.:_4\ RTHING

Sacred relics lie scattered beneath the deserts of
the Middle East. In Iraqg, our religious history is
being obliterated; in Israel, it's a question of faith.

BY MELINDA LIU AND CHRISTOPHER DICKEY
HAT THERE WAS IN THE BEGINNING, IN
the world of the Bible, is what there was in
the land now called Iraq. There is nothing left
of the Garden of Eden, no artifact at
the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates
| rivers where myth has placed the Temptation
and the Fall. But the great cities and empires
from the Books of Genesis and Kings and Chronicles have left their
traces: Ur, where Abraham was born; rapacious Assyria with its capi-
tal, Nineveh, and Babylon, where the ancient Israelites were
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ciarried into captivity and where, as the
psalm tells us, they wept when they re-
membered Zion,

Beneath the sands and sile of e, for
millenniom after millennium, truths have
waited to be pieced wgether ahoul these
legrendary places that loom so lange in the
faith and culture of [ews, Christians and
Muslims. “This is where the first writing be-
g, where the first ideas of law and religions
were writtcn down,” says archeologist Mc-
Guire Gibson at the University of Chicago.
Golden calves, winged bulls amd mmpant
lions have emerged from the dua, helping
explain the consequential journe from the
apulent polytheism of Mesopotamnia to the
more ascetic monotheism of the Promised
Land. It is a story that has emerped slowly,
painstakingly, over the past century from

Join Christopher Dickey fur a Live
Talk at Mewsweek.com on MSNBC,
Wednesday, Aug. 25, at nnon, ET.

. RAVAGES OF WAR: An lragi guard watehes over a site in Nasiriya; Russell examines a 5,000-
 year=old status, stolen from the N ﬂunﬂll_Musuum'ﬂnd discovered buried in a Baghdad backyard

some 10,000 scientific excavations in g

and innumeruble ones in Israel.

Across the Middle Fast, the quest for sa-
cred artifacts and for the lessons they can
teach us is taking on new urgency. Archeolo-
gy is growing more sophisticuted: the tech-
nology of dating relics is improving. Driven
by curiosity and faith, ambition and some-
times avarice, diggerss vearn to unearth the
Bible, to trv to soelve its myvsteries and reveal
1t secrets,

It is the most challenging of archeolog-

ical obstacle courses, In Irag, the fall of

Saddam Hussein raised hopes that new
money and new freedoms would help open
up many sites to more scientific investiga-

tion and restoration. But the rovages of

war are clouding that prospect. In Israel,
a rising tide of funds for Bible-related
projects 15 fowing into Jerusalem and its
environs, but archeology is an overlooked
casualty of the dmriftda: the vielence
has cut down the number of active digs.

[ndeed the hunt for treasure and tooth i,
growing ever wilder and more worrisome. [t
the lawless deserts of occupied Tmg, histo
ry—both of the Bible and of the larger an.
cient world that scriptures only hint at—i
being pillaged on an epic seale for o bladk
market where irmeplaceable fragments of ow
past are sold to sophisticated collectors, o
just o the highest bidder on eBay, “1t's wip-
ing out 1 whole field of knowledge, of social
and cultuml histony,” savs Gibson, “just so
somehody can have o beautiful object siting
on the mantelpiece,”

In Israel, much care is taken to preserve
the slightest trace that might reveal literal
truths about the mystical teachings of scrip-
ture. The trapedy of Traq s that contests nre
disappeanng as fast as the objects them-
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selves. Archeologists are like crime-scene
investigators trying to discover how whole
societies lived and died. And to do that they
need to know when, how—and especially
where—each clue is found. “You take an ob-
ject out of context, you are losing about 80
percent of the information it can give you,”

says Gibson. Near Nasiriya, in southern
i[raq, a 2,700-year-old Sumerian site known
as Um Al Agareb, “Mother of Scorpions,” is
crisscrossed by the tire tracks of looters’
trucks. Holes are everywhere. “It makes you
cry;” says John Russell, an American arche-
ologist who advised the Traqi Culture Min-

istry until June. The thieves no longer wait
for the cover, or even the cool, of the night.
One day last week a portly 35-year-old who
said his name was Hassan clawed the earth
with a pickax and shovel in 120-degree heat.
When asked why, his answer was simple.
“We are poor people,” he said. According to
Donny George, director of the Iraqi Nation-
al Museum, laborers like Hassan sell the
pieces they find for as little as $10 to $15.
Those same artifacts may be sold for thou-
sands, even tens of thousands of dollars in
Europe, the United States or Japan.

The looting of the museum itself last year

created an international sensation as Ameri-
can troops were accused of standing by while
more than 100,000 artifacts were stolen.
Those numbers were inflated. But more than
8,000 pieces are still missing, of which al-
most 30 are considered of unique historical
and artistic importance. Col. Matthew Bog-
danos, a Marine reservist and Manhattan as-
sistant district attorney who led the investi-
gation of the museum theft last year, believes
that most of this hoard is being held off the
market by organized gangs waiting for prices
to rise. In New York, Middle East scholar
and author Joseph Braude pleaded guilty this

TOP ROW. FROM LEFT: WEST SEMITIC RESEARCH—DEAD SEA SCROLLS "OUNDATION—CORBIS; COURTESY OF THE ISRAEL MUSEUM, JERUSALEM(2).
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' Archeology

week, as word spread of a new ook by one
of Israels most ambitious -IrLl]LErh)LEJH[H
Shimon Gibson, who spent three vears ex-
cavating a cave on the grounds of Kibbutz
Teuba, Gibson's electrifying claim is that
the cave contained a1 man-mede poal in
which John—and possibly even Jesus him-
self—may have performed the rtual eleans-
ing known as baptism. If those ¢laims are
accepted—already a chorus of skeptics is
rising to dispute them, and it is hard to see
how they could ever be proved.-the Teuba
cave would be, for Christians, one of the
holiest places on earth,

Which is, perhaps, a mixed blessing,
and not just for the kibbutzniks who would
prefer an olive grove to a parking lot. The
buried history of the Holy Land is a subject
of no less contention than its endlessly
fought-over land and water, In +his part of
the world, shards of pottery and scrps of
parchment are weapons, The fither of 1s-
roeli archeology, Yigael Yadin, whe died in
1984, sought to show that the Jews' elaim to
the land of 1srael dates back 3200 vears to
the conguests of Joshua, The extreme wing
of the so-called minimalist school—which
claims that Biblical aceounts of a Jewish
presence in the Holy Land have ao basis in
fact—is suspected in lsracl of trying to un-
dermine the case for Zionism, Hoth sides,
though, have had to hold their fire in the
faee of the Palestinian uprising, which in
lour years has reduced the number of full-
seale academic digs in Israel from alout 45
to approximately four, William Diever, pro-

In this case, the Rg¢ mhns put the feet on either :

side of the cross, fixed with a horizontal spike

b, Iy Amtonello da Messina (ahove). A full skeleton of a
“grucifind man, Including his feet (right), wils found:in a burlal boxin northerm Jerusalem in 1968,

0o NOT WEEP: Crugifixion,’ ¢, 1475

fessor emeritus at the University of Arizona
at Tucson and one of Amerca’s leading auo-
thorities on Near Eastern archeology, calls
the situation in his discipline *a erisis.” Al
Jews and Arabs are both wary and solici-
tous of the powerful American Christian
groups who support research aimed at vin-
dicating the Gospels, for which there is vir-
tually no surviving phvsical evidence. For
all that his words did to change history,
during Jesus' ime on earth he was but ope
man ameng 300 million, his tncks long
since covered by the dust of the centuries.
The quest for arifacts related to Jesus
Christ spans virtually the entive history of
the church, from the fourth century, when
Saint Helena is said to have retrieved a
piece of the True Cross, to two years ago,
when an Isreeli antiquities collector pro-
dueed a stone box with an insception sug-

gesting it had held the remains of Jesus'
brother James. Each era sees in these relics
a reflection of whot it values most. The
touch of the Cross was believed able 1o
bring back the dead; the owner of the so-
ailled James Ossuary valued it at $2 mil-
lion. The magic powers of neither were put
to the test, however, because both are now
considered forgeries. Just two vears ago the
fragment of the Cross supposedly found by
Helena—she said it was a part of the Titu-
lus, the headboard with its famous inscrip-
tion (“Jesus of Nazareth, King of the
Jews"}—was dated by scientists to be be-
tween the 10th and 12th centuries. As for
the inscription on the ossuary (a limestone
box in which first-century Jews stored the
bones of their dead), “the overwhelming
scholarly consensus is that it's a fake,” ac-
cording to Erc Meyers, a Judaic-studies

scholar at Duke, The Ismadli police have
confiscated the box from the owner, whi
claimed to have bought it for $200. A mi-
nority, though, holds o the view of Hershel
Shanks, editor of Biblical Archeology Re-
view, and co-author of a book on the os-
suary, that the inscription may be genuine.

In any case, serious seholors rarely both-
er with religious relics that turm up in
churches or dealers' shops, removed from
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the vital archeological “context” that situ-
ates them in a time and plaoe “Even if the
[James] Ossuary is genuine, it provides no
new information,” says Andrew Overman,
head of classics at Macalester College. Nor
do archeologists generally set out to prove,
or disprove, a point of scripture, although
there are fundamentalist groups that try to
enlist them in that quest. “They've got big
checkbooks. but they can't get anyone to

fessor emeritus of religious studies at De-

Paul University and former co-chair of the
Jesus Scminar, can read volumes into g
sumple signpost in the Biblical town of
Ephesus. “There's a gate to the market that
Paul would have walked under” Crossan
rizlates, “On top, it says Caesar is the son ol
God. When Paul applies that name to Jesusg,
it’s not just a nice tithe. [t's the tide of Cae-
sar, That is known as high treason,”

Even more evocative to Crossan 15 a
fishing boat discovered in the Sea ol Galilee
in 1986: a sturtdy workhorse of a vessel with
twi oars on each side, a keel and mast, very
likely the sort of boat on which Jesus him-
self might have set out, Crossan is intrigued
by signs that the beat’s owner fell on hard
times, patching it over and over and finally
removing the nails before pushing it out
sea. To Crossan—although other scholars
dispute the point—this sugzests that har
eoonomic times had befallen the Galile
fishermen. Against this backdrop he sets
the Biblical account of fishermen leaving
their nets and following Jesus, “Did dhey
just drop everything and take off atter Jo
sus? Well, mavbe. But mavhe there wern
human reasons. Life was gemting tough
arounsd the laoke.”

Perhaps the most revealing Biblical sit
excavaled in recent vears has been Seppho-
ris, five miles from Nazareth,
been under excavation since 19835 Al-
though not mentioned in the Bible by
narne, Strange believes it was the "vity on a
hill” Jesus had in mind in Matthew 5:14. It

which has

Orthodox Jews consider it a sin to disturb Jewish

graves, and can be militant about preventmg it

KING OF TI-IEJEWS The Tel Dan inscription, discovered in 1993, may prove that K‘na Ea"nﬁ
existed: 'Houso of David,” it says. and King ofiscael’s a 19th-century purtrl]fnt tahu-.ra}

take their money,” says James Strange of the
University of South Florida, '
directs one of the excavation teams at the
first-century city of Sepphoris, the capital
of lower Galilee. “They say, “Would vou
help me find the giants of Genesis 6" A se-
rious archeologist can't expend his credibil-
ity on that,”

The value of archeolooy is not in vali-
dating scripture, but in providing a histori-

mpa, who

cal and intellectual context, and the occa- -

sional flash of illumination on crucial
details. An ossuary containing the only
known remains of a victim of crucifixion
suggests that artists may have erred in their
depictions of Christ on the cross; this vic-
tim’s feet were not nailed one on top of the
other, but positioned on either side of the
cross and fixed with a borizontal spike.
Scholars like John Dominic Crossan, a pro-

wis tazed by the Bomans right around ['n.
time of Jesus’ birth, and reconstructed a
terward, and its not unreasonable o r.!l'll‘lk

Jesus himself might have worked there, Bot

more important than the chance of finding
Jesus’ tool belt s what it tells
miliew,

us abont hins
*“lesus has 4 lot 1o say about the rich,
and most of it = not good,” savs Strunge.
“This is where he would have encountered
the rich, not in Nazareth.” Archeologists
have excavated three villas with interior
courtyards, richly frescoed walls and huxury
goods similar to those found anywhere in
the Roman Empire—but unmistakably the
homes of Jews, with ritual baths and inhab-
itants who obeyed Jewish dietary laws. (At
least until the fourth century, when Chris-
tianity became the official religion and pig
bones make a sudden appearance in the
garbage.) “It gives us an entirely new way of

FROM TOP: ARCHIVO ICONOGRAFICO—CORBIS; COURTESY OF THE ISRAEL MUSEUW , JERUSALEM
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thinking about the social context of Jesus'
life,” says 1. Michacl White, a religious-
studies professor dt the University of Texas
at Austin. “He is not just a Pt peasant
from a remote village; he's living close to o
large, multilingual urban center, heavily in-
fluenced by Roman culture”

For sume heliovers, no doubt, this kind
of information helps make the Bibje more
real; others, perhaps, don't really want 1o bhe
told that the economics of the Galjjee fish-
ing industry was a factor in spreading the
Gospel. But Christian believers have no
quarrel with archeolowy, because they as-
sume it will vindieate seripture eventuoally,
Chna hot and wind-swept Saturday afier-
noon, 34 tourists from Poland, most of
them born-again Protestants, tremped the
barren plateau of Megiddo behind their
pastor, Janusz Szarser, They had already
spent the morning in Nazareth, and now
they were taking in the high stone gates he-
lieved to be part of King Solomon’s north-
ernetadel —a simple demonstrasion, SHYE
sSzarzee, that “excavations prove what was
writien in the Bible His sky-bilue eyes plis-
tening, the pastor read to them a prophecy
of the battle of Armageddon [ Megidedn)
fram Revelation. *You must take this liter-
ally" he wrged his flock, “he-
ciause it’s poing to happen!”

But the issue is more compli-
cated for Jows. Orthodox Jews
considecit a sin to disturh Jewy-
ish graves, but Dever, the Amer-
ican scholar, suspects the jzaye
of Jewish graves is hiding
more: serious apenda: “They
don’t want scientifie investiga-
ton,” he charges, “Because
they're afraid it will prove their

- SEADFGALILEE;
 restore (above)

patriarchal stories aren’t historical” And. in
fact, current scholarship is not esprecially
congenial to Old Testament Fteralises,
There is, essentinlly, no evidence for the ey
istence of Abraham and the other patri-
archs, and —despite more than a cen ry of
intensive study of Pharaonie Egypt—only
the: barest wisps of support for the Evodus,
the central event in Jewish theology. There
are aecounts of Egyptian raids into Pales.
tine that brought back captives, presum-
ahly as slaves, and a dispatch from a border
guard in the early 12th century B.C., trport-
ing that two people had escaped  from

Egypt into the Sinai. On the basis of what
has been found so far, “there was no Fxo-
dus, at least not of hundreds of thousands
of penple making a miraculoys ESCIpE
across the desert,” Dever says. “And there
was no conduest” of the land of Canaan by
Joshua. “There are several chapters in
Joshua on Jericho” says Carol Meyers, a
professor of Biblical studies at Dhuke, "Bt
Jericho wasn't even inhabited at the tirne,”
Some things do check out: an Lgyptian
artifact, the Merneptah stele, refers to 1 vie-
tary by Pharaoh’s Army over the Israelites
int ahout 1200 B.C. That date falls in the pe-

riod when the minimalists deny that Jews
even lived in the Holy Land, This particular
question is so politically fraught, according
to Claire Pfann, a New Testament scholar
i Jerusalem, that minimalists have ac-
cused their opponents of furging evidence
to bolster the Zionist case,

S0 the temitory on which Gibson has
embarked s a treacherous one, both polit-
cally and gealogically, but for good or il he
has jumped in with both teel, Gibson, 45,
was bomn in England to s mother who
maover the family to Israel when he wits 9,
and he studied archeology at London's
prestigious Institute of Archacology, His
peers consider him an outstanding archeol-
ogist in the field, but his decision oy publi-
cize his cave finding in a popular book he-
foare publishing in a scientifie journal has
raised some eyebrows. *I dont want to
spail the celebration.” says Ronnic Reich, a
respected archeologist with the Israel An-
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tiguitics  Authority, “bhut I'm skeptbal”

He first crawled inside the cave, Gibson
writes, in 1999, brought there by a kib-
butznik who had discovered it years earli-
er. On a wall he saw an incised drawing of
a crude stick figure holding a staff, with
one arm raised upright as if in blessing; he
recognized it immediately as an icon of
John the Baptist. That meant two things to
him: that the cave was worth excavating,
and that with the right connections, mon-
ey would be available to help excavate it.
He contacted an archeological enthusiast
from Texas, Joseph Peeples, who raised
funds from donors including John C.
‘Whitehead, a wealthy New York banker
and former deputy secretary of State un-
der President Ronald Reagan. Whitehead,
on a trip to Israel, visited the cave with
Gibson and, after one look at the draw-
ings, agreed to bankroll the excavation
along with his friend and fellow financier

Boger C. Aluman. “You can't help but bea
little tingly about what might have taken
place there,” Whitehead recalled last week.
What neither of these men apparently re-
alized—and what Gibson himself denies
knowing—is that- Peeples, who died in
2002, served time in, prison on two sepa-
rate federal fraud convictions. But there is
no evidence that his connection to Gibson
had any sinister purpose.

Peeples’s other contribution was to put
Gibson in touch with James Tabor, profes-
sor of early Christianity at the University of
North Carolina at Charlotte, who agreed to
help with the dig—a role that included sup-
plying students to wield the shovels. On a
March day in 2000 two of those students,
Lee Hutchison and Jeff Poplin, reached the
floor level of a shelf on the right side of the
cave. For days, the team had been un-
earthing pieces of thick, gray pottery from
the fourth and fifth centuries. Gibson had

already concluded that Byvzantine monks,
the anes who had engraved the icons on the
wall, had probably established a shrine o
John in the cave. At their feer, the students
saw something new, o delicate red shard of
pottery. They took it to Tabaor, who showed
it to Gibson, who at a glance pronounced it
“First-century Roman.”

And that put an emirely new face on
things. As Gihson dug down, he found
thousands of these shards, supgestive, to
him, of pottery that was intentionatly shat-
tered, as ifin a rituad, He uncovered a stone
with an indentation in the shape of a ho-
man foot, linked by a channel to a small
basin: it looked to him like o kind of font for
anointing the foot with ail. And armed with
those archeological elues, and the oral and
written traditions linking John to the re-
gion, he makes what some of his colleagues
call the stupefyingly audacious leap to the
conclusion that John himsell may have
used the cave to baptize believers,

“In archeology” Gibson admits, “noth-
ing is certain, not even written evidence”
But, he says, the evidence that the cave was
used by John "is as strong as vou can get in
terms of archeological remains, OF course it
would be nice to have an inseription saying,
I, John the Baptist, was here and my disci-
ples are using it as o ritual site” But you
uswilly don't get tha”

Few of his collengues, even the few who
have seen the cave, go along with him.
“Mayhe Gibson and the kiblute want to at-
tract tourists,” savs David Amit, a senior
archeologist with the antiquities authority
who describes himself as a friend of Gib-
son's, “It's pure fiction, It's not archeology.”
Even Tabor, who agrees with Gibson that
the cave was undoubtedly used for ritual
purposes in the first century, concedes that
“you can’t prove Joha was tiere! Anong
other objections to Gibson’s theory, there is
nothing in scripture to suggest that John
baptized believers anywhere except in the
Jordan River. And there is little more than
conjecture for a scenario sketched in Gib-
son’s book by which John “might very well
have sent Jesus intentionally to visit the
scene of his early baptism activities ... and
our [Tzuba] was just that place.”

In any case, unless someone comes
along with conclusive evidence to refute
Gibson, for better or worse the cave will be
attracting tourists for a long time to come.
Two thousand years ago, Jesus, John and
the disciples changed human destiny forev-
er, and then disappeared into history. One
way or another we have been trying to
bring them back into our lives ever since.

With DAN EPHRON and JOANNA CHEN in Israel,
EMILY FLYNN in London, JULIE SCELFO,
MARY CARMICHAEL and CLAIRE SULMERS
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