and working with an exceptional, brilliant, and diverse international community of other DSS researchers. This has been one of the great privileges of my life—to be a professional reader, thinker, teacher, and communicator about the DSS and their relevance to the Bible, theology, and culture, and to do so among great minds housed within generous people. That is a rare gift.


This book is one attempt at extending that gift to those around me. While the book isn’t written for academics, it is rooted in solid research of what I take to be the best ideas about the words and worlds of the DSS today. There are periodic endnotes for those who want to delve deeper. But if not, that’s fine. In the few instances I refer to something in the original biblical languages—Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek—I’ll always provide English translations and explanations so there are no barriers for readers.


Since the book’s not aimed at academics, I’ve also tried not to write like one. Nothing kills an exciting topic like grandiosity, tergiversation, and magniloquence. Those are actual words. Translated into normal English they mean lofty style, the evasion of clear arguments, and the excessive use of ornamental words. I wrote this book in what I hope is a clear, compelling, cogent, and even conversational tone. This casual approach shouldn’t be confused with a lack of seriousness—on the contrary, I take writing as seriously as research. More important than being a scholar, I’m a relatively normal guy. I work hard to write and sound like one without hiding behind the dense and confounding fog of academic-ese.


What can you expect in the pages ahead? The bulk of this book is a tour in and around the words and worlds of the DSS in nine chapters.


In chapter 1 we’ll establish an outline of the DSS by looking at the first seven texts found in Qumran Cave 1. Intriguingly, this group of seven represents most of the types, categories, or genres of writings of the one thousand-plus fragmentary scrolls discovered in other caves. It’s a good opener and great first impression.


Next up in chapter 2 we’ll explore the story of the discovery of the scrolls. Of course, we’ll cover some baseline facts, but we’ll also learn a lot about what such discovery narratives tell us about the expectations and biases of the modern cultures creating and telling these tales. This won’t be your usual take on the discovery of the DSS, I promise.


The big headline story in the world of DSS research lately is potential new discoveries, withheld finds, and even forgeries. In chapter 3, we’ll walk the line between opportunity and risk, and see that there is big business today in trafficking antiquities and peddling multimillion-dollar souvenirs to museums, churches, academic institutions, armchair collectors, and just about anyone with a checkbook.


Chapter 4 takes us back in time. We’ll rewind into the ancient world and try and determine which Jewish group is associated with the DSS and likely lived at the site of Qumran. These scrolls didn’t just fall from the sky. Understanding who penned and preserved them before they became an accidental time capsule in the Judean wilderness will help us understand the DSS and Qumran, as well as their context in the broader life, thought, culture, and identities of Jewish groups in the Second Temple period.


Then in chapter 5 it’s on to rocks, rubble, and remains. One of the remarkable and rare elements of the DSS is they are paired with an archaeological site of the community who lived more than two thousand years ago. In this chapter we’ll take a day trip of sorts to the Dead Sea region and the site of Qumran, with the aim of recovering some aspects of the lives of the actual human beings associated with the scrolls. We’ll even study an ancient toilet.


In chapter 6 we’ll dive into the biblical scrolls and see how they’re both remarkably similar and revolutionarily different in details from other biblical texts in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. We’ll restore some readings for modern Bibles and expand our understanding of the shape and scope of Scripture in antiquity. We’ll also learn some new lessons from error-riddled fragments that change how we think about the formation and reconstruction of Scripture.


With the wider world of Scripture in view, chapter 7 reveals how ancient scribes not only created texts; they also crafted traditions around the authority of famous figures from the scriptural past. This exploration will include previously unknown writings that reimagine and extend the authority of Scriptures. It will also reintroduce some writings typically bundled up in other collections of so-called Pseudepigrapha or Apocrypha.


Chapter 8 brings us to my personal favorite DSS: the small but mighty collection of Aramaic writings. We’ll meet dreamers and demons, hear about love affairs and lost books, crumbling empires and towering giants, and at least one instance of a divinely dispatched case of the clap. (You read that right. I’m not making this stuff up.)


In chapter 9 we’ll explore the intersection of ideas between the world of the DSS and that of the early Jesus movement. Here we’ll see that the scrolls help us read in between the lines to recover lost or overlooked ideas, tensions, and theologies in the Gospels and writings of Paul.


In the conclusion, we’ll loop back to the opening questions above to reflect on what the DSS challenge, change, and confirm about the words of scripture and worlds before, in, and beyond the Bible. But before we get there, we’ll need to press into these lost words and forgotten worlds of the DSS and be ready to ask how we make sense of them today.


The story of the DSS is still developing. This is your invitation to be part of it.









Chapter 1


First Impressions from Qumran Cave 1


I don’t know how you feel about puzzles. But love them or hate them, I bet we can agree on two things: they’re a whole lot more fun if you have all the pieces and the front of the box. Depending on your disposition to puzzling, the DSS are either the most epic or atrocious puzzle of all time. They’re known as “scrolls,” but in most cases they’re scraps. Apart from a few nearly pristine and largely preserved texts, the collection consists of tattered and torn remains of some 930 ancient Jewish scrolls. Leave these out in the desert for two millennia, and things tend to deteriorate. So we have a lot of puzzle pieces.


Some scroll-scraps are of writings that later land in the Hebrew Bible and Old Testament. I’ll refer to this shared heritage as “Hebrew Scriptures.”1 Most fragments, however, are of writings that were lost, forgotten, or unknown. We had no idea these writings existed until their recovery some seventy-five years ago in the Judean wilderness. In many such cases, we also don’t know what the complete and original forms of those works would have looked like in the ancient world.


There you have it: thousands of fragments decayed through years of confinement in caves, an unknown number gone missing through accident or acquisition, and often no clue of what the overall texts are supposed to say. Great. Where do we start?


The initial DSS were recovered in 1947, but waves of discoveries continued into the mid-1950s, with local talent and professional archaeologists combing the cavernous cliffs off the northwest shores of the Dead Sea for more caves. By the mid-1950s, eleven caves—some natural, some carved out by human hands—were found to hold texts. After this initial flurry of activity, the speed of publication slowed to a turtle’s pace and spanned several more decades.


As scholars and the public fumed with frustration over pauses in publication and perceived withheld secrets, in the early 1990s a clever hack by a tag team of researchers (Ben Zion Wacholder and Martin Abegg) reverse-engineered the entire library of the DSS by digitizing all the textual data of a card catalog concordance into a Macintosh computer database. The catalog had been developed by an early insider publication team working with the scrolls to aid their own work. A copy was made available to Wacholder and Abegg, whose at first controversial move made a brilliant breakthrough: the entirety of the collection was made available to all. Or so we thought.


Around the turn of the millennium, news of unseen fragments circulated. Buyers queued up, checkbooks were opened, and private institutions and museums clamored for the chance to own a piece of alleged Scripture. Not long after this, a band of archaeologists and scholars took to the Judean Desert yet again and discovered what appeared to be more caves that had once held material and textual items related to the scrolls, now lost or looted.2


So why throw all this on the table of already mixed and muddled puzzle fragments? Because first impressions matter. Our first impression of the scrolls must recognize that “discovery” was, and is, ongoing. These are ancient texts, but they are bound to also be part of our modern world. Despite the many unknown variables of sifting, identifying, and deciphering the scrolls, first impressions matter. By reading the fragmentary texts strategically, and at times reading between the lines, the epic jigsaw puzzle of the DSS provides unprecedented insight into the thought, culture, belief, history, and practice of a foundational time for Western culture, formative to biblical literature and foundational for emerging Judaism and Christianity.


[image: x2.1_rockefellar_scrollery]


IMAGE 1.1: As discovery gave way to sorting and sifting, the early team of scholars working with DSS in the Palestinian Archaeological Museum in Jerusalem (now the Rockefeller Museum) organized fragments between glass plates. While this helped make the texts readily visible for identification, the pressure also damaged some fragments. (Image credit: Wikimedia Commons)


But which handful of puzzle pieces should we choose for our own first impression of the texts?







A Seven Scroll Sample of Cave 1


Our best bet is to wind back the clock to the very first finds of Qumran Cave 1, discovered in the winter of 1946–47. The exact nature of the discovery is, frankly, a tricky story and one I’ll save for the next chapter. For our introductory interests it is significant that the initial cache from Qumran Cave 1 reflects the general types of literature of the entire DSS collection that would come to light—so it’s a good place to start.


The first finds included seven fragmentary scrolls: two copies of Isaiah (1QIsaiaha and 1QIsaiahb), a commentary on Habakkuk, a rewritten Aramaic rendition of ancestral narratives known as the Genesis Apocryphon, a writing outlining the ideals of Qumran life and thought known as the Community Rule, a liturgical collection called the Hodayot, and an end-times playbook dubbed the War Scroll. Apart from the copies of Isaiah, all these texts were previously unknown. As a group, they provide a snapshot of the scope, content, and context of the DSS collection. They also help front some key insights and questions about the ideas and identity of the group that lived at Qumran.







The Fraternal Twins of 1QIsaiaha and 1QIsaiahb


Let’s start our venture on some familiar turf: Isaiah. This beast of a book eventually shows up in the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament. Well before this reception, however, Isaiah was an essential read for the group that lived at Qumran. The case of Isaiah provides some immediate and essential insights into scribes and scripture at Qumran.


First, it is significant that there are multiple copies of this book. In fact, 1QIsaiaha and 1QIsaiahb represent but a pair of some twenty-two fragmentary manuscripts of Isaiah in the Qumran collection. While counting manuscripts is not always a reliable method for determining how significant or meaningful a given book was to the Qumran community—remember, this is a damaged and fragmentary library—having a single work in these numbers is one criterion suggesting it was authoritative for the group that penned or preserved the DSS.
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IMAGE 1.2: Unlike the pristine specimen of 1QIsaiaha, seen in a sample image last chapter, most other DSS were found in various states of decay. For example, the Aramaic Genesis Apocryphon from Cave 1, was in a near mummified roll. Once dissected, much of its contents could be deciphered but several lines and column sections were lost or damaged. (Image credits: © Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Shrine of the Book; bottom two images by Ardon Bar-Hama)


Second, the scribal hands of these two manuscripts date to the first century BCE (1QIsaiaha) and to around the turn of the Common Era (1QIsaiahb).3 This means we’re in a world that was centuries before the Bible and the media form of a book even existed. This is an era of scripture cultivated by scribes on scrolls.


Third, the textual profile of these two Cave 1 copies of Isaiah reveals both great similarities and many differences. Isaiah 41:11 illustrates this, with the main difference noted in italics:


1QIsaiaha: “Look! All who are incensed at you will be disgraced and put to shame. Those who contend with you will all die.”


1QIsaiahb: “Look! All who are incensed at you will be disgraced and put to shame. Those who contend with you will become nothing and be ashamed.”


These verses mostly parallel one another, but there is a critical variation—you might say a life-or-death situation. This difference—known as a “textual variant”—may seem slight to some, but I’d say a death sentence versus embarrassment is a big deal. Were we to track this against the Septuagint (the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures), we would see further diversity within this unity. But we’ll save some of those comparisons for chapter 7.


What does this mean for our first impression? The world of Qumran is one where texts, including those of most books of Hebrew Scripture, are still developing. Their core content in most cases was stable, yet not static. While our initial interest in the modern day might be in mining this data for “new” readings that are actually very old, the Qumran community didn’t seem to share our Western mindset that insists on fixed forms of texts. The world of Qumran is one where differences were points for conversation, traditions were bigger and better than any single manuscript, and scribes rose to the challenge of both transmitting traditions and innovating texts.







Conversing with and Critiquing Culture in Pesher Habakkuk


Our pair of Isaiah texts hints that scripture was not fixed and scribes were not photocopiers. The commentary (known as a pesher) on Habakkuk from Qumran Cave 1 reveals that the interpretation of scripture was not something that occurred after the Bible was formalized. Rather, scriptural interpretation occurred simultaneously with the development of scripture itself.


Ancient Jewish scribes were deeply committed and creative exegetes. They constantly delved into their scriptural heritage, yet ever explored its contemporary relevance in a world of political, religious, economic, and institutional turmoil. Sound familiar? We might not always agree on their interpretations, but the DSS provide us with the beginnings of scriptural commentary and document an ancient community asking the timeless question: What does this ancient tradition mean today?


There are many genres of interpretive texts at Qumran, but this Habakkuk text, and others like it, are based on a rather bold assumption. While God spoke to the prophets ages ago, the real messages of those oracles were lost on them and needed to be unlocked later to a righteous teacher at Qumran. Why? Because this teacher claimed a fresh, exclusive, divine revelation to understand their true meaning. We find this expressed at the outset of the scroll in 1QpHab 7:1–5.


To unlock and convey this proprietary perspective, this Habakkuk commentary alternates between quotes and notes on scripture. These hinge on phrases based on the Hebrew word peshar (pshr), which rather conveniently means “interpretation.”4


Let’s see this in action. Take the sweet little scriptural nugget of Habakkuk 1:5: “Look at the nations and see! Be astonished! Be astounded! For a work is being done in your days that you would not believe if you were told.”


Nice little verse, right? Doesn’t everybody want something radical, remarkable, and world-changing to transpire in their own days? Turns out the Qumranites did too. After quoting this passage, the interpreter of Pesher Habakkuk offers his interpretation:5


[image: P8]


IMAGE 1.3: Though fragmentary in places, Pesher Habakkuk is a relatively well-preserved manuscript from Qumran Cave 1, likely created in 50–1 BCE. The sample columns shown here also include several material features relating to the making of the scroll (horizontal dry rule lines for inscribing text and vertical dry rule lines for margins) and the use of the scroll (marginal Xs and lines as well as updated text written in between some lines). (Image Credit: © Israel Museum, Jerusalem, by David Harris)


[This passage refers to] the traitors with the Man of the Lie, because they have not [obeyed the words of] the Teacher of Righteousness from the mouth of God. It also refers to the trai[tors to the] New [Covenant], because they did not believe in God’s covenant [and desecrated] His holy name; and finally, it refers [to the trai]tors in the Last Days. (1QpHab 2:1–6)


Bet you didn’t see that coming. One minute this sounds like a cozy verse we could plaster on a fridge magnet, then wham! Liars, traitors, abandoning the faith, desecration, and, just for good measure, the end of all things. (Now that would make for more interesting fridge deco.)


This interpretation is unexpected—to us. But it provided a way of constructing meaning and identity from scripture for the Qumran community. Within this specialized interpretation are sound bites of lost conversations and controversies between two priests who parted ways, one of whom retreated into the wilderness to found a new movement. We don’t know who he was—though many have guessed—but we know he was foundational in the early days of the movement and the memory of him loomed large for the group that lived at Qumran. The memory and mention of this figure shows up in several DSS writings.


The scribe of Pesher Habakkuk was culturally conversant and aware of geopolitical events, and leveraged cryptic hints in scripture to critique current events and chart a way forward where the good guys win. When it came to a verse like Habakkuk 1:11—“Then they sweep by like the wind; they transgress and become guilty; their own might is their god!”—the interpreter perceived a message about the scandalous, oppressive, imperial power of the Romans.


This refe[rs t]o the rulers of the Kittim (i.e., the Romans), who cross the land by the advice of a family of sinn[ers]: each before his fellow, [their] rulers come, one after the other, to devastate the la[nd. (1QpHab 4:10–13)


Again, a little unexpected, but insightful for understanding how the Qumran group saw themselves at an intersection between the scriptural past and the turbulent present.


What does Pesher Habakkuk add to our first impression? The Qumran group may have been geographically separated from society, but they were intellectually invested, spiritually aware, politically charged, and culturally conversant. All these qualities helped them define their identity and orientation to outsiders, be they other Jews down the road in Jerusalem or the emperor in Rome.


From our perspective, the world around the Qumran group was scarcely accounted for in both confessional and Western culture’s memory of the “biblical” past. The culture and history Pesher Habakkuk rails against is one later than narratives of the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament and earlier than the traditions of the Mishnah or New Testament. Readers of Christian Bibles are particularly susceptible to missing this, as the history is largely unrepresented and unaccounted for due to that tissue paper time machine I mentioned last chapter. But the DSS come from this world. In this way, Pesher Habakkuk is a reminder that the DSS are as much about engaging with new contexts as they are encountering new texts.







Remaking the Hebrew Past in the Aramaic Genesis Apocryphon


Today, many associate the book of Genesis with cosmic beginnings. For many ancient and modern readers, however, it is a book of origins of a different sort: the beginning of boundless questions. You can’t get far into Genesis without hitting hard questions. If nobody else was around, why was Cain paranoid about murder (Genesis 4)? Why did evil persist after its apparent eradication in the flood (Genesis 6–8)? How could Lot offer up his two young daughters for sexual abuse to save his own skin (Genesis 19)? What red stew recipe is delicious enough to sell your birthright (Genesis 25)? The list goes on.


While pesher-type texts commented on scripture by alternating with quotes and comments, the scribe of the Aramaic Genesis Apocryphon from Cave 1 did so by rewriting within the text. Something like a modern remade film, the Genesis Apocryphon aimed to capture the timeless qualities and authoritative aura of the original while remaking, retelling, and rewriting it so that it was edifying, instructive, and even entertaining for a new generation.


How did this play out two millennia ago in the Genesis Apocryphon? Quite often, the creative-interpretive flair occurred when the scribe perceived a hook, gap, or loose thread in the narratives of early ancestral figures, specifically Lamech, Noah, and Abraham. To ensure this message was mobile and intelligible to a wide audience, he penned the interpretation of the Hebrew book of Genesis in Aramaic, a common imperial language of the day. We’ll regroup around the Aramaic collection among the DSS in chapter 9.


Let’s look at a sample scene of this Aramaic remake and retrace the origins of the scribe’s questions in Hebrew Genesis.


The Genesis Apocryphon often expands sordid sections of scripture. Take the preflood narratives of Genesis 5 and 6. Smack in the middle of this section of genealogies and a portrait of the righteous Noah, Genesis 6:1–4 casually references angelic beings who abandoned their heavenly posts for a one-night stand with human women, resulting in a hybrid race of giants known as the Nephilim. Wait, what? It’s in there—go have a read. The Bible isn’t boring.


Of all the interpretive questions presented by this tiny passage—and there are tons!—the scribe of the Genesis Apocryphon noted a potential ambiguity over Noah’s genealogy. Could a reader/hearer of this story think that Noah’s parentage was mixed up in this angelic paternity fiasco? That would be awkward.


Just to be sure, the scribe retells the narrative by making room for a scene between Lamech and Batenosh, Noah’s birth (and earth) parents. Lamech suspects Noah may be a child of the fallen angels from Genesis 6:4 and, despite Batenosh’s pleas to the contrary, travels to his all-knowing grandfather, Enoch, to find certainty on the matter.


What does this sample from the Genesis Apocryphon add to our first impression of the DSS via Qumran Cave 1? First, it confirms that Aramaic texts were part of this predominantly Hebrew—with a bit of Greek—collection. About 15 percent of the overall collection was written in this common, ancient Near Eastern language. Aramaic literature connects our story of the DSS to a much broader ancient Jewish intellectual culture in the context of empire.


Second, the Genesis Apocryphon reveals that scriptural interpretation was dynamic and was often an activity internal to texts, extending traditions. Scribes of such traditions often (re)presented the material in first-person voices of famous figures to show that the past continued to have a voice in the present. The technical term for this is “pseudepigraphy.”6 This was not trickery, but reverence. It was a way of capturing voices from the past and ensuring that they continued to speak.


Third, the Genesis Apocryphon reminds us that our vexing interpretive concerns or eventual explanations may not be the same as ancient ones. At times, this means we can recover insights from the ancient world, as well as correcting dominant or biased interpretations. Did you notice in the above example that Lamech’s wife has both a name and a voice (neither of which she has in Genesis)? A forgotten ancient Aramaic interpretation of Genesis provides an unexpected modern departure point for opening up critical questions related to gender in and beyond scripture.







The “Way” of the Community Rule


The materials introduced so far have been, at most, within a degree of relation to books from the Hebrew Scriptures. The final three of the initial Cave 1 finds are not biblical texts or interpretations. This is not to say they weren’t authoritative. Rather, it is a reminder that as we leave the crutch of modern cultural and canonical categories behind, we venture further into the ancient world where our ideas, concepts, and convictions are increasingly foreign or demand nuance.


This is nowhere more apparent than in reading the Community Rule, which from the very first line describes itself as a brand-new genre: a “rule” (serekh; srk) text guiding the life and thought of a group.


While early church followers were once referred to as members of “the Way” (Acts 19:23), the Community Rule lays claim to the nickname for the Jewish group at Qumran well before the early Jesus movement. For both groups, however, this branding was scripturally inspired. Community Rule 8:10–20 references the phrase “preparing the way in the desert” from Isaiah 40:3 as the directive for forging into the barren wilderness to find new life, which led to the Qumran movement’s self-understanding of being “the Way” (1QS 8:21). But what did being part of the Way at Qumran entail? It meant seeing the new Way as emerging from a scriptural way. In one instance, the text asserts that any time ten or more are gathered they “must always be engaged in study of the Law,” accompanied by interpretation and prayer (1QS 6:6–8). As noted already in Pesher Habakkuk, the interpretation was bound to the authority and inspiration of their founding Teacher. To galvanize the association between this interpretation and insider identity at Qumran, Community Rule 8:17 speaks of expulsion for those who speak against the secret teachings of the community. Intriguingly, then as now, scripture itself was rarely the issue—it was the interpretation of traditions that constructed ideologies and boundaries.
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IMAGE 1.4: The Cave 1 copy of the Community Rule dates to around 100–75 BCE and includes additional rule texts appended to the main composition (1QSa and 1QSb), which provide views of community identity and practice as well as eschatological and messianic outlooks. The discovery of additional copies of Community Rule texts in Cave 4 revealed that the text developed over time, likely in multiple forms. (Image Credit: John C. Trever)


It meant knowing one’s place within the Way. This works itself out both hierarchically and practically. The Community Rule outlines an authority structure that touches on everything from new initiates, entry requirements, and reviews for life in the Yahad (ychd), a Hebrew term repeatedly used as a self-designation of the unity of the insider group.


Remaining unified, apparently, was a delicate enterprise. The Community Rule includes a penal code of infractions and punishments for a variety of actions—drifting off to sleep in a meeting, gossiping about a fellow member, grumbling against the Yahad, strolling around in the nude (1QS 6:24–7:25). The development of this material provides both glimpses into the practice of the movement and insight into how group identity was constructed through legal rulings and revision.7 (By the way, just because I know you’re curious, acts of ancient exhibitionism will get you six months reduced rations. Not to mention a likely sunburn.)


It meant not being part of another way. The Community Rule routinely juxtaposes two realities, often epitomized as the “children of light” and the “children of darkness.” As a covenantal community with priestly roots, the Yahad was naturally on the bright side, often praising God for his foreordination of their position and calling down curses on those on the dark side, which included pretty much everyone else.


For example, in a priestly blessing we read, “May He (God) bless you with every good thing and preserve you from every evil.” Then in nearly the same breath, the flipside: “May you be damned without mercy in return for your dark deeds, an object of wrath licked by eternal flame, surrounded by utter darkness.” To which all new initiates respond, “Amen, amen” (1QS 2:2, 7, 10). Later, we learn these two sides are ruled by corresponding angels of light and darkness (1QS 3:13–26). This way of ordering the world and orienting themselves to it is often referred to as “dualism.”


How does this serekh text contribute to our developing first impression of the DSS? First, the Community Rule, like all of the DSS, is a thoroughly Jewish text, written and/or received at Qumran before the advent of Christianity. This is not to say the DSS are irrelevant to the thought and writings of the early Jesus movement—more on that in a later chapter. But it is an important element about the DSS to clarify at the outset.


Second, as with any ancient text, the Community Rule must be interpreted. It is not a one-way mirror providing an exact view of the happenings of the Qumran community. Rules, even in rule texts, are as much about forming and maintaining boundaries and identity as they are about laying down the law. These are not necessarily journalistic reports on day-to-day life at Qumran.


Third, the Way does not seem to have been lived out in the single location of Qumran. The Community Rule outlines the ideas and ideals of a community that, at many turns, implies other clusters of like-minded groups beyond the salty shores of the Dead Sea. At the outset then, we should be open to how the DSS enable us to peer into unknown social and historical worlds beyond Qumran. We’ll come back to the identity of the group behind the DSS in chapters 5 and 6.







The Hodayot and the Hymnic Imagination


As seen above, the Community Rule emphasized the importance of prayer for the Qumranites. As more texts were discovered, it became apparent that this group was not only investing in the study of scriptural prayers but was inventing new praises and prayers through an active liturgical life. The Hodayot of Cave 1 offered insight into the liturgical and poetic imagination of the group.8 As with the Isaiah or Rule texts, subsequent discoveries of Hodayot scrolls and fragments revealed the importance of this work at Qumran. There are at least seven fragmentary copies of the Hodayot known among the DSS.


The Cave 1 Hodayot dates to around the turn of the Common Era and includes at least thirty previously unknown Hebrew poems and prayers. They are intimate, emotional, and include a blend of materials that both praise God and cry out to him. As Eileen Schuller commented, the poems of the Hodayot collection “are modeled on the biblical Psalms … but there is considerable diversity in both form and content, rather than strict imitation of the biblical form.”9


The common English title Hodayot is derived from the routine Hebrew phrase “I thank you, Lord” ('wdkh 'dwny) that frames many individual hymns and creates a current of thanksgiving throughout the collection. Many of these hymns are deeply personal, suggesting they are associated with the experience or memory of the community’s Teacher. Expressions of anguish and affliction are juxtaposed with statements of confidence rooted in special revelation.


Note, for example, the first-person reflection: “You have appointed me as an object of shame and derision to the faithless, but a foundation of truth and understanding for the upright” (1QHa 10:10–11). Elsewhere this remembered figure is thankful for divine deliverance and predestination: “They (the figure’s adversaries) [did not kn]ow that my steps are directed by You.” Edifices of identity are built higher as this individual affirms his inspired interpretive authority, for “You (God) have revealed yourself to me,” contrasted with the outsiders and oppressors, who are “mediators of a lie and seers of deceit” (1QHa 12:7–11).
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IMAGE 1.5: The first Cave 1 copy of the Hodayot (1QHa) includes a collection of hymns from the perspective of a community as well as an individual. The latter are often called “Teacher Hymns,” as they perhaps originated or are later associated with the founding figure, the Teacher of Righteousness. Not unlike Isaiah, the Community Rule, and the War Scroll, the Cave 4 discoveries would later reveal additional Hodayot materials. The image here is an excellent example of the complex state of some scrolls, which even in their clustered and matted state provided glimpses of relatively well preserved, or at least legible, text contained within. (Image credit: Top, Prof. Bieberkraut at work opening the Thanksgiving scroll, © Israel Museum, Jerusalem; bottom photo © Israel Museum, Jerusalem, by David Harris)


In tandem with the so-called “Teacher hymns,” the Hodayot includes poems that are oriented around the community’s collective memory and outlook. At times, these echo sentiments of the Teacher-type hymns, such as thanksgiving for the revelation of mysteries and the certainty that God has determined all things and ways “before you created them” (1QHa 5:17, 25). Community hymns also tend to ratchet up the hellfire and brimstone. In one hymn, the wicked were “created for [the time of] your [w]rath, from the womb you set them apart for the day of slaughter.” Naturally, it’s better to be on the flipside of this split, which leads to “everlasting salvation and everlasting peace” (1QHa 7:29–30). There’s that underpinning dualism again.


How does the Hodayot enhance our first impression? First, it connects us to writers and a community in the timeless struggle between belief in a God who foreordains all things and the conviction that prayer can somehow influence the course of action. Part of this reflection is carried on in the idioms and expressions inherited from the Psalms. It also reveals that, as hinted in the Community Rule, this was a thoroughly apocalyptic community.


Second, it affirms the idea and importance of interpretive authority in this movement. Be it access to a fountain of truth or revelation of special mysteries, the claim was that the creators and collectors of this hymnic material held the keys to proper life, practice, and thought.10


Third, it underscores the creativity of ancient scribes who traversed the boundaries of genres and topics. Here we have a collection of ancient Jewish poetry with strong doses of traditional wisdom and dashes of apocalyptic fervor, dotted across hymns thanking God for topics across the spectrum of human emotion and experience. They are at once particular and timeless. Because of its diversity, brilliance, and beauty, the Hodayot is a wonderfully difficult text to describe in only a few words. It’s worth a read on your own.







The War Scroll: The Final Faceoff between Good and Evil


Our final Cave 1 text also sees the dawn of an apocalyptic age breaking on the horizon. Like the Community Rule, the War Scroll describes itself as a “Rule” text,11 only now the words do not govern life in the present. Rather, they are a manual for the inevitable final battle between the “sons of light,” the “sons of darkness,” and their respective angelic forces (1QM 1:1). Since nothing spells suspense like a best-of-seven series, the War Scroll protracts the final faceoff between good and evil in a set of seven battles. Spoiler alert: the series goes to game seven, with God coming off the bench to best the battalions of evil.


We gain a glimpse of this dramatic conclusion late in the scroll. After six engagements, the tiebreaker comes when “the Kittim shall be crushed without [remnant and survivor. So] the God of Israel shall raise his hand against the whole multitude of Belial” (1QM 18:3). We already met the Kittim (a codeword for the Romans) in Pesher Habakkuk. Here the cipher includes them as well as anyone else not part of the light side.


Why this unrelenting angst against Rome and all others outside of the Yahad? In the Hellenistic period, key institutions like the Jerusalem temple and priesthood were, in the eyes of the Yahad, increasingly corrupted or coopted with imperial interests. The Maccabean revolt (167–160 BCE) offered hope to some for Jewish independence. Yet as time wore on, the religious-political interests of this coup-turned-temporary-kingdom appeased some, aggravated others, and resulted in the high priestly office becoming a political pawn. By the time the Romans rolled onto the scene in Judea, they quickly grew weary of charismatic leaders and uprisings. As Romans do, Romans did, and set about squashing them. The battle forecasted at the end of the age in the War Scroll, then, was meant to overturn the imperial domination and undo the increasing oppression suffered by some Jewish groups.
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IMAGE 1.6: The War Scroll from Cave 1 gives insight into the eschatological battle against the Romans and the Qumranites’ expectations of triumph. Though not an apocalypse itself, the writing has a complex apocalyptic outlook, which informed group identity, intersected with concerns for purity, and galvanized the insider/outsider dichotomy of the community’s self-understanding. Additional copies of War Scroll texts were later found in Caves 4 and 11. (Image credit: © Israel Museum, Jerusalem, by David Harris)


The site of Qumran was destroyed by the Romans in 68 CE as they chased a group of Jewish brigands into the desert to quell yet another revolt. Pause on that for a moment. Imagine the heartbreak and loss of the Yahad covenanters. Their home was reduced to ash soaked in their own blood by the very hands of what they conceived as the utter embodiment of evil. Darkness. Abomination. Presumably they rose to the occasion, perhaps expecting the beginning of the sevenfold battle. Yet tragically, they did not see the second engagement. In the archaeological record of Qumran, there are hints of this dramatic end, such as Roman tri-barbed arrowheads and ash.


While the War Scroll ends with an epic battle scene, most of the composition is occupied with what seem like mundane reviews of battle preparations: detailed descriptions of standards, elaborate accounts of trumpets, outlines of the duties of priestly officers, etc. On a closer read, however, these reveal key insights into belief and practice. Take for example the following pair of excerpts from the War Scroll.


On the day of their battle against the Kittim, they shall g[o forth for] carnage in battle. In three lots the Sons of Light shall stand firm so as to strike a blow at wickedness, and in three the army of Belial shall strengthen themselves so as to force the retreat of the forces [of Light. And when the] banners of the infantry cause their hearts to melt, then the might of God will strengthen the he[arts of the Sons of Light.] In the seventh lot the great hand of God shall overcome [Belial and al]l the angels of his dominion, and all the men of [his forces shall be destroyed forever.] (1QM 1:12–15)


This eschatological optimism transitions into the finer points of battle in the columns that follow, including comment on the criteria for recruits:
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IMAGE 1.7: Masada was an ancient fortress atop a plateau and cliff precipice to the south of Qumran, overlooking the Dead Sea. Once a summer palace of Herod, the site became a dramatic last stand of the first Jewish rebellion against Rome in 73–74 CE. Fragments of texts at Masada such as Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and the Genesis Apocryphon suggest some survivors from Qumran fled with scrolls in tow. According to the Jewish historian Josephus, the siege at Masada ended in a mass suicide of the Jewish rebels, who would rather fall to their own swords than concede defeat to Rome. (Photo credit: Faithlife)


No youth nor woman shall enter their encampments from the time they leave from Jerusalem to go to battle until their return. No one crippled, blind, or lame, nor a man who has a permanent blemish on his skin, or a man affected with ritual uncleanness of his flesh; none of these shall go with them to battle. All of them shall be volunteers for battle, pure of spirit and flesh, and prepared for the Day of Vengeance. Any man who is not ritually clean in respect to his genitals on the day of battle shall not go down with them into battle, for holy angels are present with their army. (1QM 7:3–6)


Two details from these excerpts are essential for our first glance at the DSS: angels and purity. The conceptual world of Qumran and wider Judaism was populated with benevolent and malevolent spirits (for lack of better terms, angels and demons). One of these figures is name-dropped above: Belial, an ultimate demonic bad guy in Qumran thought. But there is also a liturgical element to all this. It was not simply that angels were lofty and “up there” or that demons were lingering “out there.” On the contrary, through their worship and lifestyle, the Yahad believed heaven could touch earth, making it possible to intermingle with the heavenly host. In this end-of-days battle, angels were expected to be among the ranks, enjoined with the sons of light. This was literally a holy war.


With this way of thinking in place, the intense, almost obsessive specifics of battle preparations and purity concerns make far more sense. Along with an inspired-by-Leviticus list of items that could impute impurity, the War Scroll limits participation in the ranks by age, ethnicity, gender, and disability. Remember: this “Rule” war text is not for everybody. It is an exclusive operations manual for an insider group that is emphatically committed to retaining their cultic status among the company of angels.


We don’t have to agree or like this approach to forming and maintaining religious identity. In fact, it is completely fine to see the DSS as at once inspiring for what they can offer as well as offensive for some of the ideas they endorse. Yet even the underside of the DSS can help us see something differently in the Jewish worlds of antiquity.


Take purity, for example. Though the stance on inclusion in the War Scroll is extreme and with an eye to an idealized future, consciousness around ritual purity in ancient Judaism is too often caricatured as some sort of trite fundamentalism. But this is historically inaccurate. In ancient Judaism, ritual purity in all its forms was less about rules to follow than it was about daily opportunities to embrace and live out a worshipful lifestyle. Impurity did not equal sin. In the case of the War Scroll, of course, the urgency is stronger still: no longer was the call to purity about daily life, but about ensuring survival on the day at the end of all life.


How does the War Scroll round out our first impression of the DSS? First, it helps us see the connectedness of traditions from the Yahad’s past, religious expression in the present, and expectations for an apocalyptic future. The War Scroll is steeped in scriptural allusion and routinely interacts with patterns of thought formative to the Yahad. These are blended into imaginative expectations where the end of the age is, as always, just around the corner.


Second, it underscores the importance of accounting for the religious practice of ancient Judaism as a key marker of identity. If a description of the DSS accounts only for their theological systems or textual significance, it is incomplete. This also reminds us of the need for nuance, or even correction, as some common understandings of ancient Jewish practice are misguided.


Third, this identity establishes boundaries between insiders and outsiders, yet it does not assume complete isolation. Rather, the construction and critiques of the “others”—whether imperial foes or other non-Yahad Jews—suggests the group behind this text was conversant with culture and up on their current events.
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