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Since the discovery of  the Dead Sea Scrolls,
scholars, pseudo-scholars, journalists, and laypeo‐
ple alike have all debated the question of the iden‐
tity of the mysterious community of the Dead Sea
Scrolls. This debate has reached a fevered pitch in
recent years. Many continue to reaffirm the tradi‐
tional  Essene  hypothesis  while  others  have  ar‐
gued for new approaches to framing the debate of
origins and identity. Still others maintain that the
entire search for a community is misguided and
that the scrolls do not represent a collection of a
unified group. 

Like the Essene hypothesis, the identification
of Khirbet Qumran as the settlement of the sectar‐
ian  community  of  the  Dead  Sea  Scrolls  was  af‐
firmed in the earliest days of scholarly research
and  remains  the  dominant  theory.  Yet,  recent
years  have  witnessed  the  re-identification  of
Qumran as everything from a villa rustica,  pot‐
tery production site, or military fortress, to some
modified version  of  a  sectarian  settlement.  One
further variable in each of these conversations is
the present availability of the entire corpus of (al‐

beit  fragmentary)  Dead  Sea  Scrolls.  Whereas
scholars working prior to the 1990s had a very in‐
complete set  of  data,  scholars now can reassess
old theories and propose new ones and definitive‐
ly assert that they have examined all of the pre‐
served textual data. At the same time, we still lack
complete excavation reports for Khirbet Qumran.
Sixty  years  of  research on the Dead Sea Scrolls
and Qumran--and a  frenetic  past  twenty years--
has produced a seemingly endless stream of theo‐
ries and approaches. 

Into this fray enters John J. Collins’s new book
Beyond  the  Qumran  Community:  The  Sectarian
Movement of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The bulk of its
pages carefully assess the merits and drawbacks
of  many of  the prevailing theories  on the Dead
Sea  Scrolls  and  Qumran.  At  the  same  time  as
Collins deftly critiques sixty years of scholarship,
he  offers  his  own  vision  for  the  origins  of  the
Dead Sea Scrolls and their relationship to the site
of Qumran. Collins is well positioned to undertake
both tasks, having long been active in the study of
the scrolls. His sobering approach to the material



allows the evidence to speak for itself--rather than
the phenomenon Collins observes far too often, of
scholars speaking for the text (and, of course, say‐
ing far too much). In this sense, a good deal of this
volume  consists  of  a  careful  deconstruction  of
other  approaches,  many of  which  are  rendered
speculative at best by the textual or archaeologi‐
cal evidence. His analysis of the textual evidence
is  restrained,  perhaps  too  restrained  for  many.
But,  in  the  end,  this  judicious  approach  often
leaves the reader in agreement with Collins ver‐
sus the alternatives. 

Following  an  Introduction,  the  volume  con‐
sists of five core chapters, each devoted to a cen‐
tral  area  of  inquiry.  A  bibliography and indices
(modern authors, ancient names and sobriquets,
ancient sources) conclude the volume. It is unfor‐
tunate that the volume lacks a subject index. 

Chapter  1  examines  the  community  that
stands behind the Damascus Document, identified
by Collins as the “New Covenant.”  In chapter 2,
Collins turns his attention to the yaḥad, the self-
identification for the community that emerges in
other texts (especially the Rule of the Communi‐
ty). Collins’s treatment of these two social groups
and  their  respective  literary  record  separately
represents  an important  shift  in  thinking  about
what it means to consider the unity of the Dead
Sea Scrolls corpus. This approach avoids the har‐
monizing  tendencies  among  much  past  and
present  research  on  the  scrolls.  In  chapter  1,
Collins  argues  for  a  new  understanding  of  the
core identity of the New Covenant. It was fiercely
devoted to  the  proper  observance  of  the  law,
though there is clearly an eschatological urgency
involved in this religious piety. Yet, there is no evi‐
dence to indicate that  the community withdrew
from the center of Jewish life. At the same time,
the historical context is unclear. He rightfully re‐
jects any rigid chronology based on the opening
column  of  the  Damascus  Document,  which  he
identifies  as  interested  in  the  internal  develop‐
ment  of  the  community,  not  history.  Rather,  he

takes a much more conservative approach by ar‐
guing that the best we can do is suggest that the
New  Covenant  began  sometime  before  the  first
half or middle of the second century BCE, the date
of the earliest manuscript of the Damascus Docu‐
ment (4Q266) (p. 36). 

Chapter 2 shifts attention to the Rule of the
Community,  which has  often guided reconstruc‐
tions of the Dead Sea Scrolls community. Collins
reiterates  what  seems  patently  clear  from  the
text: the Rule of the Community represents a dis‐
tinct and well-defined sectarian community that
calls itself the yaḥad. After discussing the nature
of relationship of the yaḥad to the New Covenant,
Collins  searches  after  its  elusive  social  setting.
Perhaps Collins’s most ambitious argument in this
chapter is to sever the exclusive association of the
Rule of the Community with a singular yaḥad (pp.
65-69). Rather, he observes that passages such as
1QS  6:1-8  seems  to  reflect  a  yaḥad scattered
throughout different dwellings. Thus, he suggests:
“yaḥad was an umbrella term for several commu‐
nities of variable size” (p. 67). This phenomenon,
argues Collins, helps us understand why the Rule
of the Community is preserved in multiple recen‐
sions. The diverse versions were not copied along‐
side  one  another  in  the  same  community  (i.e.,
Qumran), but rather multiples communities, and
were brought together at Qumran only in antici‐
pation of coming crises (pp. 68-69). This attempt to
rethink the origins of the collection is an impor‐
tant first step in understanding the relationship of
other texts and the corpus as a whole. 

Chapter  3  wades  into  the  murky  historical
context for the emergence of the New Covenant
community.  Collins  rejects  many  long-standing
consensuses. As in chapter 1, he denies the possi‐
bility that the opening column of the Damascus
Document--long employed to locate sectarian ori‐
gins in the second century BCE--contains a histori‐
cally reliable chronology.  He also embraces Jodi
Magness’s re-dating of the sectarian settlement of
Qumran to the first part of the first century BCE
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(pace Roland  de  Vaux’s  second  century  dating,
long assumed to be an attempt to agree with the
presumed  chronology  of  the  Damascus  Docu‐
ment). The bulk of the chapter focuses on Collins’s
rejection of the long-held view that the communi‐
ty was forged on account of a dispute over high-
priestly succession in the Hasmonean period and
the  implications  of  this  new perspective  for  re‐
thinking the identity of the Wicked Priest. As ob‐
served by Collins, debate over Jewish law and rit‐
ual  is  at  the  core  of  sectarian  origins,  a  point
made clear by 4QMMT. The cumulative effect of
this evidence is to free the discussion of historical
origins from the restraints of the second century
BCE and debate on priestly legitimacy. 

Chapter 4 moves to the main stage of discus‐
sion  of  the  identity  of  the  community--its  pre‐
sumed Essene character. This chapter is a mix of
arguments  for  methodological  refinement  in
reading the evidence of the Essenes in the classi‐
cal sources and re-evaluating the many similari‐
ties  in  geographic  setting,  thought,  and practice
between the scrolls  and the presentation of  the
Essenes  in  these  sources.  While  the  latter  ap‐
proach has been the hallmark of all such discus‐
sions, the former has been sorely lacking. Collins
spends considerable space treating questions such
as  the  relationship  between the  presentation  of
the  Essenes  in  Josephus  and  Philo,  Josephus’s
knowledge  of  the  Essenes,  and  possible  literary
sources upon which these writers drew. Ultimate‐
ly,  the evidence long adduced to support  an Es‐
sene  identity  for  the  scrolls,  argues  Collins,  re‐
mains compelling. If anything, we should rethink
our confidence in the ability of Philo and Josephus
to preserve the full Essenes of history. 

In chapter 5, Collins explores the many theo‐
ries on Khirbet Qumran. He argues that the evi‐
dence  still  supports  the  dominant  theory  that
identifies the site as a sectarian settlement. For ex‐
ample, the many stepped pools are best explained
as ritual baths (miqva’ot), rather than the forced
suggestion that they were used to collect sediment

for  pottery  production.  Furthermore,  the  large
number of miqva’ot points to a group of inhabi‐
tants very clearly focused on ritual purity. Yet, our
notion  of  the  sectarian  character  of  the  site  is
changing. For example, he agrees with Magness in
locating the beginnings of sectarian settlement in
the first century BCE, while following other schol‐
ars in seeing the site in the earlier period as possi‐
bly a  fortress.  Moreover,  Collins  earlier  severed
the absolute connection of Qumran and the yaḥ
ad,  so it  is not surprising that he allows for the
possibility of even limited sectarian settlement at
Qumran. 

This book advances considerably our under‐
standing of the origins and identity of the commu‐
nities of the Dead Sea Scrolls, while also revealing
much  of  what  we  cannot  uncover.  Yet,  with  so
much emphasis on the communities, Collins nev‐
er quite places the Dead Sea Scrolls corpus as a
whole in context. To be sure, he does explain sev‐
eral curiosities in the collection, such as the ongo‐
ing copying of the Damascus Document in the yaḥ
ad or the multiple recensions of the Rule of the
Community. But, we never get a sense of what all
the texts are doing together in the caves, or where
they were before they got there. This question is
rendered even more urgent by Collins’s identifica‐
tion of multiple groups in the scrolls and a decen‐
tralized  yaḥad.  What  was  the  function  of  these
texts for these various groups? He twice suggests
that the Qumran caves were a destination for sa‐
cred scrolls in anticipation of coming crises (pp.
68-69,  210).  But,  this  type  of  mere  speculation
hardly does justice to the complexity of the place‐
ment of the scrolls in the caves. In particular, it is
surprising that the Copper Scroll receives no men‐
tion  in  the  entire  book.  The  presence  of  a  text
with apparent connections to the first century CE
Jerusalem temple  establishment  surely  deserves
attention in light of  the yaḥad’s  rejection of the
present temple as polluted. Notwithstanding these
limitations,  this  book  is  a  remarkable  achieve‐
ment both in content and accessibility. It is highly
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recommended for all students and scholars of the
Dead Sea Scrolls and Second Temple Judaism. 

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-judaic 
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