

1





TRDL7110 Study Skills for Biblical Interpretation, Islamic Studies, Study of Religion and Christian Theology

Assessment Task 1

Book Review

Name: Chi Hong Wong

Student number: 1903269


























The Eschatological Community of the Dead Sea Scrolls: A Study of the Rule of the Congregation, by Lawrence H. Schiffman. SBLMS 38. Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1989. Pp. xi+101. Paper $10.98. ISBN 1555403301.

Lawrence Schiffman’s monograph is a study of a short text from the Dead Sea Scrolls, namely the Rule of the Congregation (1QSa). This text is viewed as an appendix of another longer manuscript called the Manual of Discipline (1QS). According to Schiffman, the purpose of this study is to demonstrate ‘the nexus of law and eschatology in the teachings of the Qumran sect’ (p. x).

In the introduction, Schiffman claims that the messianic idea is ‘central to the development of post-biblical Judaism in all its various manifestations’ (p. 1). Then he uses Scholen’s view of two types of messianism, utopian and restorative[footnoteRef:1], to assess this concept in various Second Temple period Jewish literatures. Either one type or another messianic ideal can be found not only inside the books of the Hebrew bible, but also in lots of other contemporary non-canonical Jewish literatures.[footnoteRef:2] Texts from Dead Sea Scrolls are not the exception.  [1:  ‘Restorative’ is to bring back the ancient glories, usually pointing to the Davidic kingdom, whereas the utopian is to construct a better future which has never happened before (p. 1).]  [2:  Schiffman also admits that the messianism may not appear in 1 and 2 Maccabees (p. 4), the older strata of Enoch and the Assumption of Moses (p. 5).] 


From the very beginning of the study of Dead Sea Scrolls, scholars generally agree that the Qumran sect placed great emphasis on eschatological and apocalyptic thinking.[footnoteRef:3] For example, the complete War Scroll is dedicated to the issues of the battle at the end of days. In the light of this, Schiffman interprets the Rule of Congregation (1QSa)[footnoteRef:4] as ‘a messianic document picturing the ideal constitution of the sect in the end of days’ (p. 8). The present legal observance and ritual purity requirements of the sect are prepared for the future messianic banquet presided over by the two messiahs in the new age at the eschatological temple (p. 9). [3:  It seems that Schiffman, in this book, uses the two terms ‘messianic’ and ‘eschatological’ interchangeably.]  [4:  Geza Vermes renames it ‘The Messianic Rule’ in The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, Penguin Books, Fourth edition, 1995, pp. 157–160.] 


Basically, this monograph is written in the form of a continuous commentary. In each chapter, Schiffman firstly presents the Hebrew text and his own translation, and then he discusses the section under the Second Temple Jewish framework, with reference to the context of the text and some other Jewish literatures. In particular, Zadokite Fragments, Manual of Discipline, War Scroll, Temple Scroll and some later Tannaitic corpus are his favourite supporting evidence for exegesis. 

In chapter one, a general introduction states that the members of the congregation of Israel will join the community in the last days. Then it lists out the roles of different ages in the eschatological community, including those mentally incompetent members (1:1– 22). The age structure in the daily life of the sect is a hope for the new order in their eschatological future (p. 23).

Chapter two concerns the functions of the Levites and the purity of the Assembly (1:23 –2:2). To mirror the messianic age, all participants must be sanctified before entering the council of the community.  Then, chapter three focuses on the Assembly at the end of days (2:3–11). The requirement of purity, especially the absence of specific deformities and the aged, was due to the presence of angels in the assembly (p. 38). Similar to the military camp in the War Scroll, the eschatological council would also involve both the earthly and heavenly sons of light at the end of days (p. 51).  

Chapter four, under Schiffman’s extended analysis, is the jewel of the crown of this book. This section, the famous Messianic Banquet (2:11–22), describes the seating and order at the sect’s formal meal. This banquet is directed by the two messianic figures expected by the sectarians: ‘the priest, under whose administration and direction the cult would be restored in the “New Jerusalem”, and the messiah of Israel who would serve as the temporal and military leader’ (pp. 55–56). The total ritual purity of the participants in this banquet can be seen as ‘a catalyst which turns the ordinary communal meal into a foretaste of great messianic banquet at the end of days’ (p. 56).

In conclusion, Schiffman argues that the Qumran sect is expecting the inauguration of a messianic era. Members’ stages of life are differentiated by their ages and responsibilities. Only those who can observe the highest standards of ritual purity would participate the holy assembly of the community. The description of the eschatological congregation in this text repeatedly mirrors the regulations of the sect for the present age.  

In the appendix of this book, Schiffman adds a brief explanation of another text, the Rule of Benedictions (1QSb). Then the final twenty-five pages are devoted to the bibliography and four indices.

Schiffman reads the text of 1QSa as a kind of eschatological mirror image document. The Qumran community saw itself as living on the edge of the last days and attempted to perform perfect purity life in order to characterize the future messianic age. In this book, he successfully demonstrates the linkage between the present life and the future expectation in the thought of the sect, particularly in the area of the halakhic requirements. 

More than that, Schiffman asserts strongly against many scholars that the messianic banquet at Qumran ‘contains no sacral elements’ (p. 63). He argues convincingly that there is neither textual nor archaeological evidence that the meal is a substitute for the sacrificial cult at the Jerusalem Temple. However, there are at least two areas that Schiffman should develop further.

First, in his introduction, Schiffman adopts Scholem’s view for the distinction between restorative and utopian messianism to explain various Second Temple Jewish literatures. It seems that he put the Dead Sea Scrolls as the utopian type (p. 7). However, when he turns to the commentary of the text, rarely does he go back to this distinction to support his argument. The question is: how helpful it is to use this distinction in the analysis of this text?

Second, regarding the two messiahs in the section of messianic banquet, Schiffman avoids giving the title ‘messiah’ to the priest in his translation,[footnoteRef:5] even though he mentions that two messianic figures are expected by the sectarians. After saying that the higher position of the priestly messiah due to ‘the emphasis placed on the restoration of the purified cult’ (p. 55), he does not explain much about the relationship between the priest and the messiah of Israel. He just gives a few references to this hotly debate topic in footnote 32 (p. 55).  [5:  Apparently, there are different views among scholars in this damaged fragment. Schiffman translates the first messiah in this unit as the ‘messiah of Israel’, and then the second figure as [The priest] (p.54). Whereas Vermes reads only one priestly messiah in this line: ‘When God engenders (the Priest-) Messiah, he shall come with them…’ (Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls, p.159).] 


As a whole, the exegetical and theological discussion of this book is a valuable contribution to the Qumran studies. This book is suitable not only to the students of Dead Sea Scrolls and New Testament, but also to those who want to explore the worldview of the Qumran community. 
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