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erected in the desert and established on Mount Gerizim, and built another one under his own 
rule in the hills of Shiloh. Thus, he established both an illegitimate priesthood and an 
illegitimate place of worship. 

Holy Temple on Mount Gerizim 

The precise date of the schism between Samaritans and Jews is unknown, but was certainly 
complete by the end of the 4th century BC. Archaeological excavations at Mount Gerizim 
suggest that a Samaritan temple was built there in 330 BC. According to Samaritans, it was 
on Mount Gerizim that Abraham offered Isaac in human sacrifice. The Torah mentions the 
place where God shall choose to establish his name (Deut 12:5), and Judaism takes this to 
refer to Jerusalem. However, the Samaritan text speaks of the place where God has chosen to 
establish his name, and Samaritans identify it as Mount Gerizim, making it the focus of their 
spiritual values.  

Samaritans and Modern Times 

The Samaritans are believed to have numbered several hundred thousand, but persecution and 
assimilation have reduced their numbers drastically. A 1919 illustrated National Geographic 
report on the community stated that their numbers were fewer than 150.  

The Samaritans bear Jewish first names as well as Arab ones, and all Samaritans living on 
Mount Gerizim carry Israeli and Palestinian ID cards, as well as Jordanian travel documents. 
That well-known fact places them in a potentially precarious position within Palestinian 
society although the community prides itself on its good relations with all three governments. 

The current (2016) high priest is 83-year-old Abdullah Wassef Tawfiq. His younger brother, 
73 year old Husney Cohen, is also a priest and the general manager of the Samaritan Museum 
on Mt. Gerizim. The Samaritan Cohen family traces their lineage back to the Israelite priests, 
thus the last name Cohen.  

One of the biggest problems facing the community today is the issue of continuity. With such 
a small population, divided into only four families (Cohen, Tsedakah, Danfi and Marhib; a 
fifth family died out in the last century) and a general refusal to accept converts, there has 
been a history of genetic disease within the group due to the small gene pool. To counter this, 
the Samaritan community has recently agreed that men from the community may marry non-
Samaritan (primarily, Israeli Jewish and Ukrainian) women, provided that the women agree to 
follow Samaritan religious practices. There is a six-month trial period prior to officially 
joining the Samaritan community to see whether this is a commitment that the woman would 
like to take. This often poses a problem for the women, who are typically less than eager to 
adopt the strict interpretation of biblical laws, requiring them to live in a separate dwelling 
during menstruation and after childbirth. Nevertheless, there have been a few instances of 
intermarriage. In addition, couples undergo genetic testing before being married.  

Sources: 

 www.samaritans-museum.com 

 www.hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/M/ML_ISRAEL_PALESTINIANS_SAMARIT
AN_SANCTUARY 

 www.timesofisrael.com/clinging-to-ancient-traditions-the-last-samaritans-keep-the-
faith 

 www.wikipedia.com 

 

This information is current as of 2016. 


