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The Pretoria-Essen-project

A very exciting virtual relationship between die universities of Pretoria and Essen (Germany) has come about. Due to discussions between prof Aaron Schart of Essen and prof Dirk Human of Pretoria a few students from both universities enthusiastically tackled the theme, ‘Jeremiah 44 and the queen of heaven’. 

 top
The Pretoria group remained faithful to their exegetical tradition and therefore divided into two sections. One group focused on the text whilst the others occupied themselves with historical questions. Initially we met once or twice but then we decided to communicate by means of email. Each group had to inform the others about their progress at least once a week. And since all the German and South African students were on the same list server they all simultaneously received the same letters. It was nice ‘meeting’ students from Essen and read about the problems they were confronted with. The language of communication was of course English and German. 

top
Although we encountered all kinds of difficulties it was worth the trouble. Both universities would, however, like to continue this virtual co-operation. To make things easier and more exciting we suggest the following: 

· To compile the two groups of students from Essen and Pretoria ahead of time and to allow them ample time for research as well as the writing of the assignments.

· To encourage the students to communicate with each other as often as possible and to exchange views on diverse (Old Testament) topics.

· To formulate more than one theme in order to get more students involved and to guarantee maximum participation. 

· To give students credit for their work by exempting them from a test or another assignment. 

· To request prof Schart to contribute from time to time to our website, the Old Testament Newsletter or the electronic Bible Journal which is to be activated soon. In this way the students will become acquainted with his ideas.

top
We at the University of Pretoria would very much like to extend our mutual co-operation with prof Schart and his students. 

A nice book to buy

Title: From Dan to Beersheba

Authors: Coenie Scheepers and Eben Scheffler

Publishers: Biblia Publishers, Pretoria

Where to put your order: The book can directly be obtained from the publishers at a reduced price. Write to:  scheeclv@alpha.unisa.ac.za
Short review: The authors of this book, Coenie Scheepers and Eben Scheffler, are two very prominent South African archaeologists and they are both attached to the Department of Old Testament at the University of South Africa in Pretoria. This book is a most valuable contribution to the scanty library of archaeological books written for South Africans and from a South African perspective. They must be commended for incorporating, integrating and uniting so many diverging materials into a very fine and readable story. Their is story is informative, gripping and edifying.

top 

Although the subject, ‘Biblical Archaeology’, is increasing in popularity at Unisa, participation in archaeological projects remains an awesome undertaking for South Africans. The distance, the constant devaluation of the local currency, the lack of resources and many other factors contribute to the fact that archaeological involvement in Palestine becomes an ever-increasing impossibility for the majority of South African students.

top
This book therefore provides in a great need. Eight cities (Dan, Hazor, Megiddo, Jerusalem, Qumran, Lachish, Arad and Beersheba) were investigated, each one according to ‘a specific structure’ (13): the location of each city, the history of the excavations, the city’s occupation history, the results of the excavations and finally ‘its significance to the Bible and history’. At first sight it might seem as if the book mainly deals with stones, ruins and other archaeological remains. It is, however, quite the contrary. Through the rubble and the stones they wanted to create something of an old world and of real people who once lived and struggled to survive. As they themselves said: Biblical archaeology ‘pursues all knowledge that facilitates the better understanding of the Bible and the life-world of the people of biblical times. The excavation of ancient sites in Israel is indispensable for the accumulation of this knowledge’ (12). Scheepers and Scheffler therefore want to illuminate the life-context of the Old Testament.  

top
This is an illustrated history. It is stacked with hundreds of photos of archaeological sites, objects, maps and other interesting material. This not only aids the reader in bridging the distance gap between this country and Israel but it helps him/her to come closer to the ancient world. Through the visuals one gets an impression of Dan during the time of Jerobeam I, Ahab and Jerobeam II. Megiddo comes alive through the illustrated descriptions of the gates, walls, palaces, temples and other objects. The location of Jerusalem radically influenced Israel’s history and its water systems explain the ancient inhabitants’ struggle for survival as well as their engineering skills. 

top
The gripping story of the discovery of the Qumran scrolls is retold and the Qumran site during its prime is depicted fascinatingly. It appeals to the reader’s imagination and in his/her mind’s eye he/she strolls through the building complex. Suddenly there is a door with the doorplate ‘Scriptorium’ (or ‘scribal room’). We stare at the door in great awe and silence. For us this is the most important of all rooms. In there religious texts are being produced, texts that are offering us a unique glimpse in the life, times and beliefs of a certain group of people just before and moving into the Common Era. 

top
On slightly opening the door we see a long rectangular room of about four and half metre by fourteen metres. Someone is reading from a scroll in a clear voice. There are other people sitting or standing at stone tables with inkwells. They are all writing. More or less ‘30 scribes would sit at their desks, each with a blank scroll, pen in hand. In front of them stood the reader (or lector) who read from the scroll to be copied. The scribes wrote the contents as they heard it being dictated by the reader. A single reading through the scroll would then produce about 30 scrolls, which was more economical than copying each scroll individually. This system, however, had its disadvantages. Words could be heard wrongly and scribes could be inclined to write down the text as they understood it, and not always exactly as the reader pronounced it. These mistakes could then be carried forward in the production process of new scrolls’ (194-195). At a certain stage in the history of the community all these writings were placed in huge jars and then stored in caves. Luckily for us they remained there for 2000 years until it was found somewhere in 1947.

top
The scriptorium by the way played a pivotal role in western theological tradition. Without that particular room in so many European cloisters, theology would hardly have been possible. There texts were produced which future generations were badly in need of. In Umberto Eco’s, ‘Name of the rose’, a striking description of such a scriptorium is given. William of Baskerville and Adso entered a scriptorium and the latter was overwhelmed by the play of light. Light flowed into the room with such an abundance and clarity that it cheered up the whole room. This was the result of the many windows. There were windows all over. Forty to be more exact. The ‘lead-framed squares of clear glass allowed the light to enter in the purest possible fashion’.
 And the function of the light ‘was to illuminate the world of reading and writing’. Eco also described the people inside the scriptorium. They were the antiquarians, illuminators, librarians, rubricators and scholars. Each one sat at his own desk and each desk was situated next to a window. The most expert illuminators and copyists were placed where the light was the brightest. At each desk there was everything that was needed for illuminating and copying: ‘inkhorns, fine quills which some monks were sharpening with a thin knife, pumice stone for smoothing the parchment, rulers for drawing the lines that the writing would follow’.
 Perhaps this depiction illuminates something of the Qumran scriptorium: people sitting or standing, inkwells, rulers, parchments, et cetera. 

top
The slabs discovered in the ‘Lachish Room’ or room XXXVI of Sennacherib’s palace are at the same time awesome and moving (250-267). These slabs portray the siege of Lachish in bass relief. These reliefs were so designed as ‘to impress the beholder and instil awe, respect and admiration for the deeds and the triumphs of the great monarch who had inspired them’ (252). It illustrates the way in which the war against Lachish was fought, how the Assyrian soldiers attacked the city and what the nature of their weaponry was. And as in all wars the ordinary folk at Lachish also suffered and their fate is clearly depicted on these slabs. These scenes are so moving that one can often reflect on the terrifying events as well as the human drama and basic human feelings of fear these reliefs want to convey.

top
The book also ‘introduces’ the reader to some important archaeologists and their work. We read of Avraham Biran who directed the excavations at Dan for more than thirty years since 1966. Readers are also introduced to the work of Yigael Yadin, Ben-Tor, Kathleen Kenyon, David Ussishkin and many others. Interesting is the reference to Israel Finkelstein’s alternative and even outrageous view that the northern kingdom of Israel was the first real, full-blown state in Iron Age Palestine.  This ‘has nothing to do with the historicity of the United Monarchy. The kingdom of David and Solomon then could have been a chiefdom, or an early state, in a stage of territorial expansion, but with no monumental construction and advanced administration’ (68). Thus: (Finkelstein’s) archaeology seems to ‘prove’ that the great state of David and Solomon was actually a very small and insignificant ‘chiefdom’ or ‘state. In any case not as glorious as the Bible states. Do we here have a case of archaeology contradicting the Bible?

Scheepers’ and Scheffler’s is an exceptional work. It  informs, educates and entertains, and deserves a place on your bookshelf.

top
A website to visit

Name: Biblical Archaeology Society

Nature of this Society: The Biblical Archaeology Society has been presenting the excitement of archaeological discovery and ground-breaking Bible scholarship to a popular audience for 25 years through magazines, books, videos, slide sets, tours and seminars. Magazines: This society prints three archaeological magazines: BAR (‘Biblical Archaeology Review’), BR (‘Bible Review’) and ‘Archaeology Odyssey’.

Web address: : http://www.bib-arch.org/
top
Greetings

Jurie le Roux 

jleroux1@mweb.co.za 
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