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ARCHAEOLOGY VS. THE BIBLE

A Reluctant Iseacli Public Grapples With What Scholarship Reveals About the Old Testament's
Version of History

By HAIM WATZMAN
Jerusalem

“If Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David aret proven, how am I supposed 10 ive with that?” The
agonized question came ffom the crowded back row of an audiorium at Ben-Gurion Universty,during
a conference ftld "Has the Biblica Period. 7" It expressed the shiver that went down
el colive pin a the ndof et yer as purled s s L Ly pogulaion ke o
awarenes of the last two decades of biblical rchacological and historical research.

Just as Tsacli have had o reconsider thei recent past n lght of revisionist historical works,they also
ar finding themselves facing the myths of their antiquity with unprecedentd intensity. Unlike the
hisorians of moden times, much of whose work i based on new revelations from previously closed
archives and papers, the archacologists who have given th lsrali publc ts ltestcold shower are
presenting established scholarship, some of i dating from the past two or three decadcs, and some of it
dating back

But ke some o th revisionist isorians hey arepresening hls esarch i  provocaiv — some
would say even incendiary - way, explicily simed a revising the nature of Israliidentity. &
il it produced he guesion t B i Universy was et of by one o el rchaclogys
eading biblical minimaliss - a label ttached by their colleagues o those who think that very e in

the Bibles hisorical sections i trc. The Tel Aviv University archacologist Ze'ev Herzog began the

fluy with a cover sory inthe weekend magazine of the October 29, 1999, issuc of Ha'aretz, the

national daily newspaper.

“Thisis what archacologists have leamed from thei excavations in the Land of srac: the sraclites
were never in Egypt, did not wander inthe desert, did not conquer the and in a miltary campaign and
did not pass it on 10 the 12 tibes of Isrcl. Pechaps even harder o swallow s the fact that the unted
monarchy of David and Solomon, which i described by the Bible a5  regional power, was at most a
smallrbal kingdom,” he wrote.

‘Why docs that make Iraels shiver? It s not, primariy,  religious issue. The questioner at Ben-Gurion
University was not an Orthodox Jew. He was an older man, by his appearance and mode of specch a
representaive of stac’ founding gencration, on of those who had fought o cstablish a modem Jewish
statein 1948 ater 2,000 years of exike. For such Iracls, th Bibl i not a religious document. Rather, it
fll the place held by the Declaration of Independence inthe United States: It i the defining document
of Jewish nationhood.

Despite being aware that both textual and hisoricalscholarship have shown that the Bible was written
by multipie authors and putinits inal form long afer the events t describes, the average secular Israli,
‘who studie the Bible in school as part o the required curriculum, has grown up with 8 vague
impression that the archacological inds, from the beginning of biblical archacology st the start of this
century to the present time, have provided a consistent tream of evidence forthe fundamental trth of
the biblical histrical naratve.
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ARCHAEOLOGY VS. THE BIBLE

A Reluctant Isracli Public Grapples With What Scholarship Reveals About the Old Testament's
Version of History

By HAIM WATZMAN
Jerusalem

“If Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David aret proven, how am I supposed 10 lve with that?” The
agonized question came from the crowded back row of an audiorium at Ben-Gurion University, during
a conference fitled "Has the Biblical Period Disappeared?” It expresse the shiver that went down
Isrels collective spne at the end of st year, s puzzled scholars saw Israel lay population jerked into
‘awareness ofthe las two decades of biblcal archacological and historical research.

Just s sraelis have had to reconsider theirrecent pat, i light of revisionist historical works, they also
ar finding themselves facing the myths of their antiquity with unprecedented intensity. Unlike the
hisorians of modern times, much of whose work i based on new revelations from previousy closed
archives and papers, the archacologists who have v the Israli public it latestcold shower are
presenting established scholarship, some of it dating from the past wo or three decades, and some of it
dating back a century, o

Butlike some of the revisionist historians, they are presenting their research in a provocaive -~ some )
would say even incendiary - way, explicily aimed at revising the nature of Isracli ideniity.

“The chill that produced the question at Ben-Gurion University was set o by one of Iracli archacology’s
eading bibli imalists —a labe atached by their colleagues 0 those who think that very It in
e Binis el secons . The Tel Aviv Universky rchaslogi Zeev Herzogbegn the
flury with a cover sory i the weekend magazine of the October 29, 1999, ssue of Ha'aretz, the
national daily newspaper.

“Thisis what archacologists have Ieamed from their excavtionsin the Land of Isral: the sraclitcs
were neverin Egypt, did not wander inthe desert,did ot conquer the land in a miltary campaign and
did not pass it on o the 12 tribes ofIsacl. Perhaps even harder o swallow is the fact tht the united
monarchy of David and Solomon, which i described by the Bible s a regional power, was at most
small tribal kingdom," he wrote.

Why does that make Israels shiver? It s o, primariy, a eligiousissue. The questioner at Ben-Gurion
University was not an Orthodox Jew. He was an older man, by his appearance and mode of speech a
representative of Iszal' founding generation, one of those who had fough (0 stablish a modern Jewish
state in 1948 ater 2,000 years of exie. For such Iraels, the Bible i not a religious documen. Rather, it
ils the place held by the Declaraton of Independence in the United State: It i the defning document
of Jewish nationhood.

Despite being aware tha both textual and historical scholarship have shown that the Bible was writen
by multiple authorsand put i s final form long afer the events it describes, the average secula Isracli,
‘who sudis the Bible in school as part of th required curriculum, has grown up with a vague-
impression thtthe archacological finds,from the beginning of biblcal archacology at the start ofthis

centry tothe present time, have provided a consistnt stream of evidence for the fundamental truth of
the biblical historical naraive.
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It s indeed possible o writ history from the Bible," he declared. "It contains primary sources. The
lack of evidence in the ground is not sufficient to negate evidence in writing, and the archacoloy
10 be reminded of that morning, afternoon, and night."

need

‘That position s not held just by historians: Many archacologists agree. One of those is Amihai Mazar of
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. "Herzog," he says politely, "got a ltl oo carried away. True,
there's general concurrence that when it comes to the protohistory of the Isralites, archacology can say
‘very litl.” He points out that the patriarchs and their societes, given their nomadic culture, would not
have left much for archacologists o find.

“In any case,” Mr. Mazar continucs, "the archaeology of the land of Isracl s very narrow. If we take
‘general look at the culures of the Middle Eastin tha time, we get a broad and very interesting
background against which it is possible to understand the source of the biblical stories."

Take, for example, "the period of setlement” - the period paralll to the biblical Book of Judges, when
the Israclite nation took shape in the land of Canaan, an event tha the archacologists and historians.
place in 1200 o 1000 B.C. All agree that excavations have shown thatin this period hundreds of small
settlements were established in the central mountainous region of the country. That s the same region in
‘which the tories of the Book of Judges take place, and there is general consensus that the inhabitants of
those simple villages and homestcads were the forcbears of the people who would late ideniify
themselves as Israclitc.

But where did they come from? Mr. Herzog emphasizes aspects of the finds in those settlements that do
ot it with a mass settlement by nerw arrivals from Egypt. For example, the ceramics the setles used
‘were in the Canaanite style, and ther language was apparently very close, if not identical,to the
language spoken by the Canaanites.

"Toa large extent,the arifacts continue the Canaanite tradition that preceded these settlemens. Ther's
10 evidence of mass migration,” he insists. He cites  theory propounded by his Tel Aviv colleaguc
Israel Finkelstein that the settlements were established by shepherds who leftthe valleys and coastal
plains when polticl, economic, and climatic crises forced them to start growing their own grain. In
other words, the Israelites were Canaanites ~ locals rather than new arrvals from Egypt.

Mr. Mazar, who excavated one of those small setements that now is surrounded by the outlying
Jerusalem neighborhood of Gilo, firmiy disagrees. “True, the ceramics are similar. But there are types of
‘Canaanite ceramics tht are absent,” he explains. In his mind, that bsence suggests tha the ceramics
‘were not localy produced but purchased from the Canaanites.

More tellng, he believes, i the design of the settlements and the individual homes, which were very.
different from Canaanite designs. "Where did this population come from? There's debate about thal, But
there’s no contradiction here - these people developed into something new. It really exceptional
confirmation of the biblical scenario," he maintains. Nota.confirmation of it lteral truth, he allows, for
the new arivals did not number inthe millons s the Bible has it But t may well be tha a small group
thatindeed escaped slavery in Egypt arived and merged with other migrants and local groups and
forged a new idenity and reigion.

‘To Mr. Mazar and others o his persuasion, Mr. Herzog and scholars like him - including a group of
archacologists and historians ouside lsracloften clled the Copenhagen School because of thir strong
presence atthe University of Copenhagen - are minimalists and niilist ready to hit the Bible over the
head with every available potsherd. The epithet "post-Zionist" was also bandied about a great deal at the.
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But what f the atiicts tumed up in the field over the lat century - the pottry, the ancient buildings
‘and citis,the inscriptions and documents - instead fail to provide evidence that much of the biblical
story ever happened, or actually contradict t? That i precisely Mr. Herzog's position

He ended his article by expressing puzzlcment tha his conclusions, representing, he claimed, the
‘consensus of biblical rchacological and historical scholarship for the last 13 years or s, had faled to
penctratethe public consciousness, despite the factthat his was hardly the first newspaper aricle to
‘explain them to the general publi. The quotes from public figures that Ha'aretz gathered and printed in
 box alongside the aricle scemed to bear that out. No less a personage than Yossi Sarid,Isracl's
‘minister of education and the leader of the Iefl-wing, secularist Meretz Party, expressed surprise and said
e had been unaware of the claims presented by Mr. Herzog.

A e e &
‘Among acadermics,there is a broad consensus on some basic facts but differences of opinion about many
details. That was clear from the Ben-Gurion University conference and another conference held last
month at the Herzog Teacher Training College, an insttution located in an Iscael setlementin the West
Bank and associated with the country's rligious Zionist community.

e

None of th shlars spaking at citherconfrence belicve that he Bible’s historical sections ca be
accepted asleal,accurate descipion ofhistoricalevents. They alsoagree thatth extrabiblical
evidence forevens dscribd n he Bible dindie the farter back n ime one goe. King Abab of
Jsrct s wll documened in other nscriptons from elsewhere i the Middie East, th unitéd morrchy |
atDavid and Solomon i no. Evidence exissofthe s ofth new lsacie naton nthe Palesnian
ighlands during the lae Bronze Age —the ageofthe Judges —but it canbe ntepreted indifferent
ways. Ther is no xtcral cvidence a al fo the patrarchs and, n fct th biblial desripion contins
contradicons and anachronisms hat,scholars geneally agree, ecm  place the patiarchs n the age of
'\ the Judges rther than sveralgencrations arlir, s the Bibl hs .

Mr. Herzog concludes from such findings that the Bible simply should not be used as a historical source.
‘The archacological practice begun by William Foxwell Albright, who founded the discipline of biblical
archacology i the carly part of the 20th century, was that findings in the feld should be interpreted in
the light of the biblial text. Mr. Herzog's new paradigm is that the Bible should be set aside and the
findings interpreted i their own right.  —

“The demand to verify the Bible has coerced archaeology to interpret indings n a particular way,” he
says. "The result has been that the quantity o excuscs exceeds the quaniity of facts. Our interpretation
has been skewed by this system. Now we're undergoing  revolution. Archacology is becoming a
science.”

“If we didn't have the Bible, we wouldsi have dreamed of reconstructing
way we have,” Mr. Herzog adds, referring t the work of what he terms
archacologists. And since the Bible itslfis not a contemporary account of the &venTs
rather, he argues, a much later work whose purpose was (o create a unifying mythological past for the
Isaclites it should be set aside when it comes to reconsiructing the place and period it ostensibly
depicts

(V)b psiion et byt schoas, Wi rein ha e i et connot e kel
- and i robicaric n many s, ordechar Cogi,a lche Univeraty oo o e il
erod, s t h Ben-Gurion confrence that. whie e Bibe s pt 1 st oo ot
ot based om e hitorcl choniclsand e hs provide psant el iiomation.
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Originally appeared in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Janury 21, 2000, p. A19,

‘Copyright () 2000 by The Chronicle of Higher Educarion (htp:/chronicle.com).

Posted with permission fo use n Heritage of Western Culture 22: "Who Owns the Past?” This rtcle
‘may not be published, repostd, orredistributed without express permission from The Chroicle. To
obiain such permission, please send a message to permission@chronicl.com. For subscription
information, send a message to circulation@shronicle.com.
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Herzog college conference.

Zelev Herzog invited such a comparison by concluding his Ha'aretz artcle with an explicitlinkage to
‘modern Israci history: *It turns out that pat o Israeli socity is ready to recognize the injustice that was
done to the Arab inhabitants of the country and is willing to accept the principle of cqual rights for
‘women - but is not up to adoping the archacological facts that shater the biblical myth. The blow o
the mythical foundations of the Israli identity is apparently too threatening, and it is more convenient to
turn a blind eye,” he wrote.

"This is all a debate between Zionism and post-Zionism, charged Rabbi Yoel Ben-Nun, a member of
the Herzog college’ faculty and a eader of the Isracli scitlement movement in the West Bank, "and

fence tha it is happening now. The atack on the Bible is part and parcel of the general attack
on Zionist values that is exemplified by the current Isracli government's willingness, in the framework
of the peace process, to hand over parts of the biblical land of Israel o the Palestinians."

Mr. Herzog sees it differently. It s preciscly because Isael s firmly established and no longer in danger
of being wiped out,he says, that he and other scholars can ask questions that were unaskable before.
"The Jews n Isracl no longer ned the Bible to justify their presence in the Middle East. We're here
because we're here. We no longer need excuses — we're natives,” he insists.

“There is another kind of biblical scholarin Isracl, however, whois not concemned with whether the Bible
s history - the scholar who plumbs thetext or itslterary complexity and its vlues. Such scholars have.
observed the recent Bible-as-history debate from the sidelines with some bemusemen. As fur as they're

oncemed, the whole polemic misses the point. S~

I just no important, declares Yaie Zakovith, professor of Bibe a the Hebrew Universty of
Jerusalem and lso the university'sdean of humaiis. Mr. Zakovitch, who descibes himscll a5 ot
eligious,at Ieast ot inthe conventional way, argues that the Bible's authors and redactos did not
inendtiobe bk ofhisory. "The Bibe i forteachin. s charactrs, s hisory areany ol for
|}

getting across ideas. The main thing inthe Bible is not if there was an event,but the ideas and ideology
that it repesents. The authors of the Bible knew that istory can be reshaped to express ideas."”

2
b5
Much o M Zakovics sholry wiingis on how ifeen il nsratives are inrrlated.He /%
S ks v o s ey vt cemmnton et o )
The Jowishsages said thal cverygencration o ot mation has o se sl s 11 el prtipd

the exodus from Egypt. So in our collective memory, we came out of Egypt,” he explains. 3
T Bibl e continues, s thefoundaton o my ation' culue, It perhap the alycommon
denaminatrforall Jews. We ar ll mvolvd n 3 dsogue wih e Bl

Indeed, that was exactly what was going on in the conference room at Ben-Gurion University when that
‘agonizing question was asked of the panel of lecturers.

"This s a psychological problem. I can't help you. That i, I could help you, but not in my capacity as a
historian,” replied Maynard Maidman of York Universiy of Ontario to the questioner.

‘The troubled participant sat back in his chair and muttered:

“They didn't answer my question.”





