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"I have settled on my first course. I shall begin with Abraham. He is the true beginning of ecclesiastical history".

Arthur Penrhyn Stanley, on his appointment in 1856 to the

 Regius Chair of Ecclesiastical History at Oxford.

I. Covenant-making and Agrarian Society in the Bible, Judaism and the Early Church 
The Hebrew scriptures, founded on the promise of land to the wanderer Abraham and the Law of Moses, given to the wandering Israelites in Sinai following their liberation from slavery in Egypt, witness that God's people are to live in economic covenant with each other. God's people are to express, by living out his commandments amongst themselves, true community. Thus it seems that the most vulnerable are those with whom God chooses to begin his project of covenant, perhaps because they best understand his desire that their common life and charitable works express his love. This paper will first explore the historical and theological roots of the Church by showing how, from the beginnings of the story of God's choice of a people through Abraham, God's covenant addressed the key economic problems of marginalisation and the oppression of the destitute typical of agrarian society. The understanding of the Church as essentially an expression of community thus has the deepest possible roots in the biblical history of salvation, which begins with events of economic salvation and leads to 
an economically renewed community. The present piece will then go on to argue that, as these socio-economic problems appeared in sharpest degree around the turn of the eras, the historical roots of the Church may be found in the development of mutually supportive economic communities in the Jewish heartland of Judaea. As the Christian community of God's New Covenant grew out of the fellowship of Jesus with his disciples, essential features of its ethos and organisation are also directly attributable to its necessary role as the earthly expression of God's will and character amongst the particular constraints and moral temptations of ancient agrarian society. It will be argued that a socio-economic analysis of the community of the Essenes of Jesus' day, who also called themselves the 'New Covenant'
, shows that their ethos of righteous poverty forms a very useful background for understanding the development of the social form of Christianity as a mutually supportive economic community. Amongst the great covenant-making projects of Israel and Judaism, the Essene New Covenant gives us an essential link into understanding the Church as a community that serves the poor and lives in mutually supportive economic covenant. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures God's process of covenant-making with his people begins with Abraham, a landless transhumant shepherd in the precarious circumstances which many experience in agrarian society. While he moved his herds on the marginal uplands, powerful city-states controlled the best agricultural lands, the plains of Mesopotamia, and Canaan. These cities were a byword for iniquity in the sight of both God and his friend Abraham. God made covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15.1–6; 17.1–18.15 
), for their two hearts were in agreement. God promised Abraham the twin desires of his heart, an heir and a land where his descendants could dwell in security. Abraham the righteous wanderer, ashamed at the iniquity of urbanised society, was ever fearful that the powerful rulers, a law unto themselves, would kill him, capture his goods and take his beautiful wife Sarah. Thus he sought to deceive Pharaoh and Abimelech as to her identity, passing her off as his sister (Genesis 12.10–20; 20). Similarly, when Jacob purchased land and attempted the settled life, the consequence was the seizure and rape of his only daughter Dinah by Shechem, the overbearing son of Hamor, ruler of the city. Jacob's clan was forced, following their exaction of vengeance, to flee to Bethel, where God confirmed to Jacob the wanderer the divine promise of land made to his grandfather Abraham (Genesis 33.18–35.15). 

Abraham's nephew Lot also could not find solace in the settled life of the cities. He settled in Sodom, whose inhabitants transgressed the sacred duty of hospitality, essential to the wandering life, in the vilest way possible, sexual assault. Both God and Abraham knew that Lot was the only righteous man in the city. After God destroyed the 'cities of the plain', Lot returned to dwell in the uplands (Genesis13.8–13; 19.1–30). Similarly, Abraham tithed to a righteous priest called Melchizedek from Salem (Genesis 14.18–20), a figure living in a quite different socio-economic context from that of the plains, the hard and inhospitable hill country later to be called Judah. There, good religion remained and social relationships had not decayed to the level of the city-states of the plains.


The Church is the community of the New Covenant, given by God through his Messiah in the context of the 'advanced' agrarian society of the ancient world, which was yet more rapacious than the states of Abraham's day. The advanced agrarian society of antiquity manifested the evil consequences common to this social form wherever it has appeared in the pre-industrial world, including the two-thirds world today. Typically, overpopulation, land shortage and land exhaustion lead to a meagre (subsistence) diet for the vast mass of the population. The problem of peasant debt emerges from this tightness of economic resources. Less successful farmers may rapidly lose their land to larger landholders through the problem of too many mouths to feed, especially when the crux moment of a bad harvest comes. Conversely, a powerful elite emerges who enjoy complete power. They often claim ownership of all economic resources. They assert absolute control through a strong military machine financed by rents and taxation. Typically agrarian states are conquest states of very large dimensions; the elite group who are prepared to exact taxes with greatest rapacity overcome neighbouring groups. High taxation, usually from a half to two thirds of all agricultural production, also leads to the marginalisation of a degraded 'underclass', whose diet falls below subsistence level and whose lives are in consequence brutal and short. 

The harrowing socio-economic problems typical of advanced agrarian society, which appeared in Israel in the eighth century BC, called forth a hefty divine critique from the prophets of that age. Sharp social bifurcation between warrior elites, led by powerful single rulers and supported by a narrow retainer class, and the ordinary mass of the peasant and artisan population, whom they taxed and dominated, had already emerged in the Bronze age, as the Biblical story of the Exodus of God's people from Egypt and the conflicts between 'retribalised' Israel and the powerful Canaanite city-states witness.
 Despite the foundation of Israel without monarchs or wealth elite, as lived out in the period of the book of Judges, social bifurcation and widespread impoverishment were nonetheless to emerge. The prophet Samuel points to the dire consequences of the establishment of monarchy in Israel with a perfect description of taxation under a powerful agrarian ruler (1 Samuel 8.1–18). Solomon's heavy taxation, a 'scourging with whips', was replaced by the heavier, 'scorpion' scourge of taxation in the divided kingdom (1 Kings 4.7–8, 22–28; 5.13–18; 7; 12.1–11).

The shattering destruction of the first Temple and removal of the elite of Judah to exile in Babylon in the sixth century BC was viewed as God's punishment, prophesied aforetime, for both idolatry and the robbery of land and mistreatment of the poor committed by the rich.
 Israel had failed to purge itself of the ways of the Canaanite city-states, which combined idolatry with the exploitation of the poor, most visible in the biblical account of Canaanite civilisation in the elite's abuse of the daughters of the poor as cult-prostitutes. In Canaanite cities, exploitative taxation had been paid to the ruler in the name of the god, whose worship was also furthered by the exploitation of these girls and women. It is no accident that wandering Israel was invited into the land by such a member of the lowest class, the prostitute Rahab (Joshua 2; 6.22–25). Jesus was likewise later to fellowship with outcast prostitutes, whose occupation reflected their desperate poverty. 

In the post-exilic period, the fragmentation of God's people into landless, disenfranchised poor and wealth elite was for a time avoided by the reforms and covenant renewal of Nehemiah, with its cancellation of debt and redemption of those sold into slavery on account of debt.
 The refounded Mosaic covenant again defended the ordinary population through legislation for freedom from work on the Sabbath and the release of debt, and against interest on debt, unreasonable pursuit of debt, permanent loss of land, and other measures.
 The Law prohibited the coveting of a neighbour's field (Exodus 20.17; Deuteronomy 5.21); the citizen of re-founded Judah was to be satisfied with his inherited portion of land alone.

In the Greek period, the black mood of the writer of Ecclesiastes (c. 250 BC), again attests the dire consequences of heavy taxation. The oppression of the Ptolemaic taxation hierarchy cannot be resisted.
 Towards the end of the third century BC, the ruthless greed of the super-rich tax-collector Joseph son of Tobiah shows the rapacity of Greek colonial rule. 
  The persistence of extreme social bifurcation is attested late in the second century BC by the woes pronounced in sections of the Enoch literature against the self-indulgent, land-robbing governing class, whose wealth will be unable to save them in God's great coming judgement.

 The same social bifurcation and conflict is found in the Roman period. It is apparent in the confrontation of the artisan Jesus with the Pharisees, who were part of the scribal, administrative retainer class and interpreted the Law to the advantage of the wealth-elite and disadvantage of the peasants, particularly in the matter of debt, circumventing the year of release.
 Likewise, we find Jesus in conflict with the Sadducean elite, whose money-machine of Temple sacrifice and burdensome Temple tax he attacked, overturning the money-changers' tables and driving out expensive sacrificial animals. 
 The issues of wealth and poverty loom large in Jesus' teaching. He sought to break the economic 'spiral of violence' by the recreation of community through emphasis on righteous living and mutual economic support.

Jesus' project, which was at once religious and social, issued in the first centuries of Christianity not in a new form of the state, but in the creation of the elective community of the Church, in which believers in his name strove to obey his new commandment of mutual love (John 13.34–35; 15.12). The Apologist Aristides, writing in the second century, emphasised how the expression of love amongst Christians focused on mutual economic support: 

Kindliness is their nature. There is no falsehood among them. They love one another. They do not neglect widows. Orphans they rescue from those who are cruel to them. Every one of them who has anything gives ungrudgingly to the one who has nothing. If they see a travelling stranger they bring him under their roof. They rejoice over him as a real brother, for they do not call one another brothers after the flesh, but they know they are brothers in the Spirit and in God. If one of them sees that one of their poor must leave this world, he provides for his burial as well as he can. And if they hear that one of them is imprisoned or oppressed by their opponents for the sake of their Christ's name, all of them take care of all his needs. If possible they set him free. If anyone among them is poor or comes into want while they themselves have nothing to spare, they fast two or three days for him. In this way they can supply the poor man with the food he needs.

Adolf von Harnack included in his Mission and Expansion of Christianity a lengthy chapter describing the Christian message as 'The Gospel of Love and Charity', in which he cited numerous patristic sources on early Christian care for the poor.
 

Between the collapse of the good social relations engendered by Nehemiah's refounding of the Mosaic covenant in the fifth century BC and Jesus' foundation of the Church as the community of the New Covenant, there was another great covenant-making exercise in Judaism, the socially covenanted community of the Essenes. The Dead Sea Scrolls attest the self-designation 'the Poor',
 suggestive of the bifurcated social structure of rich versus poor (and a constantly abraded underclass) characteristic of agrarian society. Josephus tells us that the distinctive mark of the Essenes was that they are 'lovers of one another'.
 In view of the economic reference of the topos 
of mutual love in both Josephus and Aristides, we must also read Jesus' commandment of mutual love as forcefully enjoining mutual economic support. The exposition of Jesus' commandment 'that we should love one another' in the first letter of John emphatically concludes: 'How does God's love abide in anyone who has the world's goods and sees a brother in need and yet refuses help?' (1 John 3.11–17).
 Raymond Brown shows that Jesus' designation of his requirement of mutual love as his 'new commandment' is semantically equivalent to 'new covenant', since he gives it in the context of the covenantal meal of the Last Supper (cf., Luke 22.20, 'the new covenant ').
 

II. The Essene Covenant in rural Judaea
Josephus wrote that the celibate male Essenes, who held their property in common, numbered over four thousand, and dwelt 'in no one town, but settle in large numbers in every one.’
 Philo explicitly links these celibate male Essenes to Judaea. They live 'in many towns of Judaea, and in many villages in large and numerous societies.’
 If we exclude the essentially unpopulated wilderness of Judaea and the only sparsely populated Beersheba–Arad valley, the number of villages and towns in the remaining, densely populated parts of Judaea can be estimated to around two hundred. The area of Galilee is about 2,300 square kilometres (900 square miles)
 an area virtually the same as the Judaean heartland as calculated by Avi Ofer. In Galilee there were two hundred and four villages,
 roughly one village to each four square miles, or eleven square kilometres. Ofer's archaeological survey of the hills of Judah, an area of some 1,000 square kilometres, revealed ninety village or town settlements from the early Roman period , again about one settlement to each eleven square kilometres.
  By extrapolation, the Judaean heartland of the Shephelah, the Benjamin and Judah hills, and the Jerusalem ‘saddle’, a total area of some 2,250 square kilometres, probably contained around two hundred villages.

The minimum size for a functioning community of celibate male Essenes was ten. The Rule of the Community, which regulated the lives of celibate male Essenes, stipulated that a priest was to be present in every settlement of ten celibate males (1QS VI.3–4); Josephus also speaks of a group of ten celibate male Essenes.
 Roland De Vaux, the excavator of Qumran, estimated that at most two hundred people could have lived at the desert site.
 The substantial majority of the over four thousand celibate male Essenes clearly lived in rural Judaea. Only three thousand celibate males would have been enough to provide a fully viable group of fifteen celibate Essene males in each village and town. There were probably communities of up to one or two hundred celibate males at different periods in Jerusalem and at Qumran,
 further small groups in the rift and Beersheba–Arad valleys, and perhaps some others in further flung areas of Jewish settlement. As Jews, the Essenes saw in their comprehensive 'occupation' of the villages and towns of rural Judah, their tribal land, a demonstration of their own claim to lead the re-founded Covenant. 

III. The social level of the Essenes
Most celibate male Essenes found employment outside their community houses in the local rural economy, within the vulnerable
 social class of labourers and artisans. Their occupations, such as working the soil, shepherding, bee-keeping and crafts,
 were all typical of the day–labourer in the agricultural economy of Palestine.
 Labourers were characteristically dependent upon their daily wage for survival. Hence Philo's description of the daily Essene evening meals reveals a hand-to-mouth existence:

Each member of the group, when he has received the day's wages 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.

This daily pooling of wages was a survival strategy, by which subsistence labourers assured economic security amongst themselves day by day. Frugal consumption, borne of economic necessity, characterised the Essenes' communal lifestyle.  Nonetheless, Philo remarks that they '...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 always characteristic of the most economically insecure to seek multiple employments. The Essenes laboured from before sunrise through to sunset,
 likewise a mark of poverty. In Jesus' parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20.1–16), subsistence workers toil throughout the daylight hours, even through the scorching midday heat.

IV. Essene social work in rural Judaea
Josephus reports that there also existed an order of marrying Essenes.
 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 males. The marrying Essene order probably numbered tens of thousands. Groups of families in the villages and towns of Judaea, linked to local celibate groups, were also incorporated into the Essene 'New Covenant'.


The way of life of the marrying Essenes is given in the Damascus Rule. Local community life centred on a beth-hacheber ('community house') which cared for those who received inadequate support within local kinship structures. The Essene community houses offered these a substitute family life within a fictive kinship group. The Damascus Rule (CD) 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 sick 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 its 
means.
 

This passage remarkably anticipates Aristides' account of Christian charity. Designation of monthly contributions in terms of the daily wage shows that the Essene New Covenant was a friendly society of day-labourers and artisans, not of landowners, since landowners would have been required to give a proportion of crops. The compulsory contributions of 'at least' two days' pay per month represented a minimum; in hard times greater contributions were probably raised, on a voluntary basis.


The Essenes could not claim to be the pious of Israel if they neglected the destitute. They probably often swelled their ranks by successfully recruiting into their movement those destitute  who took advantage of their charity. Along with physical salvation, the destitute probably received teaching that enabled them to obey the commandments of the Law according to Essene understanding and to be incorporated as members of the New Covenant.

Josephus describes the impromptu almsgiving  of the celibate male Essene order:

Two things only are left to individual discretion, the rendering 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.
 

It was probably accepted practice amongst the celibate male groups that an individual could give alms from his daily wages before aggregating these to community resources in the evening.

Celibates probably formed the principal staff of the local community houses to which family groups made contribution, and where the destitute received aid. These 'needy and the poor' (CD XIV.14) probably included wandering poor; wanderers who left hearth and home to find work and sustenance were common in antiquity. Greek and Roman invaders succeeded in transferring many of their own problems of land shortage and a multiplying, destitute underclass to their subject peoples. 
 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. At the time of Jesus, the network of Essene community houses in rural Judaea helped secure the lot of wanderers in southern Palestine. These houses also cared for the sick (CD XIV.15).
 Sickness would have been a frequent cause or consequence of destitution.


 The problem of too many mouths to feed is common to all agrarian societies. 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 Essenes adopted many children who could not be supported in poorer families. The poor ‘girl who has no redeemer' (CD XIV.16) might end in slavery, prostitution, or both. Essene activity in dispelling this common consequence of poverty bears direct comparison with Jesus’ concern for the poor and his social interaction with prostitutes in Galilee (Luke 7.34–50). Jesus probably viewed with interest and 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) in agrarian society may find his way easily to a bandit group and an untimely end;
 the Essene community house offered him a training so he could learn how to make a safer, honest living. 


Support for the 'elder who is bowed down' (CD XIV.14–15) corresponds with Philo's report of celibate Essenes who carefully supported the elderly. In 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. Elderly men and women taken into the communities probably helped with the tutelage of adopted children and youths; these in turn served the elderly, as Philo notes. 
 Thus the Essene  community house became the basis of a new, spiritual family. The elderly women probably constituted an order very much like the widow orders of early Christianity (cf., Acts 6.1–6), alongside the celibate male order.

This new form of voluntary, covenanted social organisation begun by the Essenes, the 'New Covenant', provided an effective vehicle for the expression of the ancient Israelite ideal of care for the poor. 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 Jesus, we should expect that he took an interest in this organised poor–care network when he travelled in the south. We shall see that Jesus himself appears to have enjoyed the hospitality at 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 New Covenant in rural Judaea
A statistical method allows us to gain a good impression of just how important Essenism was for the welfare of the Judaean poor. 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.
 Between 500,000 and 750,000 people were probably fed on locally grown food in the early Roman period. The high cost of overland transportation meant 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. If we assume a population of some 650,000 supported on locally grown food at about the time of Jesus, about one quarter of this, or some 165,000, will have lived in Jerusalem and rural Judaea. Jerusalem probably had around 60,000 to 80,000 inhabitants.
 Thus the rural population of the Judaean heartland is unlikely to have been above 100,000. The average population of the c. 200 village and town settlements in the region will have been about 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. Since the Sabbath and religious festivals were observed, this represented about a tenth of their income. The Essene poorhouses may have received an important third stream of income from  pious patrons, perhaps frequently wealthy local women. A further source of income may have arisen from crafts pursued in the community houses such as basketwork, as in later Christian monasticism. Girls and some unmarried 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 vineyard owner in Jesus' parable paid one denarius (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 half a denarius per day.
 Heichelheim, who gathered the evidence available for prices, and took into account the costs of basic food, clothing and accommodation, 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 labourer 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.
 A Judaean labourer earning a typical wage was probably only able to keep a small family in essentials.

Of the group of perhaps fifteen celibate male Essenes living in a Judaean village, some will have been aged, and at any time there may also have been unwell brothers.
 One brother may have been permanently employed in the centre as the Overseer. A typical community house might rely on the wages of ten working celibate males. 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. Josephus emphasises the extreme frugality of the Essenes, who 'do not change their garments or shoes until they are torn to shreds or worn threadbare with age'. He writes 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 simple shoes and garments. 

A married labourer could support at subsistence level a family of perhaps five or six, including himself. 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 perhaps some forty destitute children and adults from the local area.

In view of Essene good works, it would not be surprising if, over time, between a fifth and a third of the families of the village, at least, became incorporated supporters of the Essene covenant. Some one hundred and fifty souls in a typical village could have belonged to families that contributed to the local Essene community house, perhaps some twenty-five to thirty nuclear families. 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, could be supported through the village's Essene house in hard times. In his classic study of agrarian society, Gerhard Lenski sought to calculate the typical size of the 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. An effectively reformed Judaism, it eradicated, by voluntary association, the problems of poverty that had repeatedly appeared in Israelite and Jewish history.
VI. The Essene 'House of the Poor' (Bethany) near Jerusalem
Since Jerusalem raised special issues of ritual purity, it is likely that the Essenes would have founded their Jerusalem poorhouse outside the holy city. A passage of the Temple Scroll prescribes that three places be established to the east of Jerusalem, one of which was to be for the care of lepers. The passage also defines a radius of three thousand cubits around the city within which nothing unclean shall be seen (11Q19 XLVI.13–18). The three villages east of Jerusalem, Bethany, Bethphage, and En-shemesh, correspond well with the prescription of the Temple Scroll. It is striking that Jesus is found, at Mark 14.3–10, dining in the house of Simon the leper at Bethany. The correspondence shows that the story of this particular Essene care-centre, Bethany, is continued in the Christian Gospels. Lazarus, a close friend of Jesus about whom we learn from John's Gospel, also received care at Bethany when ill (John 11.1–12.11). John notes that Bethany was fifteen stadia (about two miles) 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, fulfilling Essene purity requirements.


The name Bethany (Greek Bethania) confirms the village's function as a poorhouse. Jerome's Onomasticon defines its meaning as domus adflictionis, 'house of affliction'. Jerome derived the name from the Hebrew beth ‘anî or 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. 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. A respectful distance from the city and Temple, and on the pilgrim route, Bethany was a most suitable location for a charitable institution. It is not surprising that an Essene hospice had been established at Bethany to intercept and care for pilgrims at the end of the long and potentially arduous journey from Galilee. The house combined this work with care for the sick and destitute of the Jerusalem area. Thus Bethany received its name because it was the Essene poorhouse par excellence, the poorhouse which alleviated poverty closest to the holy city.

VII. Jesus' association with the religious order which organised the New Covenant in the Jerusalem area, and his anointing at Bethany as Leader of the New Covenant of the Poor
We should expect the Essene poorhouse known as Bethany to have received some support from pious patrons from the wealthy Jerusalem elite. 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, and 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 received considerable support from the 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 Temple's economic exploitation of the people (Mark 11.15–19; John 2.13–22).


Jesus' inspiring and effective ministry of teaching and healing had already created a huge following amongst the ordinary mass of the population in Galilee.
 The Gospels record an event that shows that he was also received enthusiastically in the Essene poorhouse closest to Jerusalem. At a feast made in his honour at Bethany, Jesus was anointed as king 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.
 Mary anointed Jesus as the hoped-for king of Israel and of the world. Only this explanation of her anointing of Jesus can account for Mary's future fame and the universal significance of her action. The proclamation of the Christian Gospel is that Jesus is the Messiah (Christ), the hoped-for universal Lord and redeemer. Mary had made the first public declaration of the Good News.

Mary used such a large quantity of expensive perfumed oil because she was proclaiming Jesus royal Messiah and universal Lord. 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. Her action suggests that some elite figures in Jerusalem were eager for Jesus to be declared openly as the royal Messiah,
 and held inherent danger. Jesus had already openly challenged the Sadducean authorities. Their severe reaction was now all the more certain since Mary sought to engage the staff, supporters and guests of Bethany, the poorhouse nearest to Jerusalem, possibly the most important of all the Judaean community houses, in open support of Jesus. She had sought to make Jesus Messiah of the Poor, 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 he chose to prophesy  his inevitable death, however, first addressed the immediate problem of the objection raised against Mary's generosity. Rich women such as Mary, who associated themselves with Bethany, were expected to finance and 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). There is, however, a subtext in Jesus' words: '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'. 

Bethany's role as a chief poorhouse is confirmed by the hubbub of objection caused by Mary's pouring away of such wealth. Some witnesses, including the financial administrator Judas (Mark 14.3–4; John 12.4–6), felt intense embarrassment. How could it be otherwise, since Mary had chosen as the location for her action the poorhouse where the destitute of the Jerusalem area, always numerous, gathered to receive alms? Jesus referred to these perpetual guests 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), a remark which apart from its context in the poorhouse of Bethany might seem callous. 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 probably drawn from the destitute who received support at Bethany and saw Jesus as their champion.

We have noted above that both the Johannine tradition and Aristides probably understood Jesus' commandment of mutual love to extend forcefully to economic sharing, just as Josephus' designation of the Essenes as 'lovers of one another' implied a covenanted commitment to share property. It is striking to observe that within the New Testament, the Johannine literature, generally acknowledged to show a peculiar proximity to the Essene theology of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
 places the greatest emphasis on Jesus' love-commandment. Despite the Fourth Gospel's emphasis on Jesus' commandment of mutual love, however, only in this Gospel is Jesus said to have had particular disciples whom he 'loved', with whom his relationship seems to have been at least initially different from that which his Galilean disciples enjoyed. These 'special friends' are found in the area of Jerusalem: Lazarus, Martha and Mary, associated with Bethany (John 11.3, 11, 36, Greek philein; 11.5, agapân) and the 'Beloved Disciple', Jesus' Jerusalem host at the Last Supper and the fount of the tradition of the Fourth Gospel (13.23, agapân; 20.2, philein).
 In Greek, the title 'friends' (hoi philoi) was used to denote the members of a religious brotherhood or philosophical school, including the Pythagorean brotherhood, which according to the Hellenistic authors shared its property.
 The special designation of certain of Jesus' disciples as those whom he 'loved' may indicate that these were Jesus' fellows in a covenanted 'brotherhood' whose friendship involved mutual economic support, an association which pre-dated Jesus' formation of his Galilean disciple-group and his arrival with them in Jerusalem.

As Jesus neared Jerusalem, he seems to have been allowed free use of the possessions of his contacts in the area. He despatched two disciples to collect a colt from the village gate as he nears Bethany; should any ask what they were doing, they were to explain that Jesus had need of it and would return it shortly (Mark 11.1–7). We are reminded of Josephus' description of the common use of possessions amongst the Essenes: 'There is no buying or selling among themselves, but each gives what he has and receives in exchange something useful to himself; they are, moreover, freely permitted to take anything from their brothers without making any return'.
 'Need' was the criterion of consumption soon to be adopted within the fellowship of believers in Jesus in Jerusalem (Acts 2.45; 4.34–35). When Jesus required lodging in Jerusalem for the celebration of Passover, he despatched two disciples to follow a man who would approach them carrying a water-jar. Since the fetching of water from the well in a jar was the work of the women, especially the unmarried daughters, of a household, the mode of recognition employed may suggest that the man was a celibate, from a house where there were no womenfolk.
 His disciples were to say to the master of the house where the man entered, 'The Teacher says, Where is my guest room that I may eat the Passover with my disciples?' (Mark 14.12–16). A visitor who asks where his dining room will be is fully confident of the hospitality he will receive. There is much evidence to suggest that the 'disciple whom Jesus loved' who appears in the Fourth Gospel was Jesus' host at the Last Supper, the 'master of the house' sought out by the disciples in the synoptic account. 
 The designation 'friends' thus seems to have denoted a religious brotherhood active in the Jerusalem area. This brotherhood, within which Jesus was accepted, lived in a mutually covenanted relationship, sharing property and taking shared responsibility for the support of the poor. Jesus' friends Mary, Martha and Lazarus appear to have the leaders of the hospice of Bethany where he had long enjoyed hospitality; in Jerusalem, the brotherhood included Jesus' friend the Beloved Disciple, on whose hospitality he could always depend.

In Jerusalem, New Covenant structures of property-sharing closely similar to those of Essenism continued amongst Jesus' followers, as we learn from the evocative accounts of property-sharing at Acts 2.42–47; 4.32–5.11, and 6.1–6.
 Recent archaeological research has emphasised that the early Jerusalem Church's sharing of property was probably connected to the practices of an ascetic or 'Essene' Quarter located on the south-west hill of Jerusalem ('Zion') in the immediate vicinity of the present-day Cenacle church, which celebrates the traditional site of the 'Upper Room'.
 In John's Gospel, Jesus promotes his Galilean disciples to the status of 'friends', with profound emphasis on the total commitment which the New Covenant of mutual love will involve (John 13.33–34; 15.12–15). The context is the Last Supper, at which Jesus washed his disciples' feet and instructed them to wash each other's feet (13.1–20). Philo's report that there were no slaves amongst the Essenes, 'but all being free perform menial services for each other', is directly comparable with Jesus' action and instruction.
 Since a slave cannot own property independently of his master,
 the mutual slave-relationship instituted by Jesus amongst his disciples through his act and instruction of footwashing may have constituted the foundation of the property-sharing covenant observable amongst his followers after Pentecost. Those who could not deny their bodies in menial service to their brothers also did not deny their property.

Jesus died as the anointed leader of the Judaean network of poorhouses. His Church included from its beginning a part of this devout project for the care of the Poor, inevitably locked in conflict with the interests of those who sought worldly power. As with the people of Israel when they received the Law in the wilderness, God's covenant-making again called those most in need to express his own love in mutually supportive economic community. Since the rise of civilisation God's covenant with humanity has been broken where the state fails to express the economic righteousness that God requires. The elected and elective community of the Church is called to serve where worldly economy fails, expressing God's love in its charitable works and inner economic life, and serving as Christ served through the inspiration and fellowship of the Spirit. In the context of our present, globalising economy, which spans industrial, idustrialising agrarian, and agrarian societies, interpreters of Jesus' New Covenant do well to bear in mind that the rich economies of the west are largely analogous to the elite of the ancient world's agrarian economy. They form the apex of the global economic pyramid; the poor of the two-thirds world, who live at subsistence level, form its deep base. The Christian religious orders of the two-thirds world, who worship the God of the wanderers Abraham, Israel and Jesus and live out a subsistence existence alongside the poor, form a close modern analogy to the life of the celibate branch of the ancient Essene movement, and to the life of the wandering artisan, healer and teacher Jesus
.
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