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1. Amos 5:18 
 
Woe for those who desire the Day of the Lord!  
Why do you want the Day of the Lord?  
The Day of the Lord is darkness, not light! 
 
2.   Hodayot, 1Q Ha   XVI : 29— 36  
 

 29.  …my soul is faint day and night 
 30. without rest. And my agony breaks out as a burning fire shut up within [my] b[ones]    
          whose flame consumes for days on end,  
 31. putting an end to my strength without ceasing and destroying my flesh without end. The 

billows break over me 
 32. and my soul is completely worn down. For my strength is departed from my body, my 

heart is poured out as water,  
 33. and my flesh is melted as wax. The strength of my loins has become a calamity, my arm 

is broken from the shoulder, [and I am no]t [able] to swing my hand.  
 34. My [foo]t is caught in fetters, my knees become as water, and I am not able to take a 

step; there is no sound to the tread of my feet.  
 35. […]    are pulled loose by stumbling chains, and my tongue You had exalted in my 

mouth, but no longer. No more can 
 36. my [tong]ue give forth its voice for instru[ction] to revive the spirits of those who 

stumble, and to support the weary with a word. The voice of my lips is silent 
 
 
3. Commentary on Habakkuk, 1QpHab H VII : 5-8 
  
5.              ….‘For a prophecy testifies 
6. of a specific period; it speaks of that time and does not deceive.’ (Habakkuk 2:3) 
vacat 
7. This means that the Last Days will be long, much longer than 
8. the prophets had said… 
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4.   Hodayot, 1Q Ha   XII : 30— 37 
 
 30. … I know that man has no righteousness, nor does the son of man walk in the perfect 
 31. way. All the works of righteousness belong to God Most High. The way of man does 

not last except by the spirit which God created for him,  
 32. to perfect a way for the children of men so that they may know all His works by His 

mighty power and the abundance of His mercies upon all those 
 33. who do His will. But as for me, fear and trembling have taken hold of me and all P

my bones
P 

break apart. My heart melts as wax over the fire, and my knees become 
 34. as water which is poured down over a slope. For I remember my guilt together with the 

unfaithfulness of my fathers, when the wicked rise against Your covenant 
 35. and the scoundrels against Your word. I said in my transgression, I am abandoned by 

Your covenant. But, when I remembered the power of Your hand together with 
 36. the abundance of Your mercies, I stood upright and firm and my spirit grew strong to 

stand against affliction. For [I] rested 
 37. in Your mercies and the abundance of Your compassion. For You atone for iniquity and 

purif[y] man from guilt by Your righteousness.  
 
5.   Barkhi Nafshi,  4Q 434   1 i : 1— 6  
 
1.  Bless, O my soul, the Lord for all of his wonders forever. And blessed be his name, for he 
has delivered the soul of the poor, and the  
2.  humble he has not despised, and he has not forgotten the distress of the helpless. He has 
opened his eyes to the helpless, and the cry of the orphans he has heard, and he has turned his 
ears to 
3.  their cry. In the abundance of his mercy, he has been gracious to the needy, and he has 
opened their eyes to see his ways, and their ears to hear 
4.  his teaching. And he has circumcised the foreskins of their heart, and he has delivered 
them on account of his loving kindness, and he set their feet to the way. In the abundance of 
their distress, he did not abandon them,  
5.  and he did not give them over into the hand of the violent ones. And he did not judge them 
with the wicked. He did not kindle his wrath against them, and he did not destroy them 
6.  in his anger. Though all his fiery anger was not exhausted, in the fire of (his) zeal he did 
not judge them.  
 
6.   Hodayot, 1Q Ha   XI : 7— 25 
 
7. …] I am in distress, as a woman about to give birth to her first born. For her pangs come 
over her,  

 8.and she has excruciating pain in her birth canal, writhing in the womb of the pregnant one. 
For children come into life through the crashing waves of death,  

 9.and she who is pregnant with a male child is afflicted by her birth pains. For through the 
crashing waves of death she delivers a male child, through the pains of Sheol there bursts 
forth 

 10.from the womb of the pregnant one, a wonderful counsellor with his strength. A male child 
is safely delivered from the crashing waves. Into the one who is pregnant with him rush all 

 11.the crashing waves, and excruciating pains when they are born, and terror to their mothers. 
And when he is born, all pangs come suddenly 

 12.to the womb of the pregnant one. But she that is pregnant with wickedness experiences 
excruciating pain, and the crashing waves of the pit for all works of terror.  

 13.And the foundations of the wall break as a ship upon the water, and the clouds thunder 
with a roar. Those who sit in the dust,  

 14.as those who go down to the seas are terrified by the roar of the water, and P

all
P their wise 

men are as sailors on the deeps. 
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 15.For all their wisdom is swallowed up by the roar of the seas, when the ocean depths boil 
over the springs of water, and they are tossed up to the towering waves 

 16.and crashing waves by their roar. And when they are tossed up, Sh[eo]l [and Abaddon] 
shall open. [And al]l the arrows of the pit,  

 17.when they descend into the deep, shout out, and the gates [of Sheol] open [for all] the 
works of wickedness.  

 18.Then the doors of the pit shut up the one who is pregnant with injustice, and the eternal 
bars shut up the spirits of wickedness. vacat 

 19.vacat I thank thee, O Lord, for You have redeemed my soul from the pit. From Sheol and 
Abaddon 

 20.You have raised me up to an eternal height, so that I might walk about on a limitless plain, 
and know that there is hope for him whom 

 21.You created from the dust for the eternal council. The perverse spirit You have cleansed 
from great transgression, that he might take his stand with 

 22.the host of the holy ones, and enter together (or: "in the Yaḥad") with the congregation of 
the sons of heaven. And for man, You have allotted an eternal destiny with the spirits 

 23.of knowledge, to praise Your name together with shouts of joy, and to recount Your 
wonders before all Your creatures. But I, a creature of 

 24.clay, what am I? Kneaded with water, for whom am I to be reckoned, and what is my 
strength? For I have taken my stand within the domain of wickedness,  

 25.and I am with the wretched by lot. The soul of the poor dwells with great tumults, thus 
great disasters accompany my steps.  
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Imagery of Physical Pain in Eschatological Discourse of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
 
 

Aryeh Amihay 
 

 
[I'll open with a brief introduction on the Dead Sea Scrolls, in general, and 

apologize if this is more common knowledge than I estimated]. The terms "Dead Sea 

Scrolls" refers primarily to a collection of over 900 scrolls that were discovered in 11 

caves in the Dead Sea region, around the archeological site of Qumran, between 1947 

and 1956. Most of them are written in Hebrew, with about less than a third written in 

Aramaic, and a miniscule group in Greek. They are dated to the Second Temple 

period, ranging from the second century BCE to the first century of the common era. 

Apart from copies of biblical books, many of the major writings (especially those 

which appear in several copies) reflect an extreme sect of Judaism, which was 

eschatological in nature, as well as polemical (that is, contentious with other Jewish 

groups of its time), and upholding a dualistic and determinist worldview. I am 

intentionally setting aside the debate over the identification of the sect or sects 

reflected in these texts with the Essenes, since it bears little to no relevance for my 

paper today. 

Among the scrolls that were found in cave 1, is a scroll comprising a 

collection of poems, many of which begin with a stock phrase from the biblical 

Psalms, "I thank thee, O Lord" (אודך אדוני). The scroll was consequentially named the 

Thanksgiving scroll, or in Hebrew the "Hodayot." 

I started this study with a question regarding the nature of the End of Days: 

Essentially my concern was whether the Eschaton was a happy event, something to 

look forward to, or the exact opposite. The Hebrew Bible, in which the authors of the 

scrolls were well-versed, is not rich with eschatological and apocalyptic descriptions. 
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One quite telling case is a verse from the book of Amos (number 1 on the Handout): 

"Woe for those who desire the Day of the Lord!  Why do you want the Day of the 

Lord?  The Day of the Lord is darkness, not light!" It is quite clear from this quote 

that there are prevalent positive conceptions of the day of the Lord, to which the 

prophet is responding. It is also obvious that his opposing view is a valid one, even if 

it was a minority view. 

So with this tension between two possible conceptualizations of the End of 

Days, I proceed to consider the Dead Sea Scrolls. I want to start by looking at a 

segment of a poem (number 2 in the handout): 

 

29.  …my soul is faint day and night 

30. without rest. And my agony breaks out as a burning fire shut up within [my] b[ones] 

whose flame consumes for days on end,  

 31. putting an end to my strength without ceasing and destroying my flesh without end. The 

billows break over me 

 32. and my soul is completely worn down. For my strength is departed from my body, my 

heart is poured out as water,  

 33. and my flesh is melted as wax. The strength of my loins has become a calamity, my arm 

is broken from the shoulder, [and I am no]t [able] to swing my hand.  

 34. My [foo]t is caught in fetters, my knees become as water, and I am not able to take a 

step; there is no sound to the tread of my feet.  

 35.     are pulled loose by stumbling chains, and my tongue You had exalted in my mouth, 

but no longer. No more can 

 36. my [tong]ue give forth its voice for instru[ction] to revive the spirits of those who 

stumble, and to support the weary with a word. The voice of my lips is silent 

 

Admittedly, these poems do not translate well. With the elaborate imagery that 

is repetitious at times, it is hard to convey the artistry of the language, and the 

weaving of theological ideas and biblical allusions into a poetic structure. However, I 

hope that despite these obstacles, some motifs will still be discernible. First of all, the 
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suffering is conceptualized in very concrete physical terms: from the general naming 

of the body, to the heart, loins, arms and then hands, feet and knees – there is a sense 

of flowing downwards that eventually overwhelms the whole existence of the speaker. 

However, the source of this pain is not a physical one, but rather a spiritual one: it 

stems from the unrestfulness of the soul, an agony that breaks out unwillingly. The 

relation of this to the eschaton is marked in few words, but is very clear in the original 

Hebrew: the words in line 31 that are reflected in the English translation as "ceasing" 

and "end" are the precise words that mark the End of Days in other sectarian writings. 

For example, in the Commentary on Habakkuk (number 3 on the handout), it is 

written: ….‘For a prophecy testifies of a specific period; it speaks of that time and 

does not deceive.’ This means that the Last Days will be long, much longer than the 

prophets had said…" The term for "specific period" is the same word used in the 

phrase "destroying my flesh without end." In line 31 of the poem, and the term for the 

"last days" is the same used in the phrase "without ceasing." There is a play on words 

here that does not translate well, but the significance is that the two terms that appear 

together in Habakkuk (and related in the commentary) are again tied together to 

express the pain of the speaker in the Hodayot. 

 This brings me to the next important thing in this poem: the great agony that 

manifests itself in such physical pain is not a description of the End of Days at all. 

The speaker is relating only his pain in anticipation of the End of Days (and that is 

precisely the significance of the employment of the two eschatological terms of time 

in line 31). The reason that the speaker is in such fear over the end of days is related 

in another poem in the scroll, in column 12 (number 4 on your handout, I'm reading 

from line 33):  

Amihay, Pain in DSS

Work in Progress



 4 

But as for me, fear and trembling have taken hold of me and all P

my bones
P break apart. My heart 

melts as wax over the fire, and my knees become 

 34. as water which is poured down over a slope. For I remember my guilt together with the 
unfaithfulness of my fathers, when the wicked rise against Your covenant 

 35. and the scoundrels against Your word. I said in my transgression, I am 

abandoned by Your covenant. 

 

In other words, the speaker conceives a harsh day of judgment, one that is darkness, 

and not light, to recall the words of Amos. As such, he considers and reconsiders his 

past transgressions, and even though it was merely a brief moment of weakness, upon 

seeing the success of the wicked that in his moment of weakness he assumed to be 

abandoned by god, he dreads the moment of judgment of this weakness. There is still 

no description of what will actually occur in the Day of Judgment, and whether any 

physical pain is involved in that, too, but already we've seen two elaborate 

descriptions of physical suffering evoked by the thoughts over the eschaton. 

I wish to argue that the evocation of these concrete bodily experiences play an 

apologetic role of the speaker before the Lord, precisely in this context of the dread of 

judgment. I think it is found in the two poems I've just quoted, but in order to explain 

my reading of them, I want to introduce a poem from a different scroll in Qumran, of 

the Barkhi Nafshi poems (literally: Bless, O my soul). I am reading from number 5 on 

your handout: 

1.  Bless, O my soul, the Lord for all of his wonders forever. And blessed be his name, for he 
has delivered the soul of the poor, and the  
2.  humble he has not despised, and he has not forgotten the distress of the helpless. He has 
opened his eyes to the helpless, and the cry of the orphans he has heard, and he has turned his 
ears to 
3.  their cry. In the abundance of his mercy, he has been gracious to the needy, and he has 
opened their eyes to see his ways, and their ears to hear 
4.  his teaching. And he has circumcised the foreskins of their heart, and he has delivered 

them on account of his loving kindness, and he set their feet to the way. 
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Note that first God opens his own eyes, turns his own ears to the cry of the 

humbled (line 2), an anthropomorphism that is then paralleled with God opening the 

eyes and ears of the helpless. In other words, the body here serves as a signifier and a 

reminder that God is the creator, and hence responsible for the actions of the body. 

God's ability to open the eyes of men to see his ways, or to place something in the 

heart of men, reflects the sole dominion of God over human actions. There is hardly a 

notion of free will in these poems. 

This conceptualization is made explicit in the Hodayot. In the poem on 

number 4 in the handout, the speaker states: "I know that man has no righteousness, 

nor does the son of man walk in the perfect way. All the works of righteousness 

belong to God Most High." (end quote). It is in this context that I suggest to read the 

descriptions of pain: first of all, the speaker presents himself as a creation of God, 

lacking any virtue but the ones invested in him by God.  

Second, the focus on the bodily pain also emphasizes the restraints that are 

imposed on the human soul, by its corporal host. This is seen most clearly in the 

structure of the first poem I read (number 2 on the handout). The agonizing soul (lines 

29-30) results in a paralyzed body (lines 30-35), which in turn is unable to perform 

the spiritual yearnings of the soul. Lines 35-36 read "and my tongue You had exalted 

in my mouth, but no longer. No more can my tongue give forth its voice for instru[ction] 

to revive the spirits of those who stumble and to support the weary with a word. The 

voice of my lips is silent." At this point, the suffering body is not only suffering on 

account of the soul, it is also restraining the soul from its spiritual call. Here, too, as 

in the Barkhi Nafshi poem, the role of god in enabling the proper functions of the 

organs and the full faculties of the body is emphasized, subtly insinuating that it is 

also in His power to make the tongue speak once again. 
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Finally, the pain of the speaker also shows, of course, that he has already 

suffered greatly (on account of relatively minor transgressions), and could be said to 

have been punished for his sins before the day of judgment, merely out of fear of that 

moment. In other words, these descriptions provide three reasons for consideration of 

the defendant, so to speak: (a) it is not his fault – all righteousness is in the hands of 

God; (b) his righteous soul is trapped in a sinful body; and (c) he has already been 

punished (or been punishing himself) for his transgressions. 

Up to now I have discussed the meaning of these imagery of pain on a 

personal level, relating the significance of what is being related between the speaker 

and God. I will also state that framing this process in terms of an apology in 

preparation for the Day of Judgment stresses the legal (or legal-like) implications of 

this rhetoric, but this does not dismiss other significant implications, above all the 

theological and the psychological. 

In this vain, I would like to turn from considering these texts as a personal 

plea between a believer and his God, to the social role they would play. It is 

extremely difficult to deduce any social reality from a text. Even if the text would 

describe some liturgical practice (as some other Qumran texts do), there is no 

certainty that the liturgy was performed as described, rather than being fiction. All the 

more so in the case of texts like the Hodayot or Barkhi Nafshi, which do not even 

mention any liturgical or communal usage of them. Nevertheless, we do have several 

copies extant of each of these texts, and it is quite probable that they were used in 

some communal practice, at least of study, if not as liturgy. 

As such, these images of pain do not only reflect the discourse on a personal 

level, but also as a pedagogical tool. The notion of an end to the world is a significant 

instrument to assert order and divine justice. In other words, the expectation for the 
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world to come is in many ways a response, and even an implicit criticism, of the 

existing state of the world. However, it is also this notion that generates the manifold 

representations of the world to come. For on the one hand, one would like to offer 

consolation, and claim that the current tribulations will be forgotten in an 

eschatological future. On the other hand, there is also a need to reprimand the sinners, 

and intimidate them with punishment. The concept of punishment both serves to 

correct the ways of the sinners, and to support the righteous, who can find comfort in 

the fact that they will not be punished, thus somewhat compensated for their strife in 

their own lifetime. This, of course, raises such problems as those discussed, when the 

righteous believe that they themselves have sinned, due to their high level of 

righteousness and self-admonition. Thus, even the righteous have solid reasons to 

await in fear for the day of judgment, which at first was formulated to serve as some 

comfort for them. 

I turn to the last poem of the Hodayot I will be quoting today, number 6 on the 

handout: line 7 reads " I am in distress, as a woman about to give birth to her first born." 

And then goes on to describe the travails of childbirth, and then on line 13 begins a new 

set of imagery of waters: "And the foundations of the wall break as a ship upon the 

water… as those who go down to the seas are terrified by the roar of the water… and 

they are tossed up to the towering waves…" etc. After these two sets of imageries of 

physical distress, begins what might be a new poem, but probably linked to the 

preceding. It begins on line 19: I thank thee, O Lord, for You have redeemed my soul from 

the pit…" and then on line 21: "The perverse spirit You have cleansed from great 

transgression, that he might take his stand with the host of the holy ones," etc. 

In other words, there is great danger in being a sinner, and all the more so 

those who have escaped that fate should be grateful for it. The suffering in this world 
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is nothing compared what awaits the sinners in the netherworld (described in the 

Hebrew terms Sheol and Avadon), and those who are leading a righteous life should 

be grateful in more than one sense, even if they are currently suffering. First of all, 

because they are unworthy for such grace in the first place (this is stated in lines 23-

24), and second because they are among the few lucky ones to be able to join the host 

of holies. There is a clear change of voice in line 19, a sense of calm that shifts from 

the repeated imagery of the waters (and before that of the pains of childbirth). This 

change of tone and pace conveys the message of the different fates of the righteous 

and the wicked, although ironically it is not sustained for long, for the righteous have 

fears of their own, as I said. 

In conclusion, although the Hodayot acknowledges a pain that is associated 

with the End of Days, it stresses much more the pain that precedes it, that which is 

shared by the righteousness, resulting of fear that they will not be forgiven or judged 

favorably before the Lord. The imagery of pain serves a twofold purpose: on a 

personal level, it is an apologetic plea to God to understand the limitations of even the 

most righteous person, and to have mercy despite any transgressions and sins; on a 

wider level of the community it serves both as a deterrent of sin, as well as 

consolation that the sufferings in this world are worthy to withstand, while awaiting 

the eventual salvation. 
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