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FOREWORD TO NEW EDITION



It is Saturday afternoon, November 23, 2002. Toronto’s sky is gloomily clouded, its temperature in the upper 30s, but any wind off Lake Ontario is mercifully absent. The sidewalks outside the Royal Ontario Museum are crowded with people and, as our taxi stops, we worry about long lines to get in, getting our tickets, getting to see the exhibit. But we soon realize that those crowds are mostly young children, some with their parents but others with organized outings, and that they are there for a somewhat different experience. The museum’s McLaughlin Planetarium has a “world exclusive” on The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers Exhibit, which contains “artifacts from New Line Cinema’s theatrical production of The Lord of the Rings.” The children are there for artifacts of magical fantasy and, as we nudge through their line to enter the main building, we wonder if we adults are there for an artifact of biblical fantasy. And it is rather ironic to recall as we enter the museum that The Lord of the Rings is not a saga of quest but of antiquest, an attempt not to find what you do not have but rather to face what is thrust upon you.

The museum’s third level is dedicated to the Mediterranean World, extending from Mesopotamia and Egypt through Nubia and the Levant, and from Greece and Rome through Byzantium and Islam. Room 9 is reserved for Mediterranean World Features Exhibitions and there, in a few weeks of prodigious work, the museum’s staff had managed to mount a world premiere exhibit that would normally have taken a year to prepare. The room’s entrance and exit were shielded with semitransparent gauzelike screens, the walls were bright red with white lettering, and in the center, under Plexiglass, was a first-century Jewish bone box, or ossuary, with a small twenty-letter Aramaic inscription, James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus. That inscription was enlarged graphically and dominated the back wall with an English translation above it and a French one below.

We were there for about two hours, watching the exhibit, watching ourselves respond, but also watching others react to what the media had called the most important archaeological discovery of Christianity. The room could hold about fifty to seventy-five people and there was a steady flow through it that whole afternoon. People moved in a clockwise circle reading the quotations and explanations on the walls before spiraling inward toward the ossuary itself. The exhibit’s designers chose, most appropriately, to emphasize texts over images and it worked brilliantly. Visitors read from the New Testament and from ancient authors such as Josephus, Hegesippus, and Eusebius. They read about Jewish reburial, Aramaic scripts, and Christian interpretations of Jesus as “brother” of James and “son” of Joseph. Some viewers may already have known all that information but, lurking and listening, it was impossible not to be deeply impressed by the Royal Ontario Museum’s most successful exercise in public education.

The first edition of this book established a dialectic of stone and text, an interaction of ground and gospel, an integration of archaeology and exegesis in which each discipline maintained its own full validity. Neither approach was reduced to footnote or background for the other. This revised edition changes nothing in that reciprocity. But the recently discovered ossuary, with possibly the oldest tangible evidence of Jesus, calls for a second edition using the discovery as a concentrated example, or focused symbol, for that process of integration. It is both a positive and a negative example.

After the discovery of the James ossuary and even before final conclusions are made on its authenticity, identity, and integrity, we knew we had to put it in our top ten list of archaeological discoveries for Excavating Jesus. But we were reluctant to lose a single one of the earlier ten so we made a virtue of necessity and combined two together. We could have combined Caiaphas and Pilate since they had cooperated for ten years and were both finally removed around the same time by their Roman superiors. But we decided on an alternative juxtaposition. The Romanization, urbanization, and commercialization of Lower Galilee focused on the Sea of Galilee in the 20s C.E. Pointedly, then, we combine both the Peter House and the Galilee Boat and call number five of our list “the Sea of Tiberias” (as it is called in John 6:1 and 21:1). Both the house and the boat reflect on the commercialization of lake fishing in different ways. That, we think, makes their combination significant. We decided to put the James ossuary in first place in our top ten list because of its importance in raising the profile of James and how he reflects on Jesus not only fraternally but theologically. And we put the James ossuary first because it underscores the importance of archaeology as a scholarly discipline and not as treasure hunting. We put it first because of the questions it raises.

There are five questions. Is the ossuary authentic? Is the inscription original? Is the family identifiable? Is the discovery important? Is the process ethical? We answer those last two immediately even if only provisionally. And these two answers will remain valid no matter what we, other scholars, or the press and public eventually decide on the first three questions.

The Discovery’s Importance. The discovery is profoundly important simply because it gives a suddenly but properly high profile to James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus. He was once well known as James the Just but has since become almost unknown in importance even if not in name. Maybe we should call him James the Lost. It is therefore about time to reconsider one who lived for over thirty years in early first-century Jerusalem accepted alike by both Christian Jews and non-Christian Jews, who disagreed with Paul and yet had Peter on his side, and whose death toppled the Jewish high priest Ananus II, who had him executed in 62 C.E. Second, when devout Jews, probably including Pharisees, protested that action, it was the Jewish ruler Agrippa II who dismissed Ananus II from office after only three months. The James ossuary reminds us how much of earliest “Christian” history involved Jewish groups in accord or discord with other Jewish groups, for example, Christian Jews in interaction with Pharisaic Jews and Sadducean Jews. Third, there was a time when James was far more important than Paul, and when James not Paul represented an ecumenical hope that ultimately failed but should be lamented none the less for that fact. Think counterfactually for a moment and mourn for what might have been. There was once a place where at least some Christian Jews and at least some Pharisaic Jews combined in opposing at least some Sadducean Jews. Once upon a time at least some might have been enough to change the future.

The Discovery’s Ethics. The James ossuary has come to us through the sale of antiquities rather than excavation by archaeologists. We do not know, therefore, whether its original discovery was an unplanned finding or a planned looting, and the possibility of forgery will always haunt it. When such an artifact eventually surfaces to public awareness, individual scholars, learned societies, and museum authorities are caught in a double bind. To accept and discuss it may encourage paralegal searching, illegal looting, and unethical destruction of heritage. To avoid and ignore it may be impossible since even a refusal to discuss it is inevitably a comment upon it. We deliberately use the ossuary in this book to emphasize the difference between archaeological study and cultural looting.

Anyone can understand that the answer to our third question, the identity of the family, may never be more than a historical possibility or a statistical probability. Imagine then a different scenario. A construction crew breaks into an ancient burial cave by accident. It observes the law, stops work, and calls in the Israel Antiquities Authority. Its archaeologists find a burial site undisturbed for nineteen hundred years and in the beam of their lights are three ossuaries, one named for Stephen, another named for James, son of Zebedee, brother of John, and a third named for James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus. In that case we would know for certain that we had the mausoleum of three Christian-Jewish saints martyred respectively in the early 30s, 40s, and 60s.

That never happened and we now have the James ossuary without context, provenance, or history. It is almost a poster warning about the destructive effects of paralegal artifact collecting, about the potential criminal sanctions for selling and buying on the illegal antiquities market, and about the moral difference between scientific archaeology and cultural looting. The James ossuary bears on its limestone sides the shadow of cultural looting rather than the patina of scientific research. Its casing was cracked in transit from Israel to Canada. But it was already cracked in transit from past to present. This discovery was cracked from the start.








PROLOGUE

Stones and Texts



Why did Jesus happen when and where he happened? Why then? Why there? Sharpen the question a little. Why did two popular movements, the Baptism movement of John and the Kingdom movement of Jesus, happen in territories ruled by Herod Antipas in the 20s of that first common-era century? Why not at another time? Why not in another place?

Imagine two ways of answering those questions: by stone or text, by ground or gospel, by material remains or scribal remains, by the work of the archaeologist or the work of the exegete. Imagine, next, every one of those four italicized ors replaced by equally emphasized ands. It is not just a case of archaeology or exegesis, but of archaeology and exegesis. Imagine, finally, those options as twin independent methods neither of which is subordinate or submissive to the other. Archaeology is not background for exegesis, and neither is exegesis decoration for archaeology. Gospel and ground must each be read and interpreted in its own way and under its own discipline. An ancient mound has its dignity and integrity with or without Homer in hand. An ancient tell has its challenge and mystery with or without Bible in backpack. Words talk. Stones talk too. Neither talks from the past without interpretive dialogue with the present. But each talks and each demands to be heard in its own way. Only after archaeology and exegesis each get their own full voice should they come together in doubled chorus and common report.

The purpose of this book is to integrate the archeology of ground and the exegesis of gospel by giving each its full explanatory power and by refusing to privilege one over the other. There is nothing new in archeologists reporting on what they have excavated. There is nothing new in exegetes describing what they have discovered. What is novel here is for a seasoned field archaeologist and an experienced Jesus scholar to work together and to do so not just on parallel tracks with alternately written chapters, but on a single track with each discipline woven into each and every chapter. How do we read stones and texts as an integrated whole?

Why, then, is the book titled Excavating Jesus? On the one hand, how do we justify “excavating Jesus”? We can certainly talk about excavating villages, towns, and cities, about digging up houses, tombs, and even boats. But who can dig up Jesus? How close could any dig ever get to his person? Is that ossuary with the James-Joseph-Jesus inscription the closest so far?

Oded Golan, a fifty-one-year-old electronics engineer from Tel Aviv, had been collecting Jewish antiquities since he was eight years old and now owns the largest private collection of such artifacts in Israel if not the world. Among three thousand or so items are thirty ossuaries including one rather ordinary one that Golan says he bought twenty-five years ago from an antiquities dealer for about $200. That, by the way, would have been in 1977, just one year before the Israeli government passed a law declaring all such artifacts state property. It came to the dealer, as Oded recalls, from Silwan, to the southeast of the Temple Mount, an area where modern homes rise above rocks pitted with ancient tombs. Even if all that hearsay is absolutely correct, the James ossuary comes to us without specific site, definite source, or certain history.

Imagine, once again, a different scenario. A homeowner digging to enlarge his Silwan basement breaks into a cave beneath it. He calls in the Israel Antiquities Authority and they discover the tomb of an extended family with parents named Mary and Joseph, adult sons named James, Joses, Judas, Simon, and married daughters named Mary and Salome. Those ordinary names on a bunch of isolated ossuaries without common provenance would not be insignificant but that precise combination in situ would indicate, beyond a reasonable doubt, the tomb of Jesus’ family. No doubt the Israeli state would take possession of those artifacts, but the original finder, and not a later dealer or an eventual collector, should receive a very large finder’s fee. That did not happen, we now have the unprovenanced bone box, and we intend both to discuss it as is and to emphasize what should have been. If it is the ossuary of James, brother of Christ the Lord, it represents the closest that archaeology has ever come to the person of Jesus. It is, in other words, as direct as we have ever been to “excavating Jesus” himself.

On the other hand, how can we speak of “excavating Jesus”? Granted that archaeology excavates and can excavate Jesus not just by finding a possible or even a definite fraternal ossuary but by filling out as completely as possible the social world in which he operated, why should the term “excavation” be used for texts as well as stones? Certainly texts such as the Dead Sea Scrolls of 1947 or the Nag Hammadi Codices of 1945 were found in the ground although by the random acts of shepherds and peasants rather than the exploratory probes of scientists. But when this book speaks of “excavating Jesus” not just in archeology but in exegesis, it does not intend those external textual excavations. There is something peculiarly distinctive to the gospels that justifies speaking of their internal excavation, that justifies using excavation for both archaeology and exegesis in this book, and that gives us the way, the manner, the method in which the work achieves its main purpose.

Unless a site had only a single layer built on bedrock and was soon abandoned and untouched thereafter by anything save time the destroyer, digging archaeologically demands careful attention to the multiple layers of habitation with later ones built upon earlier ones (the technical term for this is stratigraphy). Sometimes a text can be like that former case, a single layer of writing passed down untouched save for the errors of copyists, like most of Paul’s letters in the New Testament. But our exegesis in this book focuses primarily on gospels and, whether those are inside or outside the New Testament, they are as multilayered as an archaeological mound. For example, when Matthew absorbs the gospel of Mark almost totally inside his own gospel, there are clearly earlier Markan and later Matthean layers in the Matthean text. If an ancient site is a series of superimposed over-dwellings, an ancient gospel is a similar series of superimposed overwritings. In both cases, therefore, multiple layering is the absolutely fundamental challenge to be faced.

We could call our common work a parallel layering, an interaction between the layers of an archaeological mound and the layers of a gospel text. In both cases, for our present purpose, we must excavate down or back to the archaeological layer of Jesus’ world and the textual stratum of Jesus’ life. The problem of course is that, although everyone recognizes the inevitability of archaeological layering, the necessity of determining and dating the successive layers in a site, not everyone recognizes the similar inevitability and necessity, given this actual nature and relationship, to do exactly the same with the New Testament gospels.

Finally, in briefest summary, what do we get when we integrate archaeology and exegesis through a double and parallel layering? Why did Jesus happen when and where he happened?

In the generation before Jesus, Herod the Great ruled the Jewish homeland under Roman sponsorship and built magnificently in Jerusalem by expanding the Temple Mount and in Caesarea Maritima by developing a world-class port. Nothing tells so clearly that Romanization equaled urbanization equaled commercialization as the great storehouses and giant breakwaters of that all-weather harbor. In Judean Caesarea Maritima, in Samaritan Sebaste, and in far-northern Caesarea Philippi, Herod built pagan temples to the goddess Roma and divine Emperor Augustus, but he hardly touched Galilee at all compared to those other parts of his kingdom.

In the generation of Jesus, then, it fell to his son Herod Antipas to begin a more intensive Romanization, urbanization, and commercialization of Galilee, with the rebuilt Sepphoris as his first capital in 4 B.C.E. and with the newly built Tiberias as its replacement in 19 C.E. Under Antipas, then, and in proportionate imitation of his father, the Kingdom of Rome struck Lower Galilee forcibly for the first time by the 20s. But, though a veneer of Greco-Roman architecture covered the Jewish homeland and its Roman-urban commercialization redistributed wealth, archaeologists have discovered in both Judea and Galilee the persistence of the Jewish people to remain and live in ways distinct from those others with whom they dwelt in close proximity.

Next, as texts combine with stones, archaeological artifacts indicative of Jews clearly derive from a covenantal faith and a divine law that mandates justice and righteousness, purity and holiness, because the land belongs to a God who always acts from what is just to do what is right. In that law, or Torah, God says, “The land belongs to me.” So how about those Herodian client-kings and their use of land? And what about the Roman Empire, which says, “The land belongs to us, we took it from you, and that’s called war; or, if you prefer theology, our Jupiter took it from your Yahweh”? When, therefore, Jesus announced the Kingdom of God in the 20s in Lower Galilee, he and his companions taught, acted, and lived in opposition to Herod Antipas’s localization of the Kingdom of Rome among his peasantry. We do not speak of the violent military resistance to Rome that would later leave the Temple in Jerusalem and the fortress atop Masada in ruins to this day. That type of resistance was not present with either John or Jesus, or else Antipas would have beheaded more than John, and Pilate would have crucified more than Jesus. But even though nonviolent, it certainly was resistance against the distributive injustice of Roman-Herodian commercialization—hence Jesus’ emphasis on food and health—and it was enacted in the name of the covenant, the land, the Torah, and the God of Judaism.









INTRODUCTION

The Top Ten Discoveries for Excavating Jesus



This book is about digging for Jesus, digging down archaeologically amidst the stones to reconstruct his world and digging down exegetically amidst the texts to reconstruct his life. It is, above all else, about integrating those twin excavations in order to locate his life in its world, to place his vision and his program in its time and place. Both types of digs involve inspection and identification, reconstruction and interpretation. Especially interpretation. We know that the stones cannot speak to us without our interpretation. But neither can the texts. Indeed, very often their interpretation is even more controversial. Neither stones nor texts speak to us directly. Both demand our respectful interpretation. What, then, by way of introduction, are the ten most important archaeological discoveries and the ten most important exegetical discoveries for this book’s parallel process of “excavating Jesus”?

ARCHAEOLOGICAL DISCOVERIES

The top ten archaeological discoveries involve both specific objects and general places. The first four items listed are specific objects—with direct or indirect links to gospel texts—that also encapsulate major aspects of their contemporary worlds. The next five are pairs. That is not just to cheat and covertly expand the list to sixteen, although that is a welcome by-product. In each case the tandems point to a specific phenomenon more visible in those pairs than in either one alone: the commercialization of Lake Tiberias, the Roman-Herodian kingdom atop the Jewish homeland, the urbanization of Galilee, Jewish resistance to Rome, and Jewish village life. The last item is a set whose importance to first-century Jewish religion is internally and externally cumulative. The set’s significance arises not from any single example or even from any single category alone but from the number of cases in each category and from those categories combined together.


	The ossuary of James, the brother of Jesus

	The ossuary of the high priest Joseph Caiaphas

	The inscription of the prefect Pontius Pilate

	The skeleton of the crucified Yehochanan

	The Lake of Tiberias: Peter’s House and Galilee Boat

	Caesarea and Jerusalem: cities of Herod the Great

	Sepphoris and Tiberias: cities of Herod Antipas

	Masada and Qumran: monuments of Jewish resistance

	Gamla and Jodefat: first-century Jewish villages in Galilee

	Stone vessels and stepped pools: Jewish religion



1. The James Ossuary. Revealed in November 2002 and belonging to a private antiquities collector in Israel, this first-century ossuary, a box hewn of soft limestone in which bones of the deceased were reburied after the flesh decomposed, contains an Aramaic inscription of James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus. Purchased sometime earlier from a no-longer-remembered antiquities dealer in Jerusalem, the ossuary was allegedly first found in the Arab village of Silwan, south of Jerusalem. If the inscription is authentic, then the ossuary not only once housed the bones of James the brother of Jesus and leader in the early Church, it also provides to date the earliest tangible evidence of Jesus.

2. The Caiaphas Ossuary. In November 1990, construction workers building a water park in the Peace Forest, south of Jerusalem’s Old City between the Haas Tayelet and Abu Tor, broke through a burial cave sealed since the Roman war in 70 C.E. On an otherwise ornately decorated ossuary with an exquisitely executed pair of rosettes, the name Caiaphas was crudely scratched in Aramaic. His name, and family names interred with him, make it clear that the small shaft tomb was the family resting place for the high priest Caiaphas, mentioned by name in Matthew 26 and John 18 for his role in the crucifixion. This is a direct link to the gospel stories of Jesus’ execution.


3. The Pilate Inscription. In 1962 Italian archaeologists, clearing sand and overgrowth from the ruined theater at Caesarea Maritima, longtime seat of Roman power on the Mediterranean coast, uncovered an inscription bearing the name of Pontius Pilate. Turned upside down and reused in the theater’s renovation in the fourth century C.E., it was hidden and preserved up to the present. The Latin inscription boasts that Pilate had dedicated a Tiberium, a public structure built in honor of the Roman emperor Tiberius, just as the city itself had been built to honor his predecessor, Caesar Augustus. The inscription settled scholarly quibbles over Pilate’s exact title and ruling authority by naming him a prefect rather than an inferior procurator, but was more celebrated as the first tangible witness to such a prominent New Testament figure. Indeed, it was commissioned by Pilate himself, providing another direct link to the gospels.

4. The Crucified Man. In June 1968 Vassilios Tzaferis of the Israel Antiquities Authority excavated some burial caves northeast of Jerusalem, at a place called Givat Hamivtar. Within the necropolis, a first-century C.E. rock-hewn family tomb with five ossuaries was discovered, one of which contained the bones of two men and a young child. The right heel bone of one of the men, 5 feet, 5 inches tall and in his mid-twenties, had been pierced by a 41/2-inch nail. A small wooden board had been nailed to the outside of his heel to prevent him from tearing his leg off the nail’s small head. But the nail had bent as it was hammered into the hard olivewood upright of the cross and could not easily be removed after his death, so it and the wooden board were still attached to his body when taken off the cross. His arms had been tied, not nailed, to the crossbar and his legs were not broken. Contrary to common practice, his body was allowed off the cross for proper family burial. The ossuary contained the name of the deceased, Yehochanan, the Crucified Man.

5. The Lake of Tiberias. First, from 1968 to 1985 the Franciscan archaeologists Fathers Corbo and Loffreda excavated a fifth-century C.E. octagonal church built on top of a fourth-century C.E. house church built on top of a simple first-century B.C.E courtyard house at Capernaum. Christian graffiti in Aramaic, Hebrew, Greek, Latin and Syriac had been scratched into the plaster of one room as early as the second century C.E. The room lacked any domestic artifacts and had been replastered several times, so the first Christian generations clearly deemed it of special significance. The excavators concluded that it was the home of Peter, “the house of the chief of the apostles,” written about by ancient pilgrims. Second, with the lake at its drought-caused lowest level in January 1986, a buried boat, water-logged to wet-cardboard consistency, was discovered by two members of the nearby Kibbutz Ginnosar. After an extremely difficult salvage operation and a highly successful preservation process by the Israel Antiquities Authority archaeologists, the 8-by-26-foot boat now stands in a climate-controlled facility at the kibbutz. Securely dated to around the time of Jesus from both pottery and carbon 14, seating twelve and an oarsman, it was a standard type commonly used for fishing or crossing the lake. It is now usually called the “Jesus Boat.”

6. Caesarea Maritima and Jerusalem. Over twenty years of excavations at Caesarea Maritima and more than that around the Temple in Jerusalem have unearthed enough artifacts to fill museums and tax the storage capacities of the Israel Antiquities Authority. The most striking finds, however, are the enormous monumental structures built by Herod the Great (37–4 B.C.E.), the architectural legacy of his kingdom building. Caesarea Maritima, on the one hand, was transformed from a tranquil beach without a natural harbor or fresh-water source into the eastern Mediterranean’s busiest and most modern port. Adorned with a magnificent temple housing statues of the emperor Augustus and the goddess Roma, the city itself was named in honor of Caesar. At Jerusalem, on the other hand, Herod beautified and expanded the Jewish Temple. He made the Temple Mount the largest monumental platform in the Roman Empire; and with massive finely cut and carefully squared stones, striking porticoes, and decorated columns, he made what ancient eyewitnesses describe as the most beautiful structure ever seen. These joint projects show both his loyalty to Rome and his dedication to the Jewish God, but above all else they were a tribute to himself and his kingdom.

7. Sepphoris and Tiberias. Like his father, Herod Antipas ruled as a client of Rome (4 B.C.E.–39 C.E.), not as a king, but as an inferior tetrarch, and not over all the Jewish homeland, but only over Galilee and Perea. Like his father, he built cities, but neither on the scale nor with the grandeur of his father. Herod Antipas was neither as rich nor as powerful as Herod the Great. But he urbanized Galilee with the building of Sepphoris and Tiberias, the latter named in honor of the Roman emperor. Although Tiberias today is a sprawling seaside resort that permits only limited excavation, the ancient ruins of Sepphoris lie uninhabited and have been excavated by as many as four teams over the past decades. Spectacular discoveries such as a Roman-style theater, a massive underground aqueduct, and the Dionysiac mosaic, discoveries from throughout the Roman period, raise the question of the extent to which Antipas had earlier imposed a Greco-Roman architectural veneer onto the life of the Jewish population, and the impact of his kingdom building in Galilee. Sepphoris was, after all, only 4 miles from Jesus’ hometown, Nazareth.

8. Masada and Qumran. Two sites off the remote and desolate western shore of the Dead Sea excavated in the 1950s and 1960s, respectively, bear witness to Jewish resistance against Rome in the first century C.E. Masada, a clifftop fortress-palace built by Herod the Great, was taken over by the Jewish Sicarii at the beginning of the revolt in 66 C.E. and fell to the Roman legions some four years after the Temple’s destruction in 70 C.E. Archaeology’s discovery of Roman siege works and the Jewish historian Josephus’s story of the Sicarii’s suicide vividly illustrate their violent resistance to Roman domination. A monastery complex built by a Jewish sect atop a marl terrace, Khirbet Qumran preserves the ruins of a different kind of resistance, communal and nonviolent, where withdrawal, study, and purity were weapons against foreign influences and moral decay. Both sites are monuments of Jewish resistance.

9. Jodefat and Gamla. Two villages, one atop a knoll in Lower Galilee, the other atop a ridge in the Golan Heights to the east, were destroyed by Roman legions in 67 C.E. and lay buried and undisturbed until Israeli archaeologists excavated them this past century. Aside from confirming their catastrophic ends as recorded by Josephus, Moti Aviam at Jodefat and Shmarya Gutmann at Gamla exposed frail defenses and unearthed daily life in these two Jewish towns. Neither site is mentioned in the gospels, so no commemorative church, monastery, or shrine was ever built on top of either of them. This, ironically, preserved until now an archaeological snapshot of Jewish life at the time of Jesus.

10. Stone Vessels and Ritual Pools. Stone vessels of varying shapes and sizes, carved or lathe-turned from soft white chalk stone, and stepped and plastered pools chiseled into bedrock, called miqwaoth (singular, miqweh) and referred to in this book as ritual baths, are both found wherever Jews lived in Galilee as well as around Jerusalem in Judea. These particular items signaled Jewishness to their contemporaries and identified them as a distinct people. Both stone vessels and ritual baths are connected to Jewish purity concerns. Neither of these artifacts is prominent in the gospels, although stone vessels are mentioned anecdotally in the story of the wedding at Cana (John 2:6). But their prevalence in the archaeological layers of that era tells us much about what was taken for granted in the gospels concerning Jewish religion and Jewish distinctiveness at the time of Jesus.

Those ten discoveries, and all others yet to come, must be placed in their total archaeological environment. Remember, sometimes a find becomes a great discovery through the items found nearby, a tiny bronze coin beside it or several sherds of broken pottery beneath it. Such apparently valueless items, within their full comparative charting alongside all other ancient coins and ceramics, date the item in question and put it in a context that makes it not just one more discovery, but one of the top ten for the moment.

EXEGETICAL DISCOVERIES

To turn from the top ten archaeological to the top ten exegetical discoveries most significant for Excavating Jesus is to enter a very different world. Even if you disagree with every choice on that former list, you still have to agree that they all exist and that they can be seen today somewhere on the ground or in a museum. No matter how you might debate the meaning or interpretation of Herod’s buildings, for example, you could not deny their existence. And even if you deny that a certain Capernaum structure was Peter’s actual first-century house, you are arguing about or looking at a concrete place, a specific site, a ruined building. Not so at all with every item on this next list.

The first two items are clear enough. They represent a very large Jewish library and a comparatively much smaller Christian one, and they are both undeniably preserved in contemporary museums. It is also a sobering thought that, despite all the carefully planned, financed, managed, and executed digs for architectural or textual antiquities, it was not visiting scholars but Bedouin shepherds and Egyptian peasants who discovered those two hidden libraries. For many of the other items on the list, however, the very term “discovery” presents a challenge. Not only the interpretation, but also the very existence of some of the phenomena may be debated. Not everyone will accept or believe the discoveries to be true. Still, we stress these ten items because, whether one responds positively or negatively to certain ones, they will significantly determine how one excavates the textual remains for the historical Jesus.

Except for the Dead Sea Scrolls, all the following items concern texts from long after Jesus. But what one discovers and decides about them are crucial for any reconstruction of the historical Jesus himself. The final item on this list gets at a broader question of theological developments in early Christianity, namely the severe clash between James and Paul as interpreters of Jesus. While today most Christians tend to think of Paul as the normative interpreter of Jesus, in that first century even Paul himself conceded that Peter, Barnabas, and others stood not with him but with James. We must make certain, then, that we look back at Jesus not just through the eyes of Paul or even through the eyes of James but through that debate between James, along with those others, and Paul.


	The Dead Sea Scrolls

	The Nag Hammadi Codices

	The dependence of Matthew and Luke on Mark

	The dependence of Matthew and Luke on the Q Gospel

	The dependence of John on Mark, Matthew, and Luke

	The independence of the Gospel of Thomas from the canonical gospels

	The common sayings tradition in the Q Gospel and the Gospel of Thomas

	The independence of The Teaching (Didache) from the gospels

	The existence of an independent source in the Gospel of Peter

	The clash between James and Paul as reflected back on the historical Jesus



1. The Dead Sea Scrolls. These Jewish documents are the library of a sectarian group that deliberately separated itself from the priestly authorities of Jerusalem’s Temple to live a communal existence in proper ritual purity and correct calendrical observance on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. After the first discovery in 1947, the community’s home was excavated at Khirbet Qumran and the library gathered from eleven caves in the cliffs behind it. Some texts were relatively complete, some were severely damaged, but hundreds were tattered into fragments numbering in the tens of thousands. The library’s contents, ranging in date from around 200 B.C.E. to 70 C.E., show very fully the theory and practice of the Essenes, a sect known from several ancient writers, and they provide precious data on a specific lifestyle within the first-century Jewish homeland that is valuable as foreground for Judaism and background for Christianity.

2. The Nag Hammadi Codices. These Christian documents, forty-five texts in thirteen papyrus books or codices, were discovered in 1945 near modern Nag Hammadi and ancient Chenoboskion, about 370 miles south of Cairo. They are fourth-century transcriptions in Coptic (Egyptian written with an expanded Greek alphabet), but they contain works whose Greek originals go back to the preceding centuries. The library’s diverse genres and theologies show an emphasis on Gnosticism (belief in salvation from human enslavement in the world of matter, as opposed to the world of spirit, by secret knowledge, or gnosis) and maybe even more so on asceticism, but they do not represent the precise ideology of any known Christian sect. They may have been gathered together in agreement or disagreement with their contents and thereafter buried in their sealed jar for protection as precious to oblivion as heretical. They are extremely important as an indication of pre-Christian Gnosticism and of the diversity within early Christianity itself.

3. Mark, Matthew, and Luke. Once it became obvious to scholarship that Matthew, Mark, and Luke were so similar in sequence and content that some sort of genetic connection had to be presumed (a first discovery), the next step was to find the most credible trajectory for that relationship (a second discovery). In 1789–90 Johann Jakob Griesbach suggested that Matthew came first, Mark copied from Matthew, and Luke copied from them both. But in 1835 Karl Lachmann proposed a different genesis: Mark came first, and both Matthew and Luke copied from it independently of each other. That latter alternative is today the dominant explanation, and it is primarily the layering of Mark within Matthew and Luke that justifies our use of “excavation” for exegesis as well as archaeology. But where else will such textual excavation be required in gospel research?

4. Q Gospel. Based on those two interdependent discoveries, a third was almost immediately added. With Mark before us, it was easy to see which sections Matthew and Luke used. But there were too many other sections in Matthew and Luke not in Mark, but present with sufficiently similar sequence and content that another major source had to be postulated (a third discovery). In 1838, Christian Hermann Weisse developed some earlier ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher and suggested such a second source. In 1863, Julius Holtzmann gave that source a first name. He called it “L” for Logia, the Greek word for “sayings” (of Jesus). In 1890, finally, Johannes Weiss gave it the name that stuck. He called it “another common source” in Matthew and Luke (apart from Mark) and, because he was writing in German, in which “source” is Quelle, the abbreviation Q became universally accepted.


5. The Synoptics and John. The consensus of scholarship about source conclusions declines steeply as one moves from Mark through the Q Gospel and into John. Is John dependent on or independent of the three synoptic gospels? One expert claims, maximally, that there is now “a growing consensus” for dependence, but another concludes, minimally, that in the early decades of this century the safer position was dependence, then, between 1955 and 1980, the safer position was independence, until now neither position can be safely “taken for granted.” In other words, at least this: you cannot now invoke consensus on the debate, but must at least summarize the reasons for your own position. But, clearly, in terms of the excavation metaphor, it is crucially important to discover for oneself whether John is or is not dependent on the synoptic gospels. Think, for example, of the passion story: are all versions dependent on Mark alone or do we have two independent sources in Mark and John?

6. The Gospel of Thomas. Among the Nag Hammadi texts was a complete Coptic gospel whose Greek original had been discovered but not recognized in fragments of three different copies found around the turn of the century at modern Bahnasa (ancient Oxyrhynchus), about 120 miles south of Cairo. The Gospel of Thomas contains only aphorisms, parables, or short dialogues of Jesus and almost no narratives at all, especially no birth stories, miracle stories, or passion and resurrection stories. It has a distinctive theology denying any validity to a hope for the apocalyptic future, but demanding instead a return to the Edenic past through celibate asceticism. Once again, the textual-excavation question is whether it is dependent on or independent of the canonical gospels. There is probably a consensus for independence among Thomas experts in this country, but much less so in Europe or among New Testament gospel scholars.

7. Common Sayings Tradition. About one-third of the material in the Q Gospel and the Gospel of Thomas is common data. There is no evidence that either gospel is dependent on the other in terms of redactional sequence or content. Further, the order of that common tradition is so completely divergent that no common written source can be plausibly postulated for it. Finally, there is no particular reason why the generally order-less Gospel of Thomas would have changed any written source’s order. Yet there are, by the most conservative estimate, thirty-seven units of tradition adopted and adapted by both gospels into their own quite different theological frameworks. This is one very significant case where a mass of “oral tradition” can be seen most clearly at work.


8. The Teaching (Didache). We have many first-century letters like Paul’s telling communities how they should behave, but this small text, called the Didache, that is, The Teaching or The Instruction, is a community rule or church order spelling out how one such early group actually lived and especially how new pagan converts had to change to join that Christian Jewish community. It was written in the second half of the first century, but early or late is disputed within that period. In 1873 it was discovered within an eleventh-century codex in a Greek monastery in Constantinople. The major issue is once again dependence or independence in relationship to the canonical gospels. This is crucially important because of a small collection of Jesus’ most radical sayings that appears at the very start of the document. That minicatechism is also present in the Q Gospel, so stratification is once again very significant. Is either dependent on the other, or is there an earlier layer used by them both?

9. The Gospel of Peter. The Gospel of Peter is a second-century gospel known, like the Gospel of Thomas, from two separate discoveries. A large Greek fragment of about sixty verses, copied into a pocketbook codex between 600 and 900, was found in 1886–87 at Akmim, about 310 miles south of Cairo. Two tiny Greek fragments of under three verses, from a scroll dated to about 200, were found among those turn-of-the-century Oxyrhynchus papyri mentioned above. The present content narrates the trial, death, burial, resurrection, and apparition (presumably) of Jesus, starts and ends in mid-sentence, and is dependent on the canonical gospels. But the major question is whether it also contains another account that is both narratively consecutive and canonically independent. If so what is the content of that separate story?

10. James against Paul. What exactly was at issue and at stake in this debate? James and Paul agreed that circumcision was not to be required of male pagan converts because the final divine justification of the whole world had already begun but was an ongoing process rather than a momentary instant. They also agreed that Christian Judaism and Christian Paganism must remain a unified community. But what about kosher customs in common meals, what about purity concerns in common contacts? When Christian Jews and Christian pagans ate together should all observe Jewish kosher traditions? James said yes, Paul said no, and the key apostles agreed not with Paul but with James. Since Jesus did not decide such purity questions by the year 30, it was still being debated in the year 50.


PARALLEL LAYERING

We go back again to that term parallel layering for “excavating Jesus.” The importance of layering for archaeological excavation is firmly established and universally accepted. As you travel the Mesopotamian plain, you can see numerous mounds, or tells, indicating superimposed layers of human habitation. They stand out noticeably against the otherwise flat monotony of the landscape. To dig away at or delve into them without a controlled examination of the layering is simply cultural looting. Unless an item you find is carefully and accurately identified within its proper historical layer, it is hardly more than an object. Recall, for example, the following two classic examples of incorrect layer analysis and, therefore, of mistaken historical conclusion.

 

The Treasure of Priam. At the start and end of the 1870s Heinrich Schliemann dug for ancient Troy at Hisarlik on the eastern bank of the southern approaches to the Turkish Dardanelles. He was a self-educated entrepreneurial magnate who left high school for business at fourteen and business for archaeology at forty-one. He found not one but nine cities layered on top of one another. Troy II, second from the bottom, showed signs of fiery sack, and inside a gate he discovered a cache of more than a hundred copper, silver, and gold objects. He made a sensational announcement about “the treasure of Priam” and took a famous photograph of his Greek wife, Sofia, wearing its gold ornaments. Thereafter the hoard disappeared from Greece to Germany by deceit in 1873 and from Germany to Russia by war in 1945. But none of that, or even its 1993 resurfacing in Moscow’s Pushkin Museum and St. Petersburg’s Hermitage Museum, could change one very simple fact.

Those nine cities ranged in date from about 3000 B.C.E. to 600 C.E. and Troy VII, dating from 1250 to 1000 B.C.E., is the most likely candidate for the Trojan War. Schliemann’s identification was off by five levels and about thirteen hundred years. The city ruled by Priam and Hecuba, the city besieged by Agamemnon and Achilles, the city destroyed over a beautiful woman between two royal husbands (fiction?) or, better, over a strategic strait between two commercial seas (fact?) was, unfortunately, not Troy II, but Troy VII. How prosaic but necessary to admit that “Priam’s gold” must submit to layering, to levels in dirt and debris, to precise location in place before any location in time is possible.

 

The Walls of Jericho. In 1907–9 a German archaeological expedition led by Ernst Sellin and Carl Watzinger excavated at the desert oasis of Jericho, hoping to find the city and walls that Joshua and the conquering Israelites destroyed. Their excavations, however, came to a dissatisfying conclusion: fallen walls were discovered, but these had been destroyed at the end of the Middle Bronze Age (2000–1500 B.C.E.), at least two centuries too early to confirm the account in the book of Joshua. From 1929 to 1936 John Garstang set out to correct the problems he thought the Germans had created and redug many of their trenches. Cutting through other sections of the tell, he identified over twelve different layers dating back to the Neolithic Age (8000–4500 B.C.E.). At the northern edge of the mound he found what he was looking for in a level he called City IV: a massive wall, destroyed, as he thought, in a cataclysm at the end of the Late Bronze Age (1500–1200 B.C.E.), which was his date for the biblical conquest. In the 1950s, the British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon, armed with a more careful layering method and a more accurate ceramic typology, reexcavated the site. Garstang’s walls had indeed been destroyed by earthquake and fire, according to Kenyon, but these walls actually belonged to fortifications from the Early Bronze Age (3200–2000 B.C.E.). With meticulous layering precision, Kenyon showed how this Early Bronze wall had been covered by a Middle Bronze defensive embankment, which had badly eroded when the site was abandoned. A few Late Bronze sherds had trickled down from above into gullies washed by rain and settled near the Early Bronze wall, the very sherds with which Garstang dated that wall to Jericho’s destruction by the Israelites. Kenyon had the final word: no fallen-down walls had yet been found at Jericho from the time of Joshua. Like Priam’s gold, Jericho’s walls must submit to layering, to sherds found in levels of dirt and debris, to precise location in place before any location in time is possible.

 

The Layers of Gospel. All of that is clear enough and serves to emphasize the importance of correct layering for valid historical conclusions. Not even the Iliad in hand can guarantee you have found Priam’s treasure and not even the Bible in hand can guarantee you have found Joshua’s walls. Layering rules in archaeological excavation. But what about layering in exegetical excavations? Here all is much more controversial.

For some scholars exegetical layering is denied in theory and therefore ignored in practice. For others it is affirmed in theory, but still negated by practice. In gospel exegesis, as distinct from field archaeology, layering must be defended both theoretically and practically. It is also important, for scholarly integrity, not to take back in every specific possibility what one has affirmed as a general actuality. But that requires some explanation.

Imagine you had four witnesses in a court of law doing their best to describe accurately the accident they had seen a few weeks earlier. All are sincere, honest, impartial, and only involved as casual bystanders, accidental witnesses. There would be, of course, some discrepancies of vision and recall, but, as an attorney for defense or prosecution, you would feel most secure where all four were in closest agreement. First one: the black Explorer ran the red light right into the side of the Honda Civic. Second one: that big thing ran straight through the red light into that little car. Third one: the dark blue Expedition didn’t even stop for the red light. Fourth one: those SUVs are always going too fast; this one didn’t see the light, went right through it, and the other guy didn’t have a chance. Consensus: the dark-colored SUV ran the red light and hit the other vehicle. No problem; all is well with the prosecution. Now imagine another scenario. One of those four informants was a reporter who got his knowledge from others directly or indirectly involved, he told the next two informants about it, and the fourth one got his data from that previous threesome. How does the prosecution’s case look now? It has one not-exactly-an-eyewitness and three sincere echoes. Maybe the SUV did run the light, but maybe it did not.

Common sense notes the very large amount of agreement in sequence and content between Matthew, Mark, Luke, and even John, although the latter has always needed some qualification. Maybe John came last and, knowing what the others had said, focused on what they omitted and/or offered an even deeper interpretation than they did. But clearly, for common sense and most Christians, the work of historical Jesus study is one of organized harmony. How best do you bring together those four (or any other) witnesses into consensus? Those Evangelists were neither deceitful liars nor mistaken fools. They were, in fact, ready to die for what they believed. Gospel study, one could well conclude, is synthesis. Gospel layering, one concludes, is irrelevant.

Gospel layering has several components. Form criticism establishes the earliest formats used in transmitting the tradition (a parable, an aphorism, a dialogue, a law, etc.). Source criticism establishes who is copying from whom. Redaction criticism builds on such copying to establish the purpose for the copyist’s omission, addition, or alteration. Tradition criticism uses all of the above to establish the successive layers of the tradition’s development. But it is probably source criticism, above all else, that forces and grounds the problem of exegetical layering. For example, if Matthew and Luke creatively copy Mark, and if John very, very creatively copies those three earlier texts, what follows? Instead, for example, of concluding that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem the week before his death is told in all four gospels (independently), we must conclude that it is told in three superimposed layers all based on Mark (dependently). That immediately raises another question. What historical layer is Mark’s account? Is it history from a layer dated to the late 20s or parable from a layer dated to the early 70s C.E.?

In this book we do not claim that everyone, even or especially the two of us who are writing it together, must agree on all such gospel layers. We do claim and we do agree that layering decisions are demanded both in archaeology and in exegesis, that disagreements about them do not negate but only emphasize their importance, and that they are correlatively crucial for excavating Jesus.

One final point on earth stratigraphy in archaeology and text stratigraphy in gospel as a prelude to the upcoming chapters. Two tendencies are at work in both those stratigraphies, whether in building stories atop Jesus’ life or in building structures atop Jesus’ place. One tendency is to decrease his Jewish identity; the other, to increase his social status.

On the one hand, the farther removed the layers are from the time of Jesus, the more Christian they tend to become. Unlike earlier gospel layers, later ones tend to distance him from Judaism and “the Jews” (so John) or use Jewish texts and interpretative devices to reinvent Judaism as Christianity (so Matthew). And later archaeological layers commemorating Jesus’ life tend to efface signs of his Jewishness in the earlier ones and replace them with features from Rome or Byzantium. On the other hand, the farther removed Jesus is from his first-century Galilean context, the more elite and regal he becomes. Unlike earlier gospel layers, later ones portray him as a leisurely philosopher (so John) or a literate interpreter of scrolls and erudite partner at banquets (so Luke). And later shrines and churches in Galilee and Jerusalem efface his humble peasant beginnings in earlier archaeological layers and replace them with imperial and monumental architecture. In Excavating Jesus, we want to return to that earliest layer of both earth and text.







ONE

Jesus Carved in Stone



It was no way to ship an ancient artifact, authentic or not, original or not, identifiable or not, important or not. It was a 2,000-year-old ossuary, a limestone container for bones used in first-century Jewish tombs. A picture on the front page of Canada’s national newspaper, The Globe and Mail, for Saturday, November 2, 2002, shows it being wheeled from an armored truck at the loading bay of Toronto’s Royal Ontario Museum the preceding Thursday. Everything looks good at that point. You can see clearly the glassware-icon warning of the 2,000-year-old bone box’s fragility and beside it twin arrows pointing “this side up.” Even before that 20-by-12-by-10-inch bone box ever left Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion Airport there was a horizontal crack toward the bottom, starting on one of the larger sides and continuing all the way around the adjoining smaller one.

After overnighting in a vault for acclimatization, the package was opened early on Friday morning and immediately the scheduled press conference was postponed until 3 P.M. that afternoon. That short bottom-right crack on one of the ossuary’s long sides now arched upward from a small shattered area at the start to a thin crack at the top. It also ran right through the bone box’s inscription, which was, after all, the point of all the excitement over one more ossuary from the thousand or so already known from the Herodian period. The box’s owner, later identified as Oded Golan of Tel Aviv, had arranged for packaging and shipping through Brinks (Israel), Ltd., as the artifact was then valued at $2 million. But, according to the Royal Ontario Museum’s director of collections management, Daniel Rahimi, it was not packaged to normal museum-to-museum transportation standards. Those involve double crating with heavy packing materials in between each crate; transit damage in those cases is extremely rare.


Restoration would, of course, prove to be fully capable of stabilizing that broken area where the new and old cracks meet as well as better securing any others new or old. But, in a way, we think of that crack as a metaphor for the entire process of this ossuary’s discovery. Cracked, as we said, from the start.

AUTHENTICITY AND INTEGRITY

The discovery was announced on October 21, 2002, at a press conference in Washington D.C. The media were invited and given the names and telephone numbers of a few selected scholars who had been given a one-week advance warning to expect their questions. At the conference, a packed room was briefed on the discovery of a bone box with the inscription “James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus” from a recently disclosed private collection whose owner remained at that point anonymous. The box was dated to around 63 C.E. and was asserted to have once contained the bones of James the Just, the brother of Jesus of Nazareth, both sons of Joseph the carpenter. The press conference coincided with the release of the November/ December issue of Biblical Archaeology Review, whose cover announced a “World Exclusive!” feature about “Evidence of Jesus Written in Stone.” The magazine told the story of how the noted epigrapher André Lemaire of the Sorbonne in Paris had visited an Israeli collector, examined the ossuary as a courtesy, and recognized its significance right away. It was, Lemaire himself argued in a well-written article, an authentic inscription; the ossuary was most likely the burial chest of James’s bones, and its outside contained the earliest epigraphic record of Jesus of Nazareth. The next day newspaper headlines around the globe read “Oldest Evidence of Jesus?” or “Archaeological Evidence of Jesus?” The ossuary was shipped to Toronto’s Royal Ontario Museum for an exhibit that coincided with the international meeting of religious scholars and archaeologists. The owner’s anonymity was gone even before he, then known to be Oded Golan of Tel Aviv, discussed the ossuary’s discovery and importance in a panel at the Royal Ontario Museum and in a seminar at the Society of Biblical Literature’s annual meeting in November.

Authenticity

Many scholars greeted the new discovery with skepticism. That cynicism had nothing to do with academicians denying the Bible’s historicity, but everything to do with too many “new” and “most important” archaeological discoveries turning out to be not so much inauthentic as irrelevant. From the list of new discoveries, sensational media claims, and ultimate scholarly dismissals, recall the fate of these other ossuaries before you decide on our recent most important discovery.

 

The (First) Jesus-Joseph Inscription. In 1931 the renowned Jewish archaeologist Eleazar Levi Sukenik delivered a lecture titled “The Jewish Tombs of Jerusalem around Jesus’ Birth” to the German Archaeological Society in Berlin. In that lecture, Sukenik revealed an ossuary found in Jerusalem with the shocking inscription “Jesus, son of Joseph.” The burial chest was cut from soft limestone with hammer and chisel, measured 23 inches long, 12 inches wide, and 14 inches high, and stood on low feet at each corner. An inner ledge at the top of two sides was designed to hold a now missing lid, and the ossuary was damaged in places. The front’s long side resembled a triptych, with a narrow blank panel flanked by two larger square panels each containing a six-petalled rosette encircled with two concentric lines.

Inside the central panel, etched with a nail or metal tool in the Aramaic script that was the contemporary Jewish vernacular, were three graffiti-like letters, yod, shin, and waw, spelling out Yeshu, the common contracted form of Yeshua, or Jesus. Just above that left rosette and beneath the margins of its panel was a second, longer inscription, in the same Aramaic script and apparently by the same hand, this one reading Yeshua bar Yehoseph, or Jesus, son of Joseph.

The audience was not stunned for long. Of course Yehsua and Yehoseph were common Jewish names in the first century, Sukenik explained, and of course, as the mostly Christian audience believed, the Jesus son of Joseph of the gospels didn’t leave behind bones for burial. The burial box and its inscription are now ignored in textbooks and classes on the archaeology of early Christianity. It is listed as Ossuary No. 9 among the 895 ossuaries in L. Y. Rahmani’s A Catalogue of Jewish Ossuaries in the Collections of the State of Israel, published in 1994.

 

The Jesus-Invocation Ossuaries. In 1947, Sukenik published another article on Jewish ossuaries, this one titled “The Earliest Records of Christianity,” which focused on two bone chests now listed as Ossuary No. 113 and Ossuary No. 114 in Rahmani’s Catalogue. Other than those two items, that article was a mundane excavation report. It described an underground tomb in a suburban neighborhood of Jerusalem that was opened in 1945 for the first time since the Jewish war against Rome in 66–74 C.E. From a small central chamber with a low ceiling, there protruded several tunnels just large enough to fit a body (what scholars call kokhim, derived from Hebrew, or loculi, derived from Latin). Inside there was no gold, no silver, no ivory, no treasures or works of art suitable for display in a museum. Instead, the floor was scattered with the simple and ubiquitous pottery of the first century C.E., and with a single coin that dated to 42/43 C.E.Within the complex there were also fourteen ossuaries, ten decorated in the quite familiar manner and five inscribed with names—three very obviously of the deceased: Simeon Barsaba, Miriam daughter of Simeon, and Mattai—written in the common Aramaic script.

But some remarkable graffiti and inscriptions on those Rahmani-listed Ossuaries Nos. 113 and 114 inspired the article’s title and drew interest from many Christians. According to Sukenik, the face of Ossuary No. 113 bore a charcoal graffito written in Greek that read “Jesus, woe” [!] and the lid of Ossuary No. 114 was incised with the Greek “Jesus, alas” [!] along with crosses marked in charcoal. These inscriptions, according to Sukenik and a group of eager Christian scholars, represented appeals to Jesus on behalf of the Christian dead, either a magical incantation or a triumphal proclamation, and their presence on ossuaries was interpreted as an expression of hope in the resurrection. Their alleged importance, of course, was that they predated 70 C.E. and were possibly from as early as 42/43 C.E.—only a decade after Jesus’ death—making them the very earliest archaeological evidence for Christianity.

But. Later and more careful inspection of those ossuaries, along with consideration of the vast array of available ossuary inscriptions and their crosslike markings, dismissed those claims. The cross, it turns out, was perhaps simply the letter tau or a mason’s mark indicating where the lid was to be positioned. The initial reading of the charcoal graffito ignored additional marks that resembled the Greek letter delta, and the scholarly consensus now reads the epitaph on No. 113 as Iesous Ioudou, or “Jesus, son of Judas.” The “alas” on No. 114 is simply the elsewhere-attested nickname Aloth. These temporarily spectacular inscriptions simply identified the dead person, as did the names on the chamber’s other ossuaries, which is always the purpose of ossuary inscriptions. No cross, no appeals to Jesus, no earliest Christian record.

 


The (Second) Jesus-Joseph Ossuary. When dynamite blew a hole in an ancient burial cave in 1980, salvage archaeologists from the Israel Antiquities Authority were immediately summoned to the Talpiot suburb, south of Jerusalem. Construction crews clearing the area for new apartments ceased operations, and Joseph Gath of the IAA examined a burial chamber already disturbed in antiquity. He recorded and catalogued the finds, including six ossuaries, which were then transferred to the stores of the IAA, where, identified by faded three-by-five index cards, they still sit on wooden shelves in a converted factory in the drab cement neighborhood of Romema. One or two of them have been loaned for display in the Israel Museum. Their ornamentation and decoration were absolutely common but their inscriptions were somewhat curious.

On one bone box, now listed in Rahmani as Ossuary No. 701, were the Greek words “of Mariamene, who is (also called) Mara.” Mariamene is simply another form of Mariam or Mariame, our Mary. On another box, now listed in Rahmani as Ossuary No. 704, Yeshua bar Yehosef, or Jesus son of Joseph, was written in clumsily and thinly scratched letters. On another, now listed in Rahmani as Ossuary No. 705, Yoseh, a contracted form of Yehosef, or Joseph, was written in a more formal Aramaic script. The similarity of scripts and placements of the ossuaries suggests that Mary and Joseph were parents of Jesus.

Was this the family tomb of Jesus? The IAA certainly did not think it was as it wrapped up its examination and let the construction crews pour cement into the tomb for the apartment complex’s foundation. A cover-up? That was the gist of an article in The Sunday Times of London on Easter Sunday, March 31, 1996, sensationally titled “The Tomb That Dare Not Speak Its Mind.” The list of names is impressive, and Joe Zias, then curator and forensic archaeologist for the IAA, was quoted in the article as saying “had it not been found in a tomb I would have said 100% of what we were looking at were simply forgeries.” But, he stressed, “this came from a very good, undisturbed, archaeological context. It was found by archaeologists, read by them, interpreted by them…a very, very good text. It’s not something that was invented.”

But was it the Jesus, the Jesus we are excavating in this book? As The Sunday Times pondered the issue, it concluded by noting that no one in the archaeological community thought so, since, after Simeon, the most common male name on ossuaries is Joseph (19 of 147 names, male and female, on known ossuaries) with Jesus almost as common (10 of 147). And the most frequent female name after Salome is the variously spelled Mary (20). Conservative readers that Easter morning were probably relieved at the article’s conclusion.

Scholarly consensus has relegated all those preceding discoveries to statistical patterns and sent them back to dead storage. The inscriptions are now quietly reburied in the four hundred pages of Rahmani’s Catalogue on the reference shelves of research libraries. The ossuaries rest in the stores of the Israel Antiquities Authority in Romema and are occasionally rotated into the Israel Museum’s exhibits. So when, to resume this section’s beginning, scholars express hesitation or seem to dampen popular enthusiasm over the new James-Joseph-Jesus ossuary, it has to do with history. But what are the arguments for or against the ossuary and its inscription’s authenticity? Could it be a fake? Consider the following arguments.

Point-Counterpoint

The Box. There is no doubt that the ossuary box itself is authentic. It conforms in size, craftsmanship, and style to those found around Jerusalem from the first century C.E. The ossuary was hewn from a single block of soft limestone—what geologists call chalk—into a chest roughly 20 inches long, 12 inches high, and 10 inches wide, just large enough to contain the largest human bone, the femur. It was covered with a flat lid that fits onto thin ledges running along the long sides. It is about the size of most bone chests that Jews of the first century used for secondary burial, or what scholars call ossilegium, the practice of collecting the deceased’s bones into a box after the flesh has decayed.

The piece is not a work of art or even of expert craftsmanship. At first glance it appears undecorated, except for a simple incised groove cut along the margins of each side and the lower edge of the lid. Upon closer inspection, there appears to be at least one very faded rosette design on the back (as one looks at it now). The external walls are rough, with chisel marks still visible, as it was never given a polished finish. The box is slightly larger at the top and tapers toward the base, but the corner edge of one side is a bit shorter than the others, creating an awkwardly imbalanced trapezoidal look when viewed from two sides. With respect to its appearance, it is like most of the thousand or so ossuaries discovered by archaeologists in and around Jerusalem and dating to the first century C.E.: simple, aniconic, or without image of human or beast, but with occasional geometric, architectural, or floral decorations.

The box also looks ancient, with biovermiculation stretching across wide sections and a patina covering most areas. Biovermiculation, a deterioration common to limestone over time, is a form of bacterial erosion that looks like tiny pits and gives the affected area an almost coral-like appearance. Patina is that microscopically thin weathering that forms on stone surfaces over time. In the case of this ossuary’s limestone, it is a grayish-beige crystalline sheen that has an almost cauliflower-like appearance under a microscope. We are convinced, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the box and lid are authentic artifacts that come to us from two millennia ago.

 

The Inscription. Doubts creep in when the inscription


























































	they are typically Jewish

	they were put in shaft tombs

	they were used primarily in and around Jerusalem

	they emerge around 20 B.C.E.

	their origin coincides with stonemasons’ work on Herod’s Temple Mount

	they replaced the practice of depositing bones in pits

	they were not used exclusively for individual burials but often contained skeletons of several people

	they went out of use almost entirely after 70 C.E.

	their use continued modestly in Galilee into the second century
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