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 Hi.  Welcome to Religious Studies 101, Literature and World of the Hebrew 

Bible.  I’m John Strong and this is session 36.  We’re talking about the Dead Sea 

Scrolls again.  This is part two.  Today we’re gonna be focusing in on the community 

of Qumran and some of the issues that really grow out of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and 

some of what we’ve been looking at and studying in regard to the scrolls, the caves, and 

Qumran itself. 

 Again, Qumran was the settlement in the area of these caves and associated 

with the scrolls found in these caves.  In the last sessions we talked about how the 

caves have different character due to the different groups living at Qumran who stored 

their sacred scrolls in these caves with the intention of going back and retrieving them at 

an appropriate time but, for whatever reason, never made it back.  And so they were 

left to be discovered in 1947. 

 The implication, then, is that Qumran itself had many different groups living in it.  

And one of the things that I think we want to emphasize that came out very clearly in 

this discussion and we’re going to emphasize it right here at the beginning is that the — 

Qumran had many different groups, but there was a social deterioration within the land 

of Israel as a whole.  If you just think about it and think about what we’ve been studying 

in regard to Daniel and what we heard in the last session in regard to the caves, but in 

the first to third centuries B.C.E. there was a shift from the ancient Near Eastern 

worldview to a Greek worldview, to a Hellenistic worldview and Hellenistic culture.  This 

came with the overthrow of the Persian empire by Alexander the Great and the 

Hellenistic Greek culture that came with that that he brought. 

 There was a loss of power, a loss of autonomy, and a loss of context.  

Everything was new.  What the community’s worldview had been was being 

overturned.  There was — therefore we saw this in our discussion of the Book of Daniel 

— a rise in Apocalypticism and a debate over how to handle this new situation and how 
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to interpret the old texts and the old truths that were found in these texts.  What do 

these texts mean given this new situation? 

 And then in the first century there is, quite frankly, a political shift as well.  The 

Romans came in.  They took control of the area.  They brought peace with them.  The 

Jews, though, in the sixties, in the first century, rebelled.  The temple was destroyed 

and there was — eventually the revolt was put down when Masada was taken and 

destroyed.  What does that mean in regard to what it means to be a Jew and what 

should happen in society?  And what we see growing out of this is that you see bands 

of bandits or rebels or terrorists who had very strong religious ideals who came through 

this area and that’s evident in the remains of Qumran.  And so you have a breakdown 

of society and this division into terrorist cells with religious ideals. 

 In this first segment that we’re going to take a look at I think Dr. Fahn brings this 

out very clearly.  He notes that the Essenes couldn’t hold on to this prized site and so 

they had to leave.  Instead, here comes these groups of bandits and they have 

religious doctrines that they bring with them.  Note the date of 15 C.E. and onward, 

starting with the reign of Tiberius, the Roman emperor, and notice that with that comes 

this loss of law and order.  There is — there are some interesting parallels quite frankly 

to our situation here in 2006 and the situation in the Middle East here in 2006.  Quite 

frankly, from this perspective in 2006 it probably is going to — there’ll be parallels for 

the next ten years at least. 

 Well, take a look at this clip.  I think it’s very interesting what Dr. Fahn has to say 

about the groups of bandits and groups that came over and came through — passed 

through Qumran. 

* * * 

 The last people who were here at the site, that took it over and everything 

was in a mess, were the Revolutionaries.  Same ones that were found in places 
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like Masada, Jerusalem, throughout the Judean wilderness.  There wasn’t any 

ways for the Essenes to hang on to their prized site during that period. 

 So there would be groups of bandits, groups of  — 

 Groups of bandits and bandits that found a political and religions 

motivation by being gathered together under the doctrines that we find up in 

these caves. 

 Zealots? 

 Zealots, [inaudible].  Another great potential is Simon Bargeora who came 

from over — from the other side and the largest army of bandits of anybody.  As 

opposed to the Sekari who were limited to Masada most of the time and as 

opposed to the Zealots who were limited to the temple most of the time, and John 

[inaudible] who stayed up in Jerusalem most of the time, the Simon Bargeora 

group went throughout the wilderness.  So we have to look at him as one of the 

potential candidates also. 

 It sounds like around the time of the destruction of the temple, the society 

crumbled to a certain extent. 

 Especially from about 25 onward, starting under Tiberius, the law and order 

had deteriorated considerably throughout the Judean wilderness.  Whenever 

people went without a job, the easiest thing oftentimes was to become to bandit.  

Without that law and order established, it made the people feel very disgruntled 

about the situation, hoping for the time of a coming Messiah to throw off the yoke 

of the Gentiles and to restore law and order to the land. 

 I mean, I don’t want to get too precise and conjure up too many political feelings 

today, but, you know, with Iraq we see a lot of insurgents and a lot of suicide bombing, a 

lot of terrorism and a lot of these groups.  You’ve had sort of a breakdown of the Sunis 

who held power with an iron fist.  That’s broken down and now it’s lots of groups of 
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bandits. 

 And the bandits — the extremists who are kind of juvenile delinquents 

who’ve been furnished with a cause.  The others who are the people who have 

houses and own the land and are the long-term generations of families really 

don’t care as much as who’s over them as it is that they want law and order 

established.  They want to be able to succeed in their families, to grow in their 

families, and know from day to day that the next day they’re not going to be 

blown up. 

* * * 

 In this next section, I want us to take a look at how the scrolls were handled, the 

reading and the writing of the scrolls.  I want you all to see that throughout this there’s 

an emphasis upon purity and the kind of role that that purity plays within the 

communities that handled these scrolls.  In this first clip we’re going to be talking about 

the general area of the scrolls and the scriptorium.  There were about three or four 

rooms — and actually, when you consider the second floor, five rooms — that came into 

play there and where the scrolls were copied and the libraries were created.  The 

priests who actually handled the scrolls, they had rituals in which they would wash their 

hands and things like this.  

 There’s some of those details that are going to be a little bit confusing.  It’s not 

so important that you get all those details, but I do want you to see, for example, 

number one, that the sacred scrolls were kept in a library.  Note that there were nightly 

meetings.  Note that there was someone studying the scrolls all day, every day.  That 

they had a shift where people would always be studying the scrolls.  Note that the 

entire community would be involved in these nightly liturgies and that there was a 

service area that actually was on the second floor.  You might pick that up from the 

discussion.  That is where the scrolls were prepared by writing them down. 
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 And so just — these are some of the general ideas and the general overview that 

I want you to get a picture of in this next segment. 

* * * 

 This entire area where we are, both including the tower behind us and then 

also the locking door frames in these rooms, were central to the site.  They were 

places where their sacred scrolls were kept, a place where they had their nightly 

meetings where they would discuss the issues of the Torah.  All this would take 

place here in these rooms.  During the time, it says that they’re supposed to 

have someone studying from the Torah every day, 24 hours a day.  So there’d 

always be somebody here reading from the Torah and you could hear them 

reading it aloud probably.  One-third of every night the entire community would 

come here and read from the Torah, and then also discuss how it’s to be 

interpreted.  And the decisions that came out of that they believed were divinely 

inspired. 

 And now coming up above this to the second level, this was a service area, 

an area for preparing and writing documents.  Because it was down on top of the 

roof of this room that plaster tables were found and inkwells were found inside 

this room over here. 

* * * 

 Okay.  In this next segment we’re gonna be talking about cave 4 again.  Again, 

this is a recap but it’s worth reemphasizing.  Cave 4 — I want to distinguish it from the 

living library.  It was a geneza or a sacred burial place for the caves.  But nevertheless 

it’s useful because it reveals what the communities read and how they — how the 

scrolls were handled.  But note that the living library was there in the community. 

* * * 

 Now associate this room and its uses with like cave 4. 
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 Ah yes.  Cave 4, of course, is a place that would have — we have tattered 

scrolls there.  We have pieces of scrolls.  Not rolled scrolls like we find in the 

other caves.  We find things that were probably used and used up, put and 

hidden in the cave, and put there for a burial — what they call a geneza.  You just 

put them to rest.  You can’t just throw those off into a dump.  You take the 

sacred writings and you put them in a special burial place.  And that’s probably 

what cave 4 served as.  But it’s a terrific reflection of what their reading material 

was or what material people who were new members brought in with them. 

 Now, what we would’ve had here would’ve been a living current library 

used by the community.  There were no scrolls found here because of the fact 

that you’re not gonna leave them behind when you’re fleeing from invaders. 

* * * 

 Okay.  In this next segment we’re gonna be talking about the connection 

between this scroll area and the library, the living library, in the scroll area in Qumran 

and its connection with caves 1 and 6.  And what caves 1 and 6 — it reveals or reflects 

the contents of this living library.  Because these were the texts that the people were 

using.  These were the texts that they wanted to save and preserve, so they took them 

to their vault, so to speak, in cave 1 and 6 and stored them there for safekeeping, 

hoping to come back and retrieve them later. 

* * * 

 The scrolls that they are reading and treasuring in this room — what’s the 

connection that these Essenes have with caves 1 and 6?  Did these scrolls end up in 

cave 1 and 6?  Did these scrolls end up in cave 1 and 6? 

 Well, certainly I would say that since the scrolls from cave 1 only go up to 

about 25 or 30 C.E., that sometime at that time these people had to leave.  

Whether it was robbers or someone else, they had to leave and they took off and 
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hid the scrolls that were here up in those caves.  I would say it’s almost certain 

that even the pottery matches between what we have here in this library with what 

we have up in the caves, the same kind of jars found on the floors were found in 

that cave and here at this site at the same time.  So the fact there shouldn’t be 

any great mystery as to why the scrolls are missing here is that people don’t 

leave the most precious belongings behind for the invaders to take. 

 They put them in their vault. 

 They put it in the vault.  They put it in a safe for safekeeping, hoping that 

one day they would return for the scrolls and hoping also they’d be able to return 

them to the site.  But, of course, history took place and that didn’t happen. 

* * * 

 In this next segment we want to review again how this scroll area was used and 

what it reveals about reading and writing with the scrolls.  The scriptorium, the place 

where they would write the scrolls, was above when the place collapsed.  That area fell 

down on top of the place where there was a meeting area to discuss the scrolls and to 

read the scrolls.  And so the collapsed ceiling had the scriptorium or this place to write 

and copy the scrolls above.  Notice that everyone was able to discuss the scrolls; 

however, there was a hierarchy, a hierarchy of opinions.  It was ultimately the priests’ 

interpretation and discussion of these scrolls that was authoritative. 

 * * * 

 Well, this room here — what was found when they came down, first of all, 

was the post 70 period 3 people, whoever they were up above.  That was up 

above, right about at our head level and they built their rooms into the ruins.  

Okay.  Putting that aside, the earlier period 2 people, the Essenes, and the rebels 

who came in after them lived down at this level which comes up to about our — 

just below our knees.  That floor there which we stepped down onto actually had 
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a mat that was down at this other end where people would’ve sat on it.  But 

inside the room was found a collapsed ceiling with plastered elements that go 

with the scriptorium which was upstairs.  Whatever was underneath didn’t have 

any of that character.  

 So it seems that we had two — this is bi-cameral.  We had priests on one 

side with windows going through so they can hear one another speaking to one 

another and everyone had a chance to talk about the Torah in order of their 

lottery.  And that would be everyone sitting in rows according to their order.  

And they would be sitting down here, listening to the question, being able to 

come up with potential answers.  But the final word on the subject laid in the 

hands of the priests on the other side of the wall. 

 So you’d have to imagine the scribes upstairs with their tables during the 

day and then at night people here all congregating together with liturgy and then 

reading from the Torah and discussing it.  The earlier period, this was just a 

courtyard before the Essenes arrived. 

* * * 

 Next I want to turn and look at the specific issue of celibacy and the Essenes 

because there’s been some questions over this.  Originally, the Essenes were seen as 

being a celibate community and then there was some criticism that the person who 

promoted this theory, Roland DeVoe, was attributing his own values and monastic 

beliefs onto the Essenes because he came — he was a Catholic priest and so they 

said, “Well, you’re just attributing the rules of your community onto the Essenes.”  And 

they really — they weren’t celibate at all. 

 I think Dr. Fahn brings some clarity to that.  He talks about celibacy within the 

context of priestly purity and that in Qumran — at Qumran everyone had to live 

according to the rules of priestly purity.  That the priests who lived there believed in a 
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perpetual purity and that therefore celibacy was a part of that.  And then the cemetery 

— and one of the reasons why people started to question celibacy in the Essene 

community is because women and children were found in the cemetery.  But Dr. Fahn 

points out that the cemetery was actually segregated and in the most prominent part of 

the cemetery only men were found.  And so take a look at this next segment, paying 

attention to these important points as they come up. 

* * * 

 Those people who were here — and we talk about those people who were 

here.  They would not allow us in these rooms, obviously, if we went through a 

time warp 2000 years ago.  But in the other rooms there, there was segregation 

between priests and the laity, especially during the first period.  But everyone 

who came under this roof had to live according to the rules of the priesthood so 

that there wasn’t any contamination. 

 The priests who were in Jerusalem, who came and served in Jerusalem, 

had to be without their families for two weeks out of the year when they came into 

service so that there’s no sense of potential for contamination of purity 

concerning ritual purity.  Since the Essenes believed in a perpetual priesthood, 

that meant that the priests who served here week after week also could not have 

their families present.  And because the laity who voluntarily joined them — not 

all the laity did, but those who did had to live under the rules of the priesthood 

which also meant that they had to leave without their families.  So that’s why we 

have — when we finally end up over at the cemetery here, we have a segregation 

of those who were part of the Yacad, who lived according to the rules of the 

priesthood, and those who lived according to the rules of the families which are 

on the lower terrace cemetery. 

* * * 
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 All right.  Now I want to actually focus in on the discussion of the cemetery.  

Again, the issue here was that in past scholarship the theory that the Essenes were a 

celibate community and celibacy was a part of their beliefs regarding purity was 

questioned.  It was questioned because women and children were found in the 

cemetery.  But note that the cemetery was segregated and this is an element or a point 

that comes out clearly in this next little film clip. 

 But, as a part of this, also note that — how Dr. Fahn describes — I don’t think it 

comes out clearly in the visual pictures, but in his oral description he describes very well 

the cemetery at Qumran.  There are clumps of stones, there are headstones.  It’s 

clear, once excavated, how the bodies were laying.  They were all laying in the same 

way, in the same direction, with the head toward the south and the arms over their 

stomachs.  On the plateau, only men were found and then it is down below and a little 

to the south where the women and children are found.  So it’s clearly segregated there 

and that’s an important point in this whole debate. 

 By the way, if you ever visit Qumran, the cemetery is very clear to see and how 

the groups of stones are clumped together is very clear, even after 2000 years.  Again, 

it’s something I encourage you to go over there and visit.  It doesn’t come across in the 

camera, I think, as well as what it is when you’re there.  It’s very clear. 

* * * 

 Well, we’re here in the cemetery.  Tell us a little bit about what we’re looking at. 

 Here we have the main cemetery all around us and you can see that we 

have rows of raised groups of stone here.  We have one here, we have another 

one over here.  Always if possible they always have a headstone and a 

footstone.  We know from how these were actually excavated that they’re laying 

on their backs with their arms crossed like this.  So you can see that the body 

was actually laying on its back with its head toward the south, and it’s cut into a 
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niche down below in a shaft that’s covered with stones.  This is probably in 

order to keep the hyenas and other animals away from getting to the body. 

 So, Steve, this is the headstone here — 

 And then we have a footstone down here.  It’s the same here.  Headstone 

and footstone.  By rights, this whole area should be covered with rocks here but 

some have come out.  You can see that all across the cemetery here we have 

raised stones at one end.  But we know because the archaeologists, DeVoe and 

others, have excavated the tombs here, that in every case there’ll be a person 

laying there on their back inside a shelf that’s covered with stones.  He’s laying 

on his back with his arms crossed, with his head to the south.  There are almost 

no grave goods found in these tombs. 

 On this plateau where we’re standing, this area of the cemetery, there have 

only been found men here.  No matter how even the most critical anthropologists 

have looked at these bones, they found only men.  There’s a woman’s grave 

that’s down to the south that was later and was kind of put in at an angle, so it’s 

obviously not from this group.  But the rest of these are all men. 

 That doesn’t mean we only have men at Qumran.  According to the temple 

scroll, the graveyards are supposed to be divided up among four different 

settlements.  So this settlement goes with the Yacad here at Qumran which was 

practicing celibacy as long as they were committed to this particular site.  This 

makes sense for this part of the graveyard.  But down on the plateaus 

immediately below — 

 Would this be just the priesthood or the priests and the laity? 

 Priests, probably also laity who lived according to this high level of purity.  

Now if we go down just 50 meters to the east of us here, we’ll find other 

projections from the cemetery that are — look somewhat different and have men, 
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women and children. 

* * * 

 All right.  In preparation for this next segment, I want to talk a little bit about 

mikvah.  These are ritual baths that were very prominent in First Century Judaism.  It’s 

the context, for example, for John the Baptist and his baptising.  If you go to Jerusalem 

and you look at some of the first century homes that have been excavated in old 

Jerusalem, you will see that in these — one house in particular is a very wealthy 

mansion and in it there were a number of different mikvah or these ritual baths.  You 

could see where people would go in and ritually purify themselves and come out of the 

water, and that was a part of their religious practice at the time.  And again, that is the 

context for the kinds of activities that we see going on with John the Baptist and Jesus. 

 In this role — in this next segment, Dr. Fahn is talking about some of the specific 

rituals.  Water can’t be carried by hand but it can only come from springs or aquaducts 

which again is why you see John the Baptist baptising people in the Jordan.  The water 

to drink could be carried by donkeys and they had cisterns for that.  So pay attention to 

this distinction in this next clip. 

* * * 

 Some things are not carried by hand is the only water you can use in 

immersion pools for ritual purposes.  It has to come from springs or it has to 

come from the rain from heaven.  And that’s where we have this aquaduct that 

brings water from the yearly rains down from the cliffs, into the site to fill up the 

immersion pools.  The cisterns, it wasn’t important for that so they used donkey 

carried water to fill their cisterns. 

* * * 

 In this clip, look at — pay attention to how the steps of the mikvah are delineated.  

The steps go down and there’s a little ridge in these steps indicating where one person 
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will walk down and then they’ll go through, and then they’ll walk back up.  It separates 

those going down from those coming up so that the two don’t have to touch one 

another, and therefore they can remain ritually pure and not be defiled by the person 

going down.  This is something that Dr. Fahn highlights in this next clip. 

* * * 

 Remember I spoke about the immersion pool being separated and divided 

into a cistern and a immersion pool.  This is a secondary wall.  When the one 

was destroyed by the earthquake, it went out of use as an immersion pool.  They 

were already up in Jerusalem anyway.  But when they returned, they sealed that 

entry pool off.  They had to convert this cistern into an immersion pool.  

Because the cistern was lost because of that, they then had to subdivide this 

particular immersion pool so they could have regular daily water in one-half of it.  

Keeping this for this site with the steps for immersions.  

 Immersion pools always have steps going — in communities when you 

have large numbers, you have to have steps that go all the way across so people 

can go down on one side, be immersed, and come back up on the other and not 

touch people who are unclean coming down.  And they usually have, you know, 

a division just to keep them separate from one another — raised dividers. 

* * * 

 All right.  At this point Dr. Fahn and I sat in the area of Qumran and talked about 

some of the importance of Qumran and some of the things that we’ve learned about first 

century Judaism and some of the values that have come out of this study of Qumran.  

In this segment, notice what he says, number one, about the diversity within Judaism.  

It’s something that we’ve been talking about these last two sessions.  Notice what he 

says about the authoritative value attributed to the prophets and the Torah by the 

Essenes and how both those segments of the Hebrew Bible were given equal authority.  
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And the value of that — or the implication of that was that for the Essenes and to many 

people in First Century Judaism, the purity of the heart was a very important concept 

and a very important notion.  Therefore, the circumcision of the heart and the state of 

the heart or the person’s soul toward God was of great importance.  That’s what I want 

you all to — some of the things I want you all to draw out of this segment here. 

* * * 

 Steve, we’ve spent some time today looking at the site of Qumran, looking at the 

caves, talking about the caves, talking about a lot of the history.  Let’s talk about the 

history of ideas.  How does Qumran fit into the context of the Second and First 

Centuries B.C.E. and the First Century C.E.?  What do we learn from Qumran and the 

scrolls and communities through here?  How does that enhance our knowledge about 

this period of time? 

 One of the important contributions of studying the Essenes and the other 

groups from that period that are reflected in the caves and the archives that we 

have here, and reflected in the various levels of occupation that we have here at 

Qumran, is that we understand that they all had something central to them and 

that was the law of Moses.  Now, it’s their interpretation of that.  When you end 

up with diverse groups such as a fairly pacifistic group like the Essenes, over 

against a more radical and militant group like the Zealots and like the Sakari, then 

we start to see the diversity that there is within Judaism at the time. 

 One of our major breakthroughs, I think, in studying the Dead Sea Scrolls 

with relation to the group — the main group that lived here, which is the Yahud 

Essenes, is that we find that they did something that the others didn’t do.  And 

that was in what they would consider to be — if you want to call something a 

canon — the Torah, Books of Moses, the Prophets and the writings — these were 

held dear to everyone who came out of the Hasidim movement, whether it’s the 
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Pharisees or the warrior Hasadeans that are spoken of or the Essenes — that if 

they ended up taking the prophets and putting them on a lesser level of authority 

like the Pharisees did, as opposed to the Essenes who took the prophets and put 

them on the same level of authority as the Torah itself, it made a huge difference.  

 And the difference is that the prophets kept pounding on the fact that the 

heart is at the center of it.  You can’t properly keep the Torah or be righteous 

before God if you aren’t righteous within.  If justice doesn’t begin at the heart, 

there’s no justice there at all.  In this way we start to see the reason why we have 

something that comes up in Christianity, in John the Baptist called the baptism of 

repentance.  It’s a ritual immersion commanded in the Torah but coupled with 

the heart of the prophets where the heart has to be circumcised.  The heart has 

to be covered and kind of changed by the spirit of God in order to properly be a 

child of God, in order to be properly in balance with God, and thus showing forth 

God’s will in the person’s life. 

 Now, are they — we’ve talked about this in context of the Essenes.  Are they the 

only group that’s out there talking about the importance of the heart? 

 Even in Pharisee Judaism the heart is considered to be very important 

because it’s also in the Torah if we just keep our eye on it.  The heart in itself is 

not pure in itself.  It has to be submitted to God.  But the difference that 

happens is that among the Pharisees, they said that the heart is important but not 

absolutely essential for keeping the Torah and satisfying God.  If we follow that 

on from the Essenes, then we see John the Baptist would be baptism repentance, 

saying that the heart is absolutely essential.  Jesus saying the heart is 

absolutely essential.  Thus you can see this continuity between the prophets and 

the Essenes and John the Baptist and Jesus, that gives us kind of a continuous 

line of tradition concerning the importance of the heart in terms of satisfying 
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God’s purposes. 

* * * 

 Another point that I want you all to see is — and we’ve talked about it a little bit 

earlier in the course — is the complexity and the difficulty of copying a scroll, some of 

the processes of copying a scroll, and how that makes the copying of a scroll a rather 

expensive enterprise.  In particular, very early on Dr. Fahn in this little next segment — 

Dr. Fahn says that it takes on average about a year of a scribe’s life to copy down a 

Torah scroll.  It might be a good estimate of the time it takes — it took back in the first 

century.  If you sit there and think, well, just in terms of a person’s time, what should 

that be valued at and what does that mean in terms of the experience of a Torah scroll 

today, that gives you at least some sort of a picture of the expense of a Torah scroll in 

the first century as well. 

 Notice how there were people — there was an ostracon found where a person 

was apparently practicing their alphabet.  Notice that they used sheepskins and how 

expensive those things are.  Notice what he says about how the letters hung from the 

line.  Notice how they handled mistakes.  And then notice also what he says about 

dictation and how that was incorporated into copying a scroll. 

 * * * 

 Steve, we have the scriptorium behind us.  Let’s talk a little bit about copying 

ancient texts.  They didn’t have copy machines.  What was the process by which they 

copied texts?  I guess what I’m really after is the sense of labor that went into copying a 

text.  It wasn’t easy, was it? 

 Well, it took — today they say it takes a scribe about one year to copy a 

Torah scroll.  It took a lot of time.  It was very laborious and it was something 

that a person had to have good eyes.  After a period in which their eyes were a 

little dimmer, they couldn’t do Torah scrolls again.  When they were very young 
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they might be able to do phylacteries and mezuzahs for doors, which was very, 

very small.  

 Here at Qumran we found an ostracon that actually has the script and 

alphabet written out with — a teacher went in behind and corrected his letters for 

this scribal exercise.  So there does seem to have been teaching that was going 

on here, how to start to copy scrolls.  About 10 percent of the material here is in 

papyrus although I think most of that was imported.  The vast majority that 

would’ve been processed here was actually on sheepskins or on goatskins where 

it was split down the back and then they were sewn together, dehaired and sewn 

together.  The dry lines were drawn across the entire scroll and these lines could 

have a slight amount of pigment in them. 

 And the letters were written just so they would kind of hang from the line 

as they would from one column to another.  This took a lot of care.  If there’s a 

mistake, they didn’t throw the scroll out like some people think.  They sometimes 

went in and scratched things off or added things between the text.  There could 

be a hole appear in the skin during the drying and they would just write along and 

then skip over the hole and continue on.  For certain texts like Torah scrolls they 

probably were much more strict.  Like we say, it’s hard to find any Torah scrolls 

written on papyrus here at Qumran.  It seems that they really felt those should be 

done on proper skin.  So there are various scribal practices and scribal schools 

— some are more strict than others — that are all evidenced here in the caves of 

Qumran. 

 To what extent did they have a leader reciting the text orally as someone copied 

it down or was it strictly someone looking at the master text and then copying the copy 

from it? 

 There’s various theories on how this was done and because of the diversity 
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that we find here at Qumran, we’re not absolutely sure that it was done the same 

way all the time.  Although we do have the tables and it means that they didn’t 

have a table and then another scroll sitting up above so that they could actually 

see it at the same time and copy back and forth.  So it does seem — it’s much 

more likely that there was a person sitting at another table with another scroll, or 

holding a scroll and reading it aloud.  And some have said that in order to keep 

from allowing the vowel sounds to stop — or let’s say create an error as a person 

is reading, that they merely just said the letters but not the whole letters 

[demonstrated with sounds].  We’re not sure that that’s what went on here.  

Rabbinic schools generally are known to have done their copying this way. 

 Is the evidence for that, then, just Rabbinic schools and the tradition that this 

dates way back?  Or would there be other evidence — how in the world would you 

know orally how something was recited? 

 Well, this is exactly the problem we have today concerning a lot of aspects 

of Judaism.  Most of our rules in Judaism come down through the Rabbinic 

tradition.  And so we have from — probably going back to the first early 

centuries, a treatise known as [inaudible], the scribe’s set of rules.  There are 

many, many, many pages of this and they get down into a lot of real details as to 

how all of these things should be done.  That would be nice if it would all 

coincide with what we find at Qumran.  It does coincide more or less with certain 

tradition that we find here at Qumran, we find at Masada, find in cave 11, but it 

doesn’t coincide with all.  So there were variations in tradition. 

 In this section coming up, I want you to — we’re going to talk about literacy in the 

ancient world.  I’ve brought back a segment from an interview with Dr. Gaby Barkei in 

which I ask him about literacy in the ancient world.  Then there’s another section here 

where I talk with Dr. Fahn about literacy in the second temple.  The difference between 
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these two segments is that Dr. Barkei is talking about literacy during the first temple or 

Solomon’s temple during the time of — prior to the Babylonian destruction of the 

temple.  In other words, about 10th century to 6th century B.C.E.  Dr. Fahn is talking 

about literacy during the third, second, first centuries B.C.E. and the first century C.E.  

 Both of them, however, are emphasizing that the evidence would indicate that 

maybe there is — people were more literate than what we oftentimes give them credit 

for.  Oftentimes people assume that the people of ancient Israel were illiterate and that 

they couldn’t read and couldn’t write, and that sort of thing.  The evidence actually 

might indicate something other.  However, one thing that — one question that I keep 

bringing up to both of them is that there may be — people may have different levels of 

literacy.  The literacy that it takes to read and deal with a complex, lengthy scroll is 

different than the kind of literacy it takes to write down a person’s name and to write out 

and deal with a receipt.  Actually, the same is true today.  And so bear in mind these 

kinds of general concepts that these interviews bring out. 

 In this first section, then, let’s go on to Dr. Barkei.  The context for this interview 

is the city of Lachish.  We are talking — we’re at the steps leading up to the palace 

podium or the dais, and he’s talking about the bored palace guard who had a lot of time 

on his hands and so he scratched some of the letters into the steps, and drew and 

scratched a picture of a roaring lion.  This led into a discussion of writing and literacy in 

the ancient world.  Things to look for in what he says is that ostraca and other writings 

in ancient Israel were used.  People wrote names on wine jars.  But that there was a 

social stratification in a differentiation of literacy.  There were a differentiation of skills 

and knowledge of all sorts of different kinds — engineering and that sort of thing.  And 

so this included knowledge of literature.  We have seen, for example, and you’ve heard 

me mention when we looked at Ezekiel, Ezekiel apparently was widely read, quite the 

scholar.  But then listen to what Dr. Barkei has to say about the average peasant in the 
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Iron Age. 

* * * 

 Now, considering literacy, Lachish — if you count the number of letters 

found here, of individual characters, we have ostraca or written potsherds.  We 

have seals.  We have seal impressions.  We have incised the inscriptions on 

pottery and on stone.  We have clay tablets.  We have all kinds of them.  It’s the 

largest number of single characters found anywhere else in this country.  The 

Iron Age inscriptions are very interesting because here you have an ignorant 

guard sketching some characters.  On pottery you have names of the owners.  

There is no point of writing your name on your wine jar, avoiding others from 

drinking from it, if the others don’t know how to read. 

 Right. 

 So I assume that in first temple period it was a literate society.  Unlike 

many of my colleagues. 

 Do you think they were — you have an impression — do you have a humble 

opinion, were they able to read literature?  Were they able to read scrolls?  Or were 

they just able to write their name, maybe write a receipt, read a receipt, transact 

business? 

 Like in our society today, there was a social stratification.  Like in our 

society today where there is elementary schooling and there is secondary school, 

and there is higher education also in antiquity.  Those people who ran the state 

matters, they had to know geography of the countries with whom the king has 

diplomatic relations.  They had to know foreign languages.  They had to have 

knowledge about the civilization of the peoples around them, countries with 

whom the king has diplomatic relations.  They had to know foreign languages.  

They had to have knowledge about civilization of the peoples around them.  
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 Some other people had to know engineering and mathematics.  Some 

people — the priesthood had to know basic medicine.  They had to know the 

literature of antiquity.  For legal purposes they had to know the Bible and the 

ancient books of the law.  So there were different layers in the society and not 

everyone knew everything.  The average peasant probably knew how to write his 

name and no more than that.  And sometimes even he wrote one of the 

characters in script.  Like the kids who first learn how to shape their characters 

around the age of five today. 

 * * * 

 In this segment Dr. Fahn now is talking about literacy in the Second Temple 

period.  He talks about the number of scrolls and the implication for how many scribes 

there were, and the implications for how many people were reading and able to read 

and able to be conversant.  He talks about ostraca where little notes — people wrote 

notes to one another and what that means and implies regarding literacy. 

 He talks a little bit about levels of literacy and degrees — differentiation of 

degrees in training and he also talks about oral tradition, working right alongside writing.  

And then also I think it’s interesting to take a look and see what he says, take a note on 

what he says about waxed tablets, people having waxed tablets that they would inscribe 

notes to themselves on.  And indicating also, then, a very sophisticated level of literacy 

where a person could take notes, go back, read them and review them. 

* * * 

 Finally, I want to get a picture for who’s using the texts, reading the texts, and 

what does that say about the level of literacy in the Second Temple period? 

 There’s oftentimes been understood that people didn’t read very much in 

the Second Temple period, that — even some that said that Jesus was basically 

illiterate.  There’s really not much evidence for that with 1,000 scrolls found, with 
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nearly that many scribes behind it, with each scribe writing probably at least 50 

scrolls in their lifetime.  Imagine how many scrolls are still not found, that didn’t 

survive.  We find graffiti in various places, ostraca where people are writing out 

little notes to one another.  Not only in the Second Temple period but even in the 

First Temple period.  Literacy was a lot greater than people give the ancient 

people credit for. 

 When we talk about literacy, were there different levels of literacy?  For 

example, maybe a person could read and write, to give a receipt or read a receipt, but 

maybe they couldn’t read a scroll or a more complex or lengthy document.  What do 

you think about that?  Or do you think people were able to read lengthy documents? 

 Well, the synagogue in the Second Temple period did seem to play quite a 

role in the education of young people.  You have an example of Jesus going up 

to Jerusalem and the people — authorities being impressed with his knowledge.  

It isn’t just that it’s just general knowledge, but he must have had some 

knowledge of the scriptures, must have had a way of training that actually was 

acceptable to them.  In fact, at that particular point in time, he could’ve been just 

drafted into the academy and come out on the other end after several years with a 

special diploma or special acceptance that he could go around and be accepted 

as a scribe. 

 But there were different levels of scribes, different levels of authority which 

they called degrees that were given to people.  Four different levels, according to 

the Tenedic tradition.  And so it wasn’t so much as to whether a person could 

read or not.  It had to do with how well trained they were in the reading of the 

texts.  Was there oral tradition and then written tradition?  One of the things that 

we don’t account for very much, thinking that people listened and then later on 

handed down a tradition to somebody, both in the First Temple period and the 
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Second Temple period, we don’t give credit to the fact that all through that period, 

even from the second millennium B.C.E., there were wax writing tablets that 

people carried with them.  And with those writing tablets they were able to take 

notes.  We have examples from Herculaneum and from Pompey in Italy where 

they have entire stacks of these things with books that were written out first on 

wax tablets before they were actually then committed to papyrus. 

 And so literacy was certainly there.  For example, here’s a person who 

could only listen and not speak the story of Zacharias and the temple.  They 

asked him what’s the name of the child and he writes down Yohanonchamo 

[phonetically spelled].  His name shall be John. 

 On what? 

 On a wax tablet.  And so we find styluses.  We find fragments of these 

things in the caves, which might even, in fact, be from the Second Temple period.  

These things, of course, like most wood disappear.  But it was possible to write 

right on the spot for many people.  They would have a wax tablet that could be 

brought in or not, ostraca that can be used.  We have good evidence of ostraca 

being used in this way for writing out quantities and writing out small letters to 

one another.  The evidence, I think, goes quite the other way that they were in 

general quite literate in the Second Temple period. 

* * * 

 That concludes our look at these — at Qumran, the Dead Sea Scrolls and the 

caves in which they were found.  It is a fascinating study and it shines light on that 

period when the Nation of Israel came to a close.  It came to a close until the time 

when the scrolls themselves were once again discovered around 1948.  But with this 

nation coming to a close, I want to point out that its literature survived and was 

constantly being used by all of the Abrahamic faiths, those faiths that grew out of 
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ancient Israel.  Specifically, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  All of those three 

monotheistic faiths continue to use the literature that was developed during ancient — 

that time when ancient Israel had some sort of existence.  All three of those faiths 

therefore kept the ideas in that literature alive and used those ideas. 

 While the history of the state, then, halted in the first century C.E., its literature 

and its ideas were continually being used and continually being given new meaning and 

new value by these different religions — Judaism, Christianity and Islam — but also 

within each of these three religions, even within Judaism.  Different sects would have 

different interpretations and create different emphases from the ideas of this literature 

that grew out of this long history. 

 Christianity had different groups, different denominations as Christianity calls 

them, that gave different emphases and developed different doctrines and 

interpretations of these ideas that are contained in the texts grew out of the history of 

this ancient nation, Israel.  And the same can be said of Islam that also values and 

calls Abraham a prophet, calls Noah and Adam a prophet, calls Moses a prophet.  

Different interpretations, uses, doctrines, beliefs grew out of this literature and these 

ideas contained in the literature of this ancient nation. 

 These ideas — these interpretations, this continual use, has shaped our western 

world and the Middle Eastern world, and it shapes the conflicts that we are involved in 

today.  That’s why understanding the history of this literature is worth devoting an 

academic discipline to and why an academic discipline has grown up around this 

literature. 


