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History often informs how we live our lives today, whether by implementing useful examples provided from recorded past events, or by avoiding mistakes made by our ancestors.  Religious practices are a good example of how historical accounts serve as a kind of guidebook into those practices, with a perspective which is closer in linear time to the emergence of the practices themselves.  There are a vast number of texts considered to be of religious significance; some of which made it into the canons of religious books, and some which did not. The deciding factor on what is to be included is usually based upon the significance of the text; this however is often debated.  Emergence of new texts, whether searched for and found, or in the case of the Dead Sea Scrolls, happened upon initially by accident, then further discovered through searching, are an example of texts which are of religious significance, but contain some information regarded as copies or confirmations of existing Hebrew texts.[footnoteRef:1]  The remainder of the texts however, offer information which may lead to a different perspective for some religious believers, and offer a debate into practices held today. [1:  Steven D. Fraade, The Oxford Commentary on the Dead Sea Scrolls: The Damascus Document, ed. by Timothy H. Lim, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), The_Damascus_Document_-_Steven_D_Fraade.pdf p.20-24, [accessed 15 April 2026].] 


The following will review a chapter from The Oxford Handbook of The Dead Sea Scrolls, by Martin Goodman and edited by John J. Collins and Timothy H. Lim, titled, Constructing Ancient Judaism from the Scrolls in 2010.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Martin Goodman, Constructing Ancient Judaism from the Scrolls, The Oxford Handbook of The Dead Sea Scrolls, eds. John J. Collins and Timothy H. Lim, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 62-69 (p. 1-8), OxfordHandbookDeadSeaScrollsLim.pdf [accessed 17 April 2026].] 

The main focus of the chapter discusses the significance of how the Temple at Jerusalem was considered in its time, and what relevance this may hold for the modern day Jew.  The first notable statement made in the chapter is that the studies carried out on the  texts which appear to be religiously significant, are ‘…attempts to construct some aspect of ancient Judaism…’[footnoteRef:3] The statement seems to be in line with most scholarly studies, although the use of the term ‘some aspect’ is vague, and also ambiguous as it could be interpreted in a number of ways. [3:  Ibid., p.62 (p.1).] 

Goodman then notes debates regarding the Teacher of Righteousness, moreover, their role, identity, and to what degree within the texts should they be considered.  The identity of the Teacher of Righteousness has been a controversial topic in relation to Christianity. Michael Baigent cites André Dupont-Sommer, a French semitologist who specialised in the history of Judaism, and  who had studied the scrolls at length, describing the teacher as ‘the exact prototype of Jesus’[footnoteRef:4], and that this kind of thinking casts doubts on ‘Jesus' originality and uniqueness’.[footnoteRef:5]  Goodman then explains that consideration for the texts may be biased, as they are often viewed through the lens of Jewish and Christian beliefs and practices current today, and not – as would be normal for an examination of newly discovered texts – examined under their own merits; therefore, the texts remain presumed to be something they may or may not be. [4:  Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh, The Dead Sea Scrolls Deception, (New York: Touchstone, 1993), p.76, he_dead_sea_scrolls_deception_-_Michael_Baigent.pdf [accessed 2 April 2026].]  [5:  Ibid., p.205] 

Goodman further discusses this bias when he describes how assumptions were made when considering if the sectarians at the time would have considered the texts as a ‘biblical canon’ as was assumed when a collection of researchers compiled them as the ‘Dead Sea Scrolls Bible’, as there was no definitive idea of this from within the texts themselves. J. Randall Price however, makes the claim that, ‘The Dead Sea Scrolls confirm the accuracy of Bible translation over the years, despite skeptics’ accusations that these translations were flawed.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  J. Randall Price, The Dead Sea Scrolls, (California: Rose Publishing, 2005), _The_Dead_Sea_Scrolls_-_J_Randall_Price.pdf p.17. [accessed 12 April 2026].] 


The discussion Goodman carries out on how the Temple is described in the scrolls appears to be central to his interest in the texts, and examines a division in thought between the sectarian Jews and modern Judaism.  In addition, it raises questions in respect of established translations in Hebrew scripture. He examples the work of Schürer, who’s focused greatly on attributing the scrolls to the Essenes,[footnoteRef:7] which James C. Vanderkam and Peter Flint also support, stating that this theory ‘…has received the largest amount of support…’[footnoteRef:8]  The validity of the claim in the scrolls criticising Temple practices were not questioned in the chapter, but instead, were examined in relation to how Christian and Jewish scholars’ interpretation asks questions of the texts based on existing understanding of similar texts, and that ‘the sectarians also might have evolved in quite different ways in the interpretation of those texts’[footnoteRef:9]   [7:  Emil Schurer, The History of The Jewish People in The Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C.-A.D. 135) Vol. 2 (1979) Scribd, p.555-574, Emil Schurer - The History of The Jewish People in The Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C.-A.D. 135) Vol. 2 (1979) PDF | PDF | Judea | Pharisees, [accessed 14 April 2026].]  [8:  Emanuel Tov, ‘Foreword’ in James C. Vanderkam and Peter Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Understanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity, (London: T&T Clark International, 2002),p.239.
]  [9:  Martin Goodman, Constructing Ancient Judaism from the Scrolls, The Oxford Handbook of The Dead Sea Scrolls, eds. John J. Collins and Timothy H. Lim, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 63 (p. 2), OxfordHandbookDeadSeaScrollsLim.pdf [accessed 17 April 2026].] 

James C. Vanderkam and Peter Flint discuss the ‘hidden laws’ mentioned in the ‘Rule of the community’ section in the scrolls, suggesting that the original intent of the texts may not be understood by those outside of the sect.[footnoteRef:10]  When considering the exegesis in context, Goodman also suggests that further investigation into the site where the scrolls were found is necessary, as the site may not have been the origin of the people who wrote the scrolls, further impacting the cultural understanding.[footnoteRef:11]  In regards to Temple practices, Goodman leans toward the criticism of the Temple in the texts as potentially not being restricted solely to the sect, but also shared by a wider Jewish community, but also states that the scrolls included multiple entries of the books of Isaiah, which focus upon how sacrifices are considered secondary to God when the people carrying them out are corrupt.  It appears he is asking the reader to consider whether the differences in adherence to Isaiah’s texts may be based upon a geographical separation, with cultural influences not widely present outside of this, which over time fed into the separatist ideology. [10:  Emanuel Tov, ‘Foreword’ in James C. Vanderkam and Peter Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Understanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity, (London: T&T Clark International, 2002),p.295.]  [11:  Martin Goodman, Constructing Ancient Judaism from the Scrolls, The Oxford Handbook of The Dead Sea Scrolls, eds. John J. Collins and Timothy H. Lim, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 63-64 (p. 2-3), OxfordHandbookDeadSeaScrollsLim.pdf [accessed 17 April 2026].] 

He makes no definitive claims throughout the chapter, but instead encourages exploration by proposing possibilities such as misinterpretation of the scrolls due to established translations in similar texts also being misinterpreted over time; an example of which may be of prophecy being considered an absolute.  As Géza Vermes states, 
     The Dead Sea Scrolls have afforded for the first time direct insight into the creative
     literary-religious process at work within that variegated Judaism which flourished
     during the last two centuries of quasi-national independence, before the catastrophe of
     70CE forced the rabbinic successors of the Pharisees to attempt to create an ‘orthodoxy’
     by reducing dangerous multiplicity to a simple, tidy and easily controllable unity’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Géza Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, Revised Ed., (London:Penguin Books, 2004), p.51-52, [accessed 10 April 2026].] 


This brief reflection of Goodman’s chapter when read alone, at times, seems very technical and somewhat difficult to read.  An existing knowledge base on the subject is required to understand particular aspects of the chapter; however, he has provided a wealth of references to assist with this.  It would also be advisable to read the entirety of the volume to assist with not only understanding the chapter, but to gain alternative perspectives upon the topic offered by a number of authors.  
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