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THE BAPTISM OF JOHN AND THE 
QUMRAN SECT 

by 

H. H. ROWLEY 

SO many writers have voiced the suggestion that it was from 
the Qumran sect that John the Baptist derived the rite of bap­

tism that some examination of the question seems to be called for. 1 

Few writers define what they mean by baptism, and many are 
content with the merest shadow of evidence, with the result that 
much confusion has been allowed to surround the question. The 
argument appears to run somewhat as follows: 

(I) There are cisterns for the storage of water at Qumran, with 
steps running down into them; therefore these were used for bap­
tism. (2) There are references in the Scrolls to ablutions with 
water; therefore the previous inference is confirmed. (3) The sect 
of the Scrolls came into existence in the second or first century 
B.c.; therefore its practice antedated the baptism of John. (4) John 
lived in the desert in the neighbourhood of Qumran; therefore he 
could have derived his practice from the sect, and therefore he did. 
(5) Josephus tells us that some of the Essenes adopted children;2 

therefore John could have been adopted, and therefore he was. 
So far as the first of these arguments is concerned, it is as fatuous 

as it would be to argue that in every modern house which has a 
bathroom 'baptism' is practised. So far as the second is concerned, 
it rests on a similar equation of 'ablutions' with 'baptism', which 
requires to be established. So far as the third is concerned, it is not 
universally agreed, but the present writer does agree, though this 
does not mean that the one is the source of the other. So far as the 
fourth is concerned, it is wholly without cogency, since it tacitly 
equates the baptism of John with the ablutions of Qumran, when 
such evidence as we have suggests that they were totally different 
in subjects and significance. So far as the fifth is concerned, it is 
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entirely without cogency. If conjecture were evidence, any theory 
could claim to be established. 

As for the cisterns of Qumran, it has to be remembered that the 
large community which had its centre there must have required a 
good deal of water, and may be presumed to have stored water for 
various purposes. The steps down into the cisterns do not neces­
sarily prove that they were used for the immersion of the person, 
though they would be quite consistent with this. Neither the cis­
terns nor the steps can give us any evidence as to the occasion or 
occasions when such immersions may have taken place, or who 
the persons were who were so immersed, or what significance was 
attached to the immersion. These are the vital questions when we 
are discussing baptism. 

When we turn to the texts of the Qumran community, we 
find no clear reference to anything comparable with what the 
word 'baptism' signifies to us. In the Manual of Discipline, in the 
rules for the admission of new members, it is laid down that a 
candidate is to be examined first by the Inspector, o:r Superinten­
dent, and, if he is satisfied, is to be instructed as to the rules of the 
community. Then, after an unspecified period, his case is con­
sidered by the members of the sect in a general meeting. If they 
vote his admission he enters on a further probationary period of 
two years. Not until the first of those two years has passed is he 
allowed to share the 'purity' of the community.3 This is the only 
possible reference to 'baptism' as an initiatory rite in the Manual 
of Discipline, and it is not agreed as to what it means. Lieberman 
maintains that the reference is to the solid foodstuffs of the com­
munity. 4 This is because we are told below that after a further 
year's probation, the candidate is admitted to the 'drink' of the 
community. But the word rendered 'di:ink' is commonly used for 
a 'feast', and hence others think the meaning is that at the end of 
the second stage of his probation the candidate enters the waters 
of purification, and at the end of the third stage he is admitted to 
the meals of the sect.6 This latter view seems to the present writer 
more probable. 

This, however, brings us at once to the vexed question of the 
relation of the sect of the Scrolls to the Essenes, as described by 
Philo,J osephus, and Pliny, all writers of the first Christian century. 
That question cannot be examined here, but to the present writer 
it seems likely that the sect of the Scrolls is to be identified with 
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the sect of the Essencs, but with the recognition that in the Scrolls 
we see them at an earlier stage of their history than in the first 
century writers, and that therefore their practice was not in all 
points the same in the two periods. So far as the admission of new 
members is concerned, there is a large measure of agreement be­
tween the Manual of Discipline and the account of Josephus. For 
Josephus tells us that after a first year of probation a candidate was 
allowed to share 'the purer kind of holy water', but that he could 
not touch 'the common food' for a further period.6 This would 
clearly suggest that the 'purity' of the Manual of Discipline is the 
purifying water, while the 'drink' is the communal meal of the 
sect. 

Before we leap to equate this with an initiatory rite of baptism, 
however, we have to observe that Josephus tells us that the Essenes 
daily bathed their bodies in cold water before their midday meal, 
and even implies that they did the same again in the evening before 
their evening meal. 7 Here we are reminded of the various ritual 
ablutions laid down in the Pentateuch for states of ceremonial un­
cleanness, arising from a whole series of voluntary or involuntary 
experiences. The Essenes appear to have gone far beyond the re­
quirements of the Pentateuch in their determination to maintain 
complete ritual purity. Indeed,Josephus says that if a senior in the 
sect were so much as touched by a junior he had to take a bath, as 
though he had been in contact with an alien.8 But this cannot be 
thought of as 'baptism', and it is a confusing of the whole issue to 
use this word in this connection. What Josephus tells us of the 
Essenes is more naturally understood to mean that a candidate for 
membership was not allowed to share in the daily ritual bath in 
the water used by the members of the sect until after he had passed 
through a year of probation. Since he was given a loincloth at the 
beginning of this year,9 and since we are told by Josephus else­
where that the loincloth was used in the bath, 10 it would seem that 
the probationer was expected to bathe-probably daily-but he 
was not allowed to do this in 'the purer kind of water', which was 
the water reserved for the members of the sect. 

In the Zadokite Work, which comes, by almost universal agree­
ment, from the same sect as the Dead Sea Scrolls, there is a refer­
ence to ritual ablutions. Here it is said that the members of the sect 
are not to bathe in dirty water, or in a vessel or shallow pool, and 
that if an unclean person touches the water it thereby becomes un-
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clean.11 It is to be noted that bathing in a vessel is here forbidden. 
This does not rule out the possibility that the cisterns of Qumran 
were used for ablutions, however. For it is likely that the Zadokite 
Work reflects a stage in the history of the sect before the Qumran 
centre was used.12 Once they lived together in communal settle­
ments, where the water in such cisterns as those of Qumran could 
be preserved from all contact with unclean persons, the reason for 
objection to ablution in a vessel would vanish. More germane to 
our immediate purpose is it to suggest that the 'unclean person' of 
the Zadokite Work in the passage mentioned is probably anyone 
who was not a full member of the sect. There is nothing, however, 
to suggest that an initiatory rite was intended, and the passage is 
more naturally read in association with the provision for daily 
ablutions discussed above. 

There are certain other passages in the Manual of Discipline that 
need to be considered. There is provision for an annual review of 
all the members, when some may be advanced to a higher position 
in the order of seniority of the sect, and others relegated to a lower 
position.13 Here it is laid down that those who have failed to 
accept the discipline of the community and to conform their con­
duct to the high standard set before them may be excluded from 
the sect.14 For them no atoning offerings or cleansing waters can 
have any validity. Only they of humble and upright spirit, who 
submit their life to the statutes of God can be cleansed by being 
sprinkled with the purifying water.15 It is hard to suppose that 
here there can be any reference to an initiatory rite of baptism, 
since the passage is dealing with those who have already passed 
into full membership of the sect, whose life and conduct are under 
review. The reference to sprinkling makes it doubtful whether 
this passage has any relevance to the question of ritual immersion 
at all. What does emerge here is the recognition that the ritual 
act is meaningless without the spirit to validate it. 

Elsewhere in the Manual it is said that if a member of the sect 
should waver in his loyalty and then repent, he is to be punished 
for two years, during the first of which he is to be excluded from 
the 'purity' of the sect, and during the second from the 'drink'.16 

Here, as in the passage already examined, it is likely that the mean­
ing is that for two years he shall be excluded from the common 
meals of the members, and for the first of these years he shall be 
forbidden to share in the daily lustrations. The reference could not 
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possibly be to an initiatory rite here, since the passage deals with 
one who has attained full membership of the sect and is subject to 
discipline. 

In the Scrolls, therefore, there is no certain reference to an 
initiatory rite corresponding to what we mean by baptism. There 
is the passage just mentioned, where 'purity' cannot have this 
meaning, and this would seem to strengthen the likelihood that 
in the other passage, dealing with the admission of new members, 
it does not have this meaning, and that what is stated is simply 
that during the first stage of probation a candidate does not share 
the regular ritual ablutions of the members. There is nothing in­
consistent with this in the passage in the Zadokite Work, and this 
is the most natural interpretation of the account given by Josephus. 

Yet, having said this, the present writer is willing to concede the 
likelihood that for the new member his first admission to the ablu­
tions of the sect in the water reserved for the members would have 
a special character. It would still not be comparable with what we 
mean by baptism, which is an unrepeatable rite of admission, but 
it would have a special character as the first of a series of ablutions, 
to which he was admitted only after solemn inquiry and examina­
tion. Moreover, there is not the slightest evidence that it differed 
in form from the ablutions that would follow. It was not, there­
fore, an administered rite, but a bath. 

It is clear already that the link with the baptism of John is tenu­
ous in the extreme. For the baptism of John was a rite of initiation 
and only a rite of initiation. In the case of the sect of the Scrolls or 
the Essenes an initiatory rite is not recorded, and can at best be an 
assumption. In the case of John an initiatory rite rests on evidence, 
and subsequent ritual ablutions are not recorded, and if they were 
would be entirely different in character. For the baptism of John 
was not the first of a series, but an unrepeatable rite of commit­
ment. Moreover, it was an administered rite. Whether John 
plunged the person beneath the water, or whether he plunged 
himself is of no moment. It was clearly more than a private act, 
since the New Testament tells us so clearly that John baptized, 17 

or that Jesus was 'baptized by John'.18 

Moreover, the baptism of John was administered to persons 
under completely different conditions from any possible 'baptism' 
of the sect of the Scrolls. Even if we could rightly speak of 'bap­
tism' in that sect, it could only be the baptism of those who had 
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been probationers for a year, and who had been voted on by the 
members of the sect after a careful discussion in a meeting of the 
members. There is not the slightest evidence that the people John 
baptized had passed through a long period of probation, or that 
John had submitted to anyone the question whether they should 
be baptized or not, or that their baptism signified admission to a 
monastic community. 

If it is proper to speak of 'baptism' amongst the sect of the 
Scrolls at all, it was a private rite. There is no reason to suppose 
that the daily ablutions were performed in public, and certainly if 
they were performed in the cisterns at Qumran they were not per­
formed in public. Since at the most the 'baptism' of the members 
was the first of their regular ablutions, there is no reason to sup­
pose that this was performed in public. For there is no reason what­
ever to suppose that on the occasion when a new member was 
joining them in their ablutions for the first time they all repaired 
to a public place. The care that had to be taken to ensure that the 
water was not touched by one who was 'unclean' -i.e. by a non­
member of the sect, most probably-confirms the likelihood that 
for the sect nothing but a private rite was in mind. But in the case 
of John, baptism was a public rite. Crowds came out to see him 
baptize, and judging by the stinging things he is said to have ad­
dressed to these crowds,19 they did not all come to be baptized. 
Nothing could stand in sharper contrast to any water rite of the 
sect of the Scrolls or the Essenes of which we have any evidence, 
or which we can legitimately infer, than the accounts of John's 
baptism which we read in the New Testament. The only feature 
it has in common with any ablutions of the sect is that it involved 
total immersion in water. But this feature is in no way peculiar to 
John's baptism and the ablutions of the sect. The ritual ablutions 
of the Jews on occasions of ceremonial uncleanness were also by 
total immersion. In short, there is not a single feature of John's 
baptism for which there is the slightest reason to go to Qumran 
to look for the source, and for every feature but one Qumran 
could not possibly provide the source, while for that one the 
common practice of the Jews could provide the more natural 
source. 

It has to be remembered that about the beginning of the Chris­
tian era there were various groups of people who practised lustra­
tions far beyond those required by the Law. About the middle of 
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the first century A.D. Josephus was for a time the disciple of one 
Banos, 20 who lived an ascetic life and who bathed in cold water 
several times a day. Josephus makes it clear that Banos was not an 
Essene, and it is also clear that he had disciples. Whether Banus 
himself had predecessors in this practice, or whether he was the 
originator of a movement which died with him, cannot be known. 

Epiphanius21 and the author of the Apostolic Constitutions22 tell 
us of a sect of Hemerobaptists, who practised daily lustrations, and 
in the Pseudo-Clementines John is said to have been a Hemero­
baptist. 23 These Hemerobaptists would appear to be more akin to 
the Essenes than to John the Baptist, for they are said to have 
bathed daily before food, and to have purified with water their 
table utensils and even their seats. 24 Their baptism would not 
appear to have been the symbol of death to the age that was pass­
ing and rebirth to the new age, as John's baptism was, and this 
alone renders it improbable that he was a Hemerobaptist. In their 
case we have no record of baptism as a rite of initiation, but only 
of ablutions of those who belonged to the sect; in his we have no 
record of ablutions after the rite of initiation, but only of this. 
Neither in subjects nor in significance, therefore, is there anything 
in common between the two. 

Other groups who practised water lustrations have left some 
trace, and it would appear that it was a common idea about the 
beginning of the Christian era that frequent washing was of the 
essence of godliness. 25 It may well be that it was from the Essenes 
that this idea spread, since they seem to be the earliest of the groups 
that practised lustrations far beyond the requirements of the Law. 
Josephus tells us that the Essenes attached a value to their lustra­
tions above that of animal sacrifices. 26 This distinguishes them at 
once from the Pharisees, who with all their insistence on ritual 
cleanliness were far from going to such a point. 

Granting, then, that the Essenes or the sect of the Scrolls, assum­
ing that a historical line of development links these two, were the 
first to extend the lustrations so largely, and that it was probably 
from them that the other groups derived the idea, though they 
may each have given some special turn to their practice, we must 
allow for the possibility that the idea spread from one group to 
another and not that all derived it directly and immediately from 
the Essenes. Hence, even if the baptism of John had more of a 
common character with that of the sect of the Scrolls we should 



Baptism of John and the Qumran Sect 225 

not be justified in concluding that it must have been derived 
directly from them. But when his baptism is so different in its 
subjects and in its significance, different too in being a pubLcly 
administered rite as against a private practice, there can be no case 
for the assumption that he must have derived it from them, or 
even that he could have derived it from them. The sect of the 
Scrolls cannot be supposed to have supplied John with a rite which 
they did not practise themselves. For it must be repeated that from 
no source whatever have we any evidence, or even suggestion, 
that the sect of the Scrolls or the Essenes had any special rite of 
initiation by immersion in water. 

Some elements of the rite of John seem to be closer to Jewish 
proselyte baptism than to anything which is recorded of the sect 
of the Scrolls or the Essenes. For Jewish proselyte baptism was a 
lustration like the ordinary ritual lustrations of the Jews in form, 
save that it was an administered rite, but unlike the other lustra­
tions in that it was a rite of initiation and therefore not a rite to 
be repeated. Our information about the character of the rite of 
proselyte baptism is all post-Christian, and it was formerly be­
lieved that the rite itself was of post-Christian origin.27 It is now 
widely agreed that it was probably of pre-Christian origin,28 

though the evidence for this is not strong enough to amount to a 
demonstration. 29 There is evidence which establishes with reason­
able assurance that it antedated the destruction of the Temple,30 

and it is unlikely that Judaism first established this rite during the 
early days of the Church, and borrowed it from a body to which 
it was so strongly opposed.31 It is plain from the New Testament 
that there were large numbers of proselytes to Judaism wherever 
Jews were to be found, and it is much more likely that proselyte 
baptism came into being to meet the situation created by these 
proselytes, than that it was hastily borrowed by the Jews, either 
from John or from the Church. 

Proselyte baptism was in its essence a rite of initiation. It sym­
bolized a man's death to his old life and faith, and rebirth into the 
faith of Judaism. From now on he would be expected to practice 
all the lustrations of the Law when he incurred ceremonial un­
cleanness for any cause. But he would not be expected to undergo 
proselyte baptism again. 32 It was certainly not something he would 
have to repeat daily. It was therefore unlike the lustrations of the 
sect of the Scrolls or of the Essenes, but like the baptism of John 

Q 
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in this respect. For proselyte baptism was more than a lustration. 
Our later sources tell us that proselyte baptism was an adminis­

tered rite. This does not mean that the candidate was plunged 
beneath the water by another. It is probable that the actual im­
mersion was his own act. But it was an administered rite in the 
sense that it was witnessed, and in that an essential part of it was 
the assurance that the candidate understood the significance of 
what he was doing. The witnesses warned him of the meaning 
of his act, and made sure that his motives were pure, and while 
he was in the act of immersion they repeated to him passages from 
the law of his new faith.33 While all this is found only in post­
Christian sources, there is no reason to doubt that in essence they 
go back to an earlier time. For from the time that Judaism made 
baptism one of the requirements of the candidate for admission 
to its faith, it must have asked for some evidence that the require­
ment had been met. And this could only be ensured by a witnessed 
rite. It is antecedently likely, therefore, that the witnesses would 
be given some responsibility in the matter, and that this could best 
be met by requiring them to satisfy themselves in some way that 
the candidate understood the significance of what he was doing. 
For Judaism was not interested in empty rites alone, and it is un­
likely that at any time it was content with evidence that a man had 
immersed himself, without asking for assurances that with this im­
mersion there went a complete renunciation of his old life and a 
commitment of himself to the way of the Law. In the ordinary 
lustrations, which dealt with ceremonial uncleanness, often in­
voluntarily and necessarily incurred, no moral issues were in­
volved. But proselyte baptism had a moral and spiritual signifi­
cance, and was concerned with more than technical uncleanness. 
In such cases Judaism always demanded that the spirit should 
match the act. 

Here is something far closer to the baptism of John than any­
thing we can find in any of the sects that practised frequent ablu­
tions in the first century of our era. At the same time it is some­
thing quite different from John's baptism. Proselyte baptism was 
something required of a non-Jew when he was converted to Juda­
ism, but not of one who was born into a Jewish home. John's 
baptism was demanded of Jew and non-Jew who accepted his 
message. His baptism was not coupled with the demand for cir­
cumcision and a sacrifice in the Temple, as proselyte baptism was, 
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but appears to have been the sole rite in which he was interested. 
It symbolized not so much death to the old life and rebirth to a 
new, as death to the age that was passing, and birth into the new 
age that was on the point of dawning. It was not so much the rite 
of admission to an organization as a preparation for a kingdom 
which was soon to be established by divine initiative in the world. 
Unlike proselyte baptism it was administered in public, and it was 
the response to a vigorous summons to men to forsake the world 
that was passing. There was a prophetic quality about John that is 
not associated with proselyte baptism, and that was certainly not 
characteristic of the sect of Qumran or the Essenes. Hence, if the 
baptism of John had features in common with proselyte baptism, 
it cannot for a moment be equated with it. The form of the rite 
John may have taken over, but he transformed its administration 
and still more its significance, as he also transformed its subjects. 
The fundamental originality of his baptism is not affected by the 
recognition that its background was probably proselyte baptism. 

Still less can the originality of John's baptism be affected by 
anything that has come to light in the Dead Sea Scrolls or by any­
thing we learn about the Essenes from the first century writers. 
The sole feature it had in common with their 'baptism' was that 
it involved the immersion of the body, but this feature it had in 
common also with the ordinary Jewish lustrations, with Jewish 
proselyte baptism, and with the lustrations of the other Jewish 
groups of which we have knowledge. In being solely a rite of 
initiation, publicly administered on the responsibility ofJ ohn alone, 
and apparently without any long period of probation, it differed 
toto coelo from any rite that can reasonably be presumed to have 
been practised by the Essenes and certainly from any of which we 
have the slightest evidence. There is no evidence that the baptism 
of John entailed the entry into a monastic sect, as the assumed 'bap­
tism' of the sect of the Scrolls did. When John called on soldiers 
to be baptized, he could scarcely have meant that they should 
spend one night in three studying the Scriptures, or that they 
should enter into a communal organization and take their meals 
daily with a religious brotherhood, as the members of the sect of 
the Scrolls or the Essenes did. There is, indeed, no shadow of evi­
dence that the sect had any rite even remotely comparable with 
John's baptism, and the whole structure is built on an assumed, but 
nowhere recorded, initiatory rite that must have been entirely 



228 H. H. Rowley 

different in character from the recorded rites if it had provided J olm 
with any relevant precedent. Such an assumption is not evidence 
in favour of what is assumed, and until the discussion of the Scrolls 
is more rigidly controlled by evidence we are not likely to reach 
secure conclusions. All that we can justifiably say is that the sect 
of the Scrolls almost certainly existed in pre-Christian days, and 
that like other Jews they practised ablutions, but more frequently 
than the Law demanded. These ablutions may have taken place in 
the cisterns of Khirbet Qumran. John the Baptist may well have 
known something about the sect, but there is no evidence that he 
ever belonged to them. If he did, he must have left them and 
would have been repudiated by them, since his baptism was utterly 
unlike their lustrations in publicity, in subjects, and in significance. 
His baptism had far more in common with Jewish proselyte bap­
tism. Yet in all that is most characteristic of John's baptism com­
plete independence of both proselyte baptism and Essene baptism 
is to be recognized. 
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