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The New Covenant in Southern Palestine at the Arrest of Jesus

Brian J. Capper

An earlier version of the paper published as: 'The New Covenant in Southern Palestine at the Arrest of Jesus' in James R. Davila (ed.) The Dead Sea Scrolls as Background to Postbiblical Judaism and Early Christianity (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2003) pp. 90-116.

I. Jesus. Agrarian Society, and the New Covenant Network of Southern Palestine.
Social approaches to the Dead Sea Scrolls have not utilised comparative socio-economic knowledge of agrarian societies, but have focused exclusively on typologies of sectarianism. This is surprising, since the Scrolls attest the self-designation 'the Poor',
 and a bifurcated social structure dividing between rich and poor (and a constantly abraded underclass) is characteristic of agrarian society.
 Moreover, sects often recruit most successfully amongst the poorer elements of society. Overpopulation, land shortage and a limited food-supply typified ancient agrarian society. Most lived at subsistence level, and many fell below it. Hence Jesus taught his disciples to pray for their 'daily [requirement of] bread' (Matthew 6.11/Luke 11.3), and the issues of wealth and poverty loom large in his teaching. A floating Galilean population of underemployed and undernourished figure in his parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20.1-16).

This paper offers a socio-economic analysis of Essenism and argues that it yields important results, not least in highlighting significant social and even political factors in Jesus' Judaean ministry. The married Essene order reflected in the Damascus Rule was a friendly society of artisans and day-labourers, and ran a network of poor-care centres throughout rural Judaea that cared for the destitute both within and outside its 'New Covenant'. The celibate male Essene order of rural Judaea was based on these communal centres, and seems to have drawn many of its members from the destitute who were adopted into these houses as children, or otherwise assisted by these institutions. These poorhouses disposed over resources more than sufficient to eradicate destitution in rural Judaea, a matter that must have interested Jesus and his disciples. Jesus appears to have stayed, with his disciple-group, as a welcome pilgrim and teacher at the Jerusalem poorhouse of the 'New Covenant', known as Bethany in the Gospels. The attempt by his supporters in and around Jerusalem to install him as royal Messiah, champion of the poor and leader of the New Covenant (the anointing of Mark 14.3-9), contributed greatly to the actions of the Sadducean authorities against Jesus.

II. The Distribution of the Essene Covenant in rural Judaea
Our first step towards understanding the social character and role of the Essenes of Judaea will be to explore the distribution of the celibate male Essene population. Josephus writes:

‘…they hold their possessions in common…the men (andres) who practise this way of life number over four thousand. They do not bring wives into the community…’

Josephus states that these celibate male Essenes live:

 'in no one town (polis), but settle in large numbers in every one.’

Philo explicitly links these celibate male Essenes to Judaea. They dwell:

 'in many towns of Judaea, and in many villages in large and numerous societies.’

Philo's more precise reference suggests that the vast majority of celibate male Essenes dwelt in the villages and towns of the Judaean heartland. 


If we exclude the essentially unpopulated wilderness of Judaea and the only sparsely populated Beersheba–Arad valley (the Biblical Negeb), the number of villages and towns in the remaining, densely populated parts of Judaea can be estimated, with some confidence, to around two hundred. Josephus gives us a figure for the number of villages in Galilee, which covered an area similar to that of the Judaean heartland. He tells us that there were two hundred and four villages in Galilee in his day.
 E.W.G. Masterman estimated the area of Galilee as enclosed by the borders which Josephus describes at nine hundred square miles (2,300 square kilometres).
 Roughly, we can think of every piece of terrain of about eleven square kilometres, or about two miles by two miles, containing a village or town (2,300/204 = c. 11.275).


Interestingly, an almost identical density figure arises from analysis of Avi Ofer's archaeological survey of the hills of Judah.
  Ofer found in his survey of the Judah hills, an area by his reckoning of some 1,000 square kilometres, ninety village or town settlements from the early Roman period.
  His figures imply a density of one settlement to about every eleven square kilometres of terrain (1000/90 = c. 11.1). Thus, around the time of Jesus villages were distributed across the countryside of Judah and Galilee in very similar density. This similarity apparently arises from a common human factor, the desire for a minimal walking distance (apparently about a mile) to work in local fields. 


The Judaean heartland consisted of the Shephelah, the Benjamin and Judah hills, and the Jerusalem ‘saddle’. By Ofer’s reckoning these covered a total area of some 2,250 square kilometres. Ofer's figures suggest that in the early Roman period there were perhaps a little over two hundred villages in the region (2,250/11.1 = c. 203). This extrapolation is given in tabular form below.
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Table: Estimating the Number of Settlements in the Heartland of Judaea

A figure of around two hundred villages and towns in the Jewish heartland coheres with the data from other sources. Dio Cassius states that the Romans destroyed 985 villages and 50 fortresses in Palestine in the Bar-Kokhba war. The Romans were forced to denude the countryside, driving off the Jewish peasant population, in order to achieve lasting victory over their guerilla enemy; 
 Dio Cassius' figure probably includes most of the significant sites of settlement in Palestine. The Judaean heartland covers about a fifth of the more cultivable parts of Palestine; the regions of Samaria, the coastal plain and Peraea are similar in size to Galilee and the Judaean heartland. The Judaean wilderness and the Beersheba-Arad valley, while covering a large area, contained only a much lower density of settlements. In all, literary sources record 675 place-names for the whole of Palestine;
 it appears that almost two thirds of all villages and towns have left a mark in literary sources.

The minimum size for a functioning community of celibate male Essenes was probably ten. The Rule of the Community, which regulated the lives of celibate male Essenes, stipulated that:

'In every place where there are ten men of the Council of the Community, there should not be lacking amongst them a priest. And every one shall sit before him and in this way they shall be asked for their counsel in every matter.' (1QS VI.3–4)

Similarly, Josephus makes use of the number ten when describing celibate male Essene groups;
 the 'Messianic Rule' divides the people into groups of ten,  (1Q28a I.13-15, 27-II.1). The War Rule gives careful prescriptions concerning the commanders of ten and their subordinates (1QM IV.3-6). All of these sources anticipate the minyan of ten adult males which constitutes the quorum for liturgical purposes in later Judaism.

Roland De Vaux, the excavator of Qumran, estimated that from one hundred and fifty to two hundred people could have lived in huts and caves associated with the desert site.
 Magen Broshi and Hanan Eshel have concurred with his estimate, though noting that evidence for huts and tents is very slight, while Joseph Patrich has sought to reduce the figure of inhabitants to from fifty to seventy.
 The substantial majority of the over four thousand celibate male Essenes clearly lived in the villages and towns of the semi-fertile heartland of Judaea. The decriptions of Philo and Josephus can be satisfied if there were Essene community houses accommodating, say, between ten and twenty celibate males in many of the towns and villages of the densely populated regions of Judaea. Only three thousand celibate males would have been enough to provide a group of fifteen celibate Essene males as part of the staff a community house in most villages and towns, or a community of twenty celibates in about three quarters of the centres of settlement in the region. There were probably communities of up to one or two hundred celibate males Essenes at different periods in Jerusalem and at Qumran,
 and further small groups in the lower Jordan valley, at other points on the Dead Sea, in the Beersheba–Arad valley, and perhaps in further flung areas of Jewish settlement.

Most of the celibate male Essenes in the region will have found employment outside their community houses in the local rural economy, as emphasised by Philo. They brought home their wages each evening and shared them with each other and those they supported through their common purse.
 Since large concentrations of celibate male Essenes in particular areas would have distorted wage rates in the rural economy, causing resentment, we should expect to find a fairly thin, even distribution through the region. As Jews, these celibate Essenes probably saw in their comprehensive 'occupation' of the villages and towns of rural Judaea, their own tribal land of Judah, a demonstration of their own claim to lead the re-founded Jewish nation. These widely distributed communities of celibate male Essenes, whose disciplined and devoted lifestyle was visible to all the populace, must have had immense influence on the religious and social life of the peasants, artisans and labourers of rural Judaea.

III. The social level of the celibate male Essenes of rural Judaea
Five strong indicators in Philo's accounts of the Essenes show that the majority of celibate male Essenes belonged to the ordinary mass of labourers and artisans:–

1) Daily receipt of wages. In his tract That every good man is free, Philo explains that the unique Essene form of association involved a common roof, a common life together and a common table. This high degree of social integration was realised by the daily collection and sharing each evening of the misthos, the wages
 which each working member had received during the day:

'...for whatever they receive as wages (epi mistho) for their day's work is not kept to themselves, but is deposited before them all, in their midst, to be put to common employment...'

The Greek term misthos is cognate with two words used to denote the day–labourer, misthion and misthotos.
 The celibate male Essenes described by Philo worked on a daily basis outside their communities in the local rural economy, within the vulnerable
 social class of labourers and artisans.

2) Engagement in agricultural occupations and crafts. Philo's Apology for the Jews (alternatively known as Hypothetica) reports the occupations of the celibate male Essenes, such as working the soil, shepherding, bee-keeping and crafts (11:4–9). All these activities are typical of the day–labourer in the agricultural economy of Palestine.

3) Dependence on the daily wage for survival. Labourers were characteristically dependent upon their daily wage for survival. Hence the Mosaic Law demanded that they receive their wages at nightfall, when the working day ended (Leviticus 19.13; Deuteronomy 24.15).  Philo's description of the daily evening meals of celibate male Essene labourers and artisans reveals their hand-to-mouth dependence on the daily wage for survival:

'Each member of the group, when he has received the day's wages (ton misthon labontes) for these different occupations, gives it to the person who has been elected as treasurer. As soon as he receives this money, the treasurer immediately buys what is necessary and provides food in abundance as well as whatever else human life requires. Thus having each day a common life and a common table they are content with the same conditions, lovers of frugality who shun expensive luxury as a disease of both body and soul.'

Philo's description suggests that this daily pooling of wages was a survival strategy, by which the success of some during the day could alleviate the plight of others who had not gained sufficient. The frugal consumption that characterised the celibate Essenes' communal lifestyle appears to have arisen out of real economic necessity. 

4) Willing acceptance of any kind of work (multiple occupations each day). Philo remarks that the Essenes '...suffer no privation of what is indispensable to essential needs, and never defer until the morrow whatever serves to procure for them an innocent livelihood.'
 It is important not to be misled by Philo's rhetorical vaunting of the hard-working Essene lifestyle as an expression of 'athletic' virtue alone.
 It is characteristic of the most economically insecure in every culture and age to seek two or more different employments in a single day in order to garner a sufficient wage.

5) Work from sunrise to sunset. Philo reports in the Apology that Essenes labour from before sunrise to near sunset:

'Performing their accustomed tasks from before sunrise, they do not leave them till the sun has almost set, devoting themselves to them with no less joy than those who train for gymnastic competition.'

The Babylonian Talmud informs us that workers in Palestine were conventionally taken on as dawn brightened the sky before sunrise, indicative of the full working day demanded of them.
 It would be naïve to assume that men of a high social level voluntarily applied themselves to unceasing harsh labour, even through the mid-day heat. This was a mark of poverty, a characteristic of those who, with the ordinary working mass of the population, needed to work throughout the day in order to feed and clothe themselves and those for whom they took responsibility. In Jesus' parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20.1–16), subsistence workers toil throughout the daylight hours, including the scorching mid-day heat.

While Philo describes workers in the rural Judaean economy, who return home only as the sun sets,
 Josephus reports a break from the fifth hour for a ritual bath and common meal in the routine of the Essenes whom he describes.
 This feature of Josephus' account may derive from knowledge of the Qumran community, where work was performed on the community's own estate, allowing it to determine its own daily schedule. Work in the extreme mid-day heat by the Dead Sea was deliberately, perhaps necessarily, avoided. It appears that the Qumran community, while a part of the broader Essene movement, may have been led by elements drawn from a much higher social level than that of the village Essenes. Both the involvement of a Zadokite high priestly clan
 and the very high quality of the buildings at Qumran point in this direction. The intensity of scholarly activity at the desert site suggests that it may have housed what was in effect the Essene 'university', a centre of learning where the most able members of the Essene movement received a higher training in the context of a virtually enclosed religious community. Some of the aristocratic youth of Jerusalem may have been sent to the Qumran community for a course of discipline and study. Josephus himself, who came from a wealthy priestly family, claims to have pursued the Essene training.
 While there are historical difficulties with Josephus' claim to have enjoyed such a course of education personally,
 his boast may reflect opportunities for training at Qumran which were available to youths from the Jerusalem elite, of which others had taken actual advantage. It is unlikely that elite youths would have trained with small communities of village celibates, but plausible that such might have sought education under elite teachers in the grander setting of Qumran. The most able recruits of the rural Essene communities, though of humble origins, may have been elevated to the Qumran community, where they received a higher training in legal study, manuscript production, and esoterica.

IV. The work of the Essene 'houses of the community' in rural Judaea
Josephus concludes his account of the Essenes in his Jewish War by noting that there also existed an order of marrying Essenes. Unsurprisingly, the more striking and unusual life of the celibate male Essenes drew the attention of the ancient authors. Neither Philo nor Pliny the Elder
 even mention the marrying Essenes. Josephus' short reference to the marrying Essenes figures almost as an afterthought.
  However, it is again important not to be misled by the rhetorical interests of the ancient authors. Far more Jews of Judaea were probably attracted to, and able to abide by, the code of the marrying Essene order than joined the more rigorous life of the celibate male Essene order. The marrying Essene order was probably at least several times larger than the celibate male order, and may have numbered tens of thousands. There were almost certainly groups of families in most, if not all, of the villages and towns of Judaea, incorporated into the Essene 'New Covenant'
 and linked to local groups of celibate male Essenes.


The way of life of the marrying Essenes is given in the Damascus Rule. Recent scholarship has tended to see the Damascus Rule as giving the legislation of a parent Essene movement out of which the Qumran community later formed.
  However, fragments of eight manuscripts of the Damascus Rule are extent with scripts dated palaeographically to the first century BCE and the first century CE,
 as well as the early mediaeval fragments of the 'Cairo Geniza'. It is apparent that what may have been the earlier community form in evolutionary terms nonetheless persisted throughout the history of Essenism. Central to the life of these marrying Essene communities was the institution of the beth-hacheber, or 'community house', where each local community cared for those who received inadequate support within local kinship structures. For these needy, the Essene 'community houses' constituted substitute families or 'fictive kinship groups'.
  The Damascus Rule stipulates the tasks and means of support of these community houses:

'And this is the rule of the Many, to provide for all their needs: the wages (13) of at least two days each month they shall place into the hands of the Overseer and of the judges. (14) From it they shall give to the injured and with it they shall strengthen the hand of the needy and the poor, and the elder (15) who is bowed down, and to the afflicted and to the prisoner of a foreign people, and to the girl who (16) has no redeemer, and to the youth who has no teacher, and for all the works of the community, and (17) the house of the community (beth–hacheber) shall not be deprived of it means.'
 

Designation of monthly contributions in terms of the daily wage shows that this is a friendly society of day-labourers and artisans, not of landowners, since landowners would have been required to give a proportion of crops. The 'New Covenant' was a mutually supportive friendly society which drew its membership from the ordinary mass of the population, from the same social level as the celibate male order of rural Judaea. The compulsory contributions of 'at least' two days' pay per month represented a minimum; in hard times greater contributions may have been raised, on a voluntary basis.


What was the attitude of these rural Essene groups to the destitute whom they encountered on the rural scene? It would be false to deduce from the harsh attitude towards outsiders of the 'two spirits' teaching of 1QS III.13-IV that the Essene community houses of rural Judaea would not exercise compassion for the local poor. The claim of rural Essene groups to be the pious of Israel could not be sustained if they neglected the local destitute, since the Law demanded care for such, a tradition forcefully emphasised in the prophets.
 It is most likely that the rural Essenes, like many groups with sectarian tendencies since, swelled their ranks by successfully recruiting into their movement the destitute when these took advantage of their charity. Along with physical salvation, the destitute probably received teaching which enabled them to obey the Law according to Essene halakhah and to be incorporated as members of the New Covenant. While the rural Essene 'community houses' would have been careful to distribute alms wisely, a text from Josephus' description of the celibate male order shows that alms were given to the deserving poor:

'Two things only are left to individual discretion, the giving of assistance and mercy. Members may on their own decision help the deserving, when in need, and supply food to the destitute; but gifts to relatives are prohibited, without the permission of the managers.'
 

The individual celibate male Essene was thus allowed discretion to give alms from his daily wages before aggregating these to community resources in the evening.
 Since such latitude was allowed to the individual celibate male, who lived under considerable discipline, especially in financial matters,
 we can be sure that communities of celibate male Essenes aided local destitute. Celibates probably formed the principal staff of the local community houses to which family groups made contribution, and which aided the destitute of rural Judaea. These local destitute, who fell under the rubric of the 'needy and the poor' (CD XIV.14), probably included the wandering poor. Wanderers who left home and hearth to find work and sustenance were common in antiquity. The landless, wandering poor were a problem in Greece as early as the fourth century BCE. Their troublesome readiness for mercenary service, which contributed to the instability and constant warfare of the city-states, caused Isocrates to argue that they should be recruited into a great army for the conquest of Persian domains, under the leadership of Macedonia, a programme fulfilled by Alexander.
 Such invaders from the west, who later included the Romans, succeeded in transferring many of their own problems of land shortage and a multiplying, destitute underclass to their subject peoples. Hence desperate workers walk from village to village seeking employment in Jesus’ parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20.1–16). The generous vineyard owner rescues those who find work only late in the day with a wage sufficient to feed their families. The Mishnah required the local synagogue to collect food on the 'tray' (tamchuy) for the wandering poor.
 At the time of Jesus, the network of Essene community houses in rural Judaea helped secure the lot of the wandering poor. These community houses also cared for the sick (the 'afflicted', CD XIV.15).
 Since sickness would have been a frequent cause of destitution, Essene care for the unwell probably extended to those outside the immediate community of the New Covenant, in order to fully address the issue of local social fragmentation through destitution. 


 Josephus noted that the celibate male Essenes:

'…adopt the children of others while yet pliable and easily disciplined, and regard them as their own kin and shape them in accordance with their own principles.'
 

The problem of too many mouths to feed is common to all agrarian societies.
  Many infants, and older children too, who could not be supported by the families of poorer artisans, labourers and farmers of small land lots were adopted by the Essenes. The danger for the ‘girl who has no redeemer' (CD XIV.16) was that she would end in slavery, prostitution, or both. Essene activity in dispelling this extremely common consequence of poverty in the ancient world
 bears direct comparison with Jesus’ concern for the poor and his social interaction with prostitutes in Galilee (cf. especially Luke 7.34–50). Jesus must have viewed with approval the Essene structures of organised poor-care in rural Judaea, which by taking unsupported girls into protective communal centres prevented the fall of many into prostitution. The 'youth who has no teacher’(CD XIV.16) might easily find his way to a bandit group;
 the community house offered him a training so he could make an honest living. Such 'adoption' was probably both the principal route by which the community houses helped eradicate poverty in the region, and the method by which the Essene New Covenant gained its most loyal members. Essene care, which created an effective social security net, must have led to great esteem for the movement in rural Judaea. 


Support for the 'elder who is bowed down' (CD XIV.14–15) corresponds with Philo's description of the activities of the highly supportive celibate male Essenes:-

'The old too, even if childless are treated as parents of a not merely numerous but very loving family and regularly end their days in an exceedingly happy and comfortable old age, honoured with privileges and with the esteem of so many children who care for them…'
 

'To the elderly is given the respect and care which natural children give to their parents, and they receive from numerous hands and minds full and generous maintenance for their latter years.'
 

The penal code of the Damascus Rule defines penalties for speaking rebelliously against groups called the 'mothers' and 'fathers' of the community:

'[If he has murmered] against the Fathers, he shall leave and not return again. But if he has murmered against the Mothers, he shall do penance for ten days…'

The present author would suggest and that these otherwise undefined groups of 'mothers' and 'fathers' are elderly men and women cared for in the communal Essene centres. In the context of a subsistence economy, those too frail to work may starve unless supported by their kin. When times are hard, even family may balk at feeding an extra mouth. We are reminded of Jesus' censure of the abuse of korban (Mk 7.9-13). It would have been easy and consonant with ancient practice to locate accommodation for males and females in different parts of a building or complex, 
 perhaps separated by an open courtyard. The elderly men were probably cared for especially by youths in their tutelage. The elderly women constituted an order very much like the widow orders of early Christianity,
 and were probably cared for by the young girls who were taken in and other unattached women who formed part of the staff of the community centres. Though these elderly women did not have the same authority in the community houses as the elderly men, some (if not all) probably had particular roles in the tutelage of young girls taken in by the centre. 

This new form of voluntary, covenanted social organisation provided an effective vehicle for the expression of the ancient Israelite ideal of care for the poor, enshrined in the Mosaic Law. It functioned through a system of community houses, where special orders of members resided, both male and female, and where the destitute could be taken in and cared for. It offered social security in a period of great extremes of wealth and poverty. Its membership was essentially drawn from the lower levels of the rural populace. In view of the centrality of care for the poor to the teaching of the artisan Jesus, we should expect that he took an interest in this organised poor–care network when he travelled in the south. One must ask if Jesus himself, and many of his fellow artisans from Galilee, availed themselves of assistance at the community houses when travelling in Judaea. We shall see below that Jesus appears to have received support from an Essene 'poor-house' near Jerusalem (known in the Gospels as Bethany) when travelling as a wandering teacher, healer and pilgrim.

V. The social impact of the Essene 'houses of the community' in rural Judaea
It has already become clear from the above studies that Essenism had a considerable socio-economic impact in rural Judaea. A statistical method will allow us to gain a good impression of just how important Essenism was for the welfare of the region's poorest.


Magen Broshi estimated the maximum possible population of Western Palestine to 1,000,000, arguing that this figure was probably only reached in the Byzantine period. He based his estimate on the total food resources that the region could produce. He noted that for the early Roman period the ceramic intensity index is somewhat less than in the Byzantine period. 
  This perhaps suggests that between 500,000 and 750,000 people were fed on locally grown food in the early Roman period. Broshi's method is unreliable for establishing the population of the coastal areas, where grain could be cheaply imported by sea. The high cost of overland transportation, however, means that the inland populations of antiquity had to be fed largely on locally grown food.
 Thus Broshi's method is reliable for estimating the population of inland regions. The heartland area of Judaea, some 2,250 square kilometres, constitutes about a quarter of the easily habitable areas of western Palestine (the areas of Samaria, Galilee, and the coastal plain are each of a similar order). If we assume a population of some 650,000 supported on locally grown food at about the time of Jesus, some one quarter of this, or about 165,000, will have lived in Jerusalem and Judaea. Jerusalem in this era probably had a population of around 60,000 to 80,000.
 Most of the population of Jerusalem were fed from food grown within Judaea, placing a limiting factor on the population remaining in rural Judaea. The population of the Jewish heartland of the Benjamin hills, Judah hills, and Shephelah is unlikely to have risen above around 100,000 in the early Roman period. As we have seen, this region contained some 200 villages and towns. Thus the average population of a settlement in the region, with any associated farmhouses, will have been of the order of around 500, or less, including children.

As we have seen, most if not all of the villages and towns will have contained a community house, run by a group of perhaps fifteen celibate male Essenes. These central houses were supported by local family groups making their regular contributions of at least two days' pay per month, or about a tenth of their income. The Essene poorhouses may have received an important third stream of income. Pious patrons, perhaps often local wealthy women, may have supported the houses. We may compare the wealthy women who supported Jesus as a travelling healer and teacher (Luke 8.1–3) and the expensive gift of perfumed oil brought by Mary of Bethany (Mark 14.3-9). A further source of income may have arisen from crafts pursued in the community houses such as pottery and basketwork, as in later Christian monasticism. Even elderly members could undertake basketwork. The unattached girls and women resident in the centre probably worked in spinning, weaving, and clothing manufacture.
 

We possess good information about the labourer's wage, and the cost of living, in the period. The wage paid to vineyard workers in a parable of Jesus is one denarius per day (Matthew 20.1-16). The daily wage paid to the angel in the book of Tobit (5.15) is the same (one drachma). Hillel, reckoned very poor, survived on one victoriatus (half a denarius) per day.
 Heichelheim, who gathered the evidence available for prices, calculated that the living cost of a single adult was a little under half a denarius per day.
 According to the Mishnah, a denarius would buy twelve loaves weighing around 550 grammes each at the baker's shop.
 Arye Ben-David discovered, from personal experience, that an agricultural worker in Palestine might find work for only two hundred days in the year because of weather conditions.
 Cato the Elder noted that while a slave working on an estate ate four to five pounds of bread per day and cost 312 sesterces (78 denarii) to maintain annually, a free worker and his family cost 1000 sesterces (250 denarii) per year.
 Thus a Judaean labourer earning a typical wage was probably only able to keep a small family in essentials. If his family grew, they might easily suffer want.

A valuable impression of the socio-economic impact of the poor-care work of the Essene 'house of the community' in a typical Judaean village can be gained in the following way. Of the group of perhaps fifteen male celibate Essenes living in the village, some will have been aged, and at any time there may also have been unwell brothers
 who could not contribute to the income of the house. One brother may have been permanently employed in the centre as the Overseer.
 A fair estimate would be that through the year the wages of the working celibates of a typical community house amounted to the wages of at least ten men. The substantial surplus over the needs of the male celibates themselves could be spread thinly, when necessary, to support those in need at the centre. We should note the emphatic thread of extreme frugality running through the classical accounts of the Essenes. Josephus writes that the Essenes 'do not change their garments or shoes until they are torn to shreds or worn threadbare with age', and of 'the limitation of their allotted portions of food and drink to the demands of nature'.
 Beneficiaries of charity at the Essene poorhouses certainly received only a subsistence diet and simplest shoes and garments. 

A married labourer could support at subsistence level a family of perhaps five or six, including himself. Hence the surplus income of ten working male celibates at a typical Essene poorhouse might in hard times be spread thinly enough to feed and clothe another forty-five souls or more, some of whom would be other male celibates who were sick or old. Thus the surplus generated by the working male celibates could, when necessary, support through the community house some forty destitute children and adults from the local area.

As we have noted above, the influence of the Essenes on the religious and social life of the rural populace, grounded in their poor-care work and exemplary lives, lived out before the eyes of all, must have been very substantial. It would hardly be surprising if, over time, between a fifth and a third of the families of the village, at least, became incorporated into the Essene covenant. Some one hundred and fifty souls in a typical village could have belonged to families which contributed to the local Essene community house. In view of the high infant mortality typical of antiquity, the average size of a nuclear family may have been perhaps five or six. Thus some twenty-five to thirty nuclear families, in a typical village of about five hundred inhabitants, may have belonged to the Essene covenant. Their contributions were about a tenth of their annual income, and could have supported, in difficult times, the equivalent of close to three whole families, or a further fifteen souls or more, at the poorhouse.

As we have noted, the poorhouse may have received donations from wealthy patrons (especially in hard times), and derived further income from craft activities. It is thus quite likely that fifty to sixty souls of more, or more than ten percent of the population of an average Judaean village of about five hundred people, could be supported at the village's Essene poorhouse in hard times. In good times, especially in view of its culture of frugality, the house might easily accumulate a surplus.

In his classic study of agrarian society, Gerhard Lenski sought to calculate the typical size of the 'expendable' or destitute class as a proportion of the population. He concluded:

'Probably the best estimate we can make of the situation in agrarian society is that in normal times from 5 to 10 per cent of the population found itself in this depressed class, with the figure rising as high as 15 per cent on some occasions and falling almost to zero on others.

It is thus probable that the Essene poorhouse network had grown to a sufficient scale by the early Roman period to support the destitute class of Judaea. The 'New Covenant' was, in fact, pre-eminently a co-operative economic movement that alleviated the key socio-economic problems of agrarian society. It represented an effectively reformed Judaism, which by voluntary association largely eradicated the problems of poverty that had repeatedly appeared in Jewish history. Part of the economic secret of this innovative and effective form of voluntary association was the high value placed on temporary or permanent celibacy, which functioned as a population limiting mechanism. The figures given in the ancient sources of over four thousand celibate male Essenes, and of contributions of two days' pay per month from associated families, were sufficient to create a socio-economic equilibrium in rural Judaea. The high number of males removed from child-producing, but enlisted in the support of the destitute and, especially, in the rearing of the children who could not be fed in poorer families, achieved a population balance without resort to infanticide (common in the Graeco-Roman world). The Essene system eradicated the destitution that might force young girls into prostitution or cause youths to take to banditry. Thus the Essene work kept Judaea, the territory of the Temple, holy, making atonement for the land through works of righteousness.
VI. The Essene 'House of the Poor' (Bethany) near Jerusalem
As we have seen, the Essenes established poorhouses in most, if not all, of the towns and villages of Judaea. How did the Essenes apply their poor-care system in the Jerusalem area? Did they found any special poor-care facilities within or near the city? As we have seen, the poorhouses of rural Judaea cared for the elderly and the sick as well as the poor. Since the holy city raised special issues of ritual purity, it is likely that the Essenes would have founded their Jerusalem poorhouse(s) outside the city. A passage of the Temple Scroll allows us to approach the question of the precise location of Jerusalem Essene poorcare of Jerusalem:

'You shall make three places, to the East of the city, separate from each other, to which shall come the lepers and those afflicted with a discharge and the men who have an emission…' (11Q19.17-18)

The passage immediately in advance of this prescription defines a radius of three thousand cubits around the city within which nothing unclean shall be seen (11Q19.13-16). Thus we should expect that an Essene care-centre would be located at a greater distance than three thousand cubits (about fifteen hundred yards) from the city. Three villages to the East of Jerusalem correspond well with the prescription of the Temple Scroll: Bethany, Bethphage, and En-shemesh. Bargil Pixner has emphasised that information from the Gospels suggests that Bethany was the place where the Essenes cared for lepers. It is striking that Jesus is found, at Mark 14.3–10, dining in the house of Simon the leper at Bethany.
 The correspondence with the prescription of the Temple Scroll shows that the story of this particular Essene care-centre in the Jerusalem area, Bethany, is continued in the Christian Gospels. It may also be significant that Lazarus, a very close friend of Jesus about whom we learn from John's Gospel, was cared for at Bethany while he was ill with an unknown disease which proved terminal (John 11.1-12.11). John's Gospel notes that Bethany is fifteen stadia (about two miles) distant from the holy city (11.18). The village was invisible from the city and Temple since it lay on the further slope of the Mount of Olives. Its location was thus well suited to fulfilling Essene purity requirements. M. Delcor has argued that the Temple Scroll influenced the design of the Herodian Temple.
 James R. Davila has pointed to the dialectic relationships that existed between ideal conceptions of the Temple and their earthly counterparts.
 It is possible that the prior existence of a care-centre at Bethany influenced the ideal scheme of the Temple Scroll, rather than vice versa.


The name Bethany itself confirms the village's function as a poorhouse of Jerusalem. Jerome's Onomasticon defines its meaning as domus adflictionis, 'house of affliction'.
 Jerome understood the name to be derived from the Hebrew beth ‘anî or the identical phrase in Aramaic, beth ‘anyâ, 'house of the poor' or 'house of affliction/poverty'. The Christian Palestinian and Syriac versions of the New Testament both give the Aramaic version of this name and confirm Jerome's understanding. Unfortunately, modern commentators have rejected Jerome's explanation, preferring most often to suggest a derivation from the personal name Anaiah (Nehemiah 8.4 and 10.22).
 However, the Greek transliteration found in the New Testament, bethania, precludes this possibility, since no alpha appears directly before the iota, implying that none appeared before the yod in the semitic name. Rather, a consonantal yod followed directly after the nun, as in the Aramaic form beth ‘anyâ. A derivation from beth hini, 'house of figs' has been suggested since the name of the nearby village Bethphage derives from beth phagê, 'house of unripe figs'. 
 However, the Greek bethania clearly demands a second component with an a-vowel in the first syllable. It is also unlikely that one of these two neighbouring villages, which experienced exactly the same climate, would have been named for a difference in its fig crop. The Christian Palestinian and Syriac versions were undoubtedly correct to render Bethany as beth ‘anyâ, 'House of the Poor'. The explanation of the expert semitic philologist Jerome, who spent the last thirty four years of his life as abbot of the monastery at Bethlehem, only about six miles to the south east, was correct. The modern semantic equivalent of beth ‘anyâ, 'Bethany/bethany', is 'Poorhouse/poorhouse'.


Galilean pilgrims avoided potential conflict with Samaritans by travelling south on the eastern side of the Jordan. Bethany was the last station on their route to Jerusalem after crossing the river and taking the road through Jericho up into the highlands. The Essene choice of Bethany as a place for care of the poor and sick is completely intelligible. A respectful distance from the city and Temple, and on the pilgrim route, Bethany was a most suitable location for a charitable institution. Jewish pilgrims who had made the greatest overland journey (from Galilee) could be intercepted and cared for. The location was also suitable for a centre which cared for the sick, who were best ministered to out of view of the temple, and at a distance great enough to preclude any possible ritual affront to the Temple and holy city. We have noted that Josephus records that even the individual celibate Essene was allowed to offer assistance assistance and alms to the destitute without reference to his superiors.
 It is not surprising that a communally organised Essene care–centre had been established at Bethany on the Mount of Olives to care for pilgrims at the end of a long and potentially arduous journey from Galilee. The house naturally combined this work with care for the sick and destitute who drifted towards the city of Jerusalem. Thus Bethany received its name because it was the Essene poorhouse par excellence, the poorhouse which alleviated poverty closest to the holy city. No contradiction was felt between providing isolated accommodation for lepers and ritual purification for pilgrims within the same village; all the poorhouses of the Judaean network arranged their accommodation to cope with the complexities of ritual purity while also caring for the sick and offering refuge to women.

We would expect the Essene poorhouse known as Bethany to have received important support from pious patrons belonging to the wealthy Jerusalem elite. We now turn to examine the actions of one of these patrons as they are recorded in the Gospel Passion narratives.

VII. Mary of Jerusalem announced Jesus as Messiah to the poor by anointing him at the 'House of the Poor' (Bethany) near Jerusalem
According to the Passion narratives of all the Gospels, Jesus made his place to stay Bethany, travelling into the city each day to teach in the Temple, returning at night across the Kidron valley (cf. Mark 11.1, 11, 12–14, 20–21, 14.1-9). A Galilean artisan who had often made the long pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the feast, Jesus had probably always made use of the guest facilities at Bethany. He had a lifelong association with those who administered hospitality in the village. Several features of Jesus' association with Bethany suggest that he received considerable recognition from the Essene alms-administrators there. He was able to billet his whole travelling party in premises in the village, and continued to receive hospitality at Bethany even after his provocative action against the money-changers of the Temple (Mark 11.15-19). During the week of his Passion he was even honoured at Bethany with a celebratory feast (John 11.2), at which he was anointed king.


We have already suggested that Jesus' interest in the poor and the outcast, which typify his Galilean activities, would probably have led to an interest in the type of covenanted social organisation through which Essenism addressed the problem and consequences of poverty in Judaea. We must also ask how the Essene poorhouse with which Jesus had associations at Bethany responded to Jesus' inspiring and effective ministry of teaching and healing, which had already created a huge following amongst the ordinary mass of the population in Galilee.
 The Gospels record an event that probably answers this question for us. At the feast made in his honour at Bethany, Jesus was anointed with costly perfumed oil by his disciple Mary (Mark 14.3-9; John 12.1-8). When objections were raised on the grounds of expense, Jesus defended Mary's action. His concluding remark in Mark's account gives us the key to understanding the significance of Mary's action: 'Truly, I say to you, wherever the Gospel is preached in the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her' (14.9). 

In the cult of the emperor, the term euangelion, 'gospel', had attained high significance. Euangelion indicated joyful tidings such as were associated with the birthday, attainment to majority and accession to power of the Roman emperor. A calendar inscription of around 9 BC from Priene in Asia recorded, concerning the emperor Octavian (Augustus): 'the birthday of the god was for the world the beginning of joyful tidings (euangelion) which have been proclaimed on his account'.
 Jesus was anointed by Mary as the hoped-for king of Israel and of the world. Only this explanation of Mary's anointing of Jesus can account for the universal significance Jesus ascribed to her action, and the universal fame which Mary herself gained by it. The proclamation of the Christian Gospel is that Jesus is the Messiah (Christ), the hoped-for universal Lord and redeemer of the oppressed. Mary had made the first public declaration of this Good News for the world.

Mary's high intent, to proclaim Jesus as Messiah and universal lord, accounts for her use of such a large quantity of expensive perfumed oil. At least one embarrassed onlooker commented that it could have been sold for three hundred denarii, a good annual income for a labourer (Mark 14.5). The high value of her perfumed oil shows that Mary was a wealthy woman, a member of the Jerusalem elite and patron of Bethany, the poorhouse nearest to Jerusalem. Her action suggests that at least some members of the Jerusalem elite were eager for Jesus to be declared openly as the royal Messiah.
 The most extensive expression of the hope for a royal Messiah in writings prior to Jesus' ministry is found in the Psalms of Solomon, which some have suggested 'originated in an Essene-like community in Jerusalem that stood in opposition to the Sadducees and in contrast to the Pharisees'.
 In these writings, which probably date to c. 50-40 BCE, a non-militant Davidic Messiah is expected who will rule over Israel as the ideally pious and obedient king. He will achieve the return of the dispersion and the obedience of the nations by 'the power of the spirit, not the power of the mailed fist', as Klausner wrote.
 It is likely that Mary intended by her action to declare Jesus as such a royal Messiah.

The danger inherent in Mary's action was obvious. Jesus had already openly challenged the Sadducean authorities by overturning the moneychangers' tables in the Temple (Mark 11.15-18; John 2.13-22). A severe reaction from the Temple authorities was all the more certain since Mary seems to have sought to engage the staff, supporters and guests of Bethany, the poorhouse nearest to Jerusalem, possibly the most important of all the Judaean poorhouses, in open support of Jesus' Messianic claim. Mary had sought to make Jesus the Messiah of the poor, as the leader of the highly organised New Covenant network of Judaea.

Jesus was aware of the inevitable consequences of Mary's action. We know this from his response when objection was made to the expense of the oil with which she anointed him (Mark 14.5; John 12.4-6). The words with which he chose to refer to his inevitable death, however, first addressed the immediate problem of the objection made against Mary's generosity. Rich women such as Mary, who associated themselves with Bethany, were expected to perform good works on behalf of the poor, such as ensuring that any destitute who died in the Jerusalem area were given proper burial. Jesus declared that Mary had indeed performed such a good work: 'She has done a beautiful thing to me… she has anointed my body beforehand for burial' (Mark 14.6-8).
 The deeper meaning of Jesus' words, however, is clear: 'By anointing me thus, Mary has signed my death warrant. The Sadducees will now see me as a declared political rival and have me killed'. Commentators who attend only to the immediate rhetorical function of Jesus' remark, his exoneration of Mary, have assumed that anointing for burial was the real significance and intent of her action. This reading of the incident wrenches the act of anointing from its larger context, the faith of those supporters of Jesus who had come to regard him as the yearned for King of Israel and hoped to see him recognised as such.

The role of Bethany as the poorhouse closest to Jerusalem is confirmed by the hubbub of objection caused by Mary's use of such an expensive gift. Some witnesses to Jesus' anointing (Mark 14.3-4) including Judas (John 12.4-6), felt intense embarrassment that such wealth had been poured away. How could witnesses to the scene not feel embarrassment when Mary had chosen as the location for her action a poorhouse where the destitute of the Jerusalem area (always numerous) gathered at a respectful distance from the city to receive alms? Jesus referred to the poor who constantly gathered at Bethany for alms in his response: 'For you always have the poor with you, and whenever you will, you can do good to them' (Mark 14.7, cf. John 12.8). Many among the crowds who acclaimed Jesus on his triumphal entry into Jerusalem as royal Messiah (Mark 11.1-11; John 12.12-19) were undoubtedly drawn from the destitute who received support from the Essene poorhouse of Bethany and saw Jesus as their champion. The possibility of Jesus' anticipation of his own death has been accepted by scholars unwilling to see Jesus' saying about anointing for his burial (Mark 14.8) as a retrojected reference to the crucifixion. The absence of Mary's name from Mark has been taken as a form-critical indication of an early and authentic tradition. Earlier commentators found greater historical difficulty with Jesus' subsequent saying on the reputation which Mary would gain (14.9), finding in the terms 'Gospel' and 'preaching' the vocabulary of the Gentile-Christian mission.
 This saying has fared well in more recent criticism, perhaps because of feminist interest in Mary. 
 The present piece's illumination of the historical context of the events of the Marcan pericope as a royal anointing intended to win for Jesus as a power-base the Judaean network of poorhouses provides historical confirmation of many aspects of the passage, and explains historically the Sadducean authorities' actions against Jesus. Jesus went from Bethany to celebrate his last meal with his disciples at the 'Upper Room' on Zion, the south-west hill of Jerusalem, where he associated with an Essene-like group, and where covenanted structures of property-sharing closely similar to those of Essenism continued amongst his followers. 
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