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A word of thanks 
With this last “Old Testament Newsletter” of 2000 we would very much like to thank you for your support. It is our sincerest hope that this newsletter will in future serve as a close link between the Department of Old Testament on the one hand and students and those interested on the other. In addition, we would like to further the interest in and the study of the Old Testament. 
  
The next “Old Testament Newsletter” will appear at the beginning of February. 
top 
  
A nice book to buy 
South African Biblical scholars have often expressed the hope for more sound historical research of the Old and New Testaments. Below four books are briefly discussed which give expression to this yearning. The authors, Pieter Botha and Pieter Craffert, are professors in New Testament and Biblical Archaeology at the University of South Africa (Unisa). By means of archaeological and textual information, and social and cultural models they wanted to open up the life world of the first century. The Galileans and the Judaeans, Jesus and the early Christians were real human beings, which inhabited a human world in which people lived, believed, got sick, died and were buried. 
top 
  
Title: Everyday life in the world of Jesus 
Author: Pieter J J Botha 
Date: 2000 
Publishers: Biblia Publishers, Pretoria 
Where to place your order: The book can be obtained directly from the publishers. Write to: scheeclv@alpha.unisa.ac.za 
  
Short review: Why should anyone be interested in the history of everyday life during the time of Jesus? One should rather focus on the “context” and highlight the theological and religious trends in the New Testament period. Although context and theology are indispensable aspects of New Testament study, the concept of “everyday life” implies more than context studies. It wants to integrate issues emphasizing our humanness. What links us to the early church is a common and shared humanity. And this is what Pieter Botha wanted to bring to light. He wanted to depict the “human side” of the New Testament - not the theology or message, but the people, “the humans in, behind, around the texts” (ii). To accomplish this he approached the text in an interdisciplinary way: “Archaeology and cultural anthropology are combined in order to activate the historical imagination” (ii – emphases added). This is a very important remark, especially in a context where people still think that historical information can be abstracted methodically from the text. Botha showed us the importance of imagination. Put differently: the historical imagination is an indispensable “tool” when writing history. 
top 
  
Botha investigated the crowds around Jesus. The difficult life of the Galilean peasants, who followed Him, was depicted: the “typical situation of a regular peasant was not a comfortable one” (5). Their age and health: thirty percent of the crowd was between twenty and twenty nine years of age; especially disturbing is the fact that about all older people suffered from tooth decay and that about five percent of all deaths was due to tooth decay. The way in which they moved around: a man rather walked with his peer group than with his wife; the latter could be interpreted as bad manners. The architectural aspects of the houses they lived in: the construction, the courtyard, the size and other features of first century Palestinian dwellings. Botha also devoted important chapters to family life, food and meals, work and status. Included are important sketches, tables and a glossary, enhancing the reading experience. 
top 
  
Pieter Botha’s book, “Everyday life in the world of Jesus”, is an excellent contribution to our understanding of ordinary life during the first century. Botha placed the New Testament in a human context and set the New Testament scholar the task of depicting the human world in and behind the text. In the South African context these insights are of great value. He shifted the emphasis from only linguistic and/or theological investigations to people - people who were (like us) decisively shaped by their life world; people with whom we can have compassion and associate with.  
top 
  
Title: Mediating divine powers. Perspectives on religion in the biblical world 
Author: Pieter F Craffert 
Publishers: Biblia Publishers, Pretoria 
Date: 1999 
Where to place your order: The book can be obtained directly from the publishers. Write to: scheeclv@alpha.unisa.ac.za 
  
Short review: This excellent book also enhances our understanding of the first century. Craffert describes the religious nature of ancient man. Their cities were crammed with temples, sanctuaries and other places of veneration. The people were constantly aware of the presence of the gods and other beings. Many wore amulets or curse tablets to ward off the many dreadful workings of all these beings. 
top 
  
The task of the biblical archaeologist (according to Craffert) implies a religious interest. Archaeological artifacts (like the amulets) must - so to speak - be put back in a religious context. The worldview and the cultural background in which these artifacts operated must be described. Archaeological activity comprises more than a mere description of artifacts. The religious life contexts of these archaeological finds must be construed: “The task of the biblical archaeologist is no longer describing and counting archaeological finds”, but the interpretation and understanding of these artifacts in a specific context. An archaeologist’s task is one of “creating a context and showing how things hung together in the biblical world” (iv). 
top 
  
In the process the archaeologist has to come to grips with the term ‘religion’. For the purpose of his book Craffert interprets it as the mediation of the divine. By doing this he shifts the attention from beliefs and doctrines ‘to religion as an experience, activity and lifestyle’ (v). The humans who inhabited the biblical world had this great urge for contact with the gods and other spiritual beings, and contact was facilitated in numerous ways. And Craffert is interested in the manner in which it was accomplished (through places, institutions, people), but especially in the context (worldview, cultural system) in which it took shape as well as its effect (the experience of the ultimate meaning of life). 
top 
  
To accomplish his goal Craffert employed certain social models or “multiple lenses”, as he calls these models. They are indispensable tools to investigate, analyse and interpret ancient societies. It is important to note that Craffert clearly states that these models do not represent reality. They are categorical aids for understanding human experiences and societies. 
top 
  
A cultural systems model enabled him to understand the way ancient people organised their social environment by means of certain institutions. Craffert devoted a chapter to the temples in the Graeco-Roman world. These temples were not erected for private use but as the earthly dwelling places of the gods. According to ancient belief the gods controlled not only the individual but also the affairs of the city. Each city had its own god(dess) and worship took the form of ritual and sacrifice. Craffert explains how this religious institution acquired a special place in the lives of people and the community; he illustrated how these temples occupied a special role as sacred places and as “vehicles” through which divine power was mediated. Craffert also depicted the Herodian temple in Jerusalem and formulated its meaning: “It is no exaggeration to say that the Temple and its symbolic maps of time, place, things and persons became the concrete structural expression of the core value of God’s holiness and wholeness” (66). 
top 
  
A worldview model (which shaped all aspects of life) helped him to understand worldview universals (self, other, cosmos, time) as well as the function of an ethos (the style and the mood of a specific culture; the values shaping community; the fibres keeping everything together). A chapter is devoted to the worldview landscape of the biblical world. This includes “pictures of the world” and it has to do with the way people conceive the world or the cosmos. 
top 
  
In an interesting paragraph on Jesus as religious entrepreneur, He is described as a wandering miracle worker who healed, taught and performed miracles. He was seen as having close contact with the divine world and could therefore perform all these miracles. Against this background the supernatural birth of Jesus must be understood: to be conceived by a god or born by means of a virgin was a way of expressing intimate contact with the divine world. 
top 
  
Craffert’s book once again illustrates the importance of historical understanding. Jesus and the early Christians were not phantom-like figures who only conveyed eternal messages. They were all human beings, which were - like all the people of that time - thoroughly shaped by their religious and social context. And we can be grateful to Craffert that he (as is the case with the other books below) shows us something of this world. 
top 
  
Title: Meeting the living among the dead. Burials, tombs and the afterlife 
Authors: Pieter F Craffert 
Publishers: Biblia Publishers, Pretoria 
Date: 1999 
Where to place your order: The book can be obtained directly from the publishers. Write to: scheeclv@alpha.unisa.ac.za 
  
Short review: This is a very interesting book. It is not Craffert’s intention merely to depict the burial tombs or rituals. He used these as windows to detect something of the way these people thought about themselves. “The way people deal with their dead is often a window on the way they see themselves in relation to others, to the gods and to their place in the universe. Tombs and their content provide information not only about death and burial customs but also about the beliefs of living human beings… The material remains, unearthed by archaeology, together with the literary evidence, are to be used in constructing the cultural responses to death in the biblical world” (iv). 
top 
  
In the first chapter of the book Craffert deals with burials and tomb types, and indicates how the latter (tomb types) are related to specific beliefs about death and afterlife. The second chapter deals with mortuary rites in the biblical world, and he refers to funerary rites, interaction with the dead, burial rites, mourning rites, the feeding of the dead, et cetera. In chapter three the fate of the dead as well as the development of concepts dealing with the afterlife are discussed. Chapter four focuses on the functions that have to be fulfilled by the dead. Ancestors, for instance, had the function of mediating divine power. Chapter five gives a brief history of the concept of “hell”. In the light of the previous chapters the book ends with two sections on the burial place of Jesus of Nazareth and the Shroud of Turin. 
top 
  
With regard to the former, he concludes that although there are places which are today indicated as places of Jesus’ grave, no certainty exists: “While it is understandable and can be appreciated that to many people such a place has high emotional and spiritual value, the historical certainty is rather low. It is unlikely that either of the sites identified as the place of Jesus’ death and burial can actually be accepted with any historical certainty” (101). He ends his book with some possible interpretations of Jesus’ resurrection: “Given these tendencies it is worthwhile to keep an open mind with regard to the resurrection of Jesus” (117). 
  
Craffert’s book is important because it gives an indication of how things like tombs and burial customs can shed light on the thinking of people. Behind all these “physical things” there were thinking or believing people. 
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Title: Illness and healing in the Biblical world. Perspectives on health care 
Authors: Pieter F Craffert 
Publishers: Biblia Publishers, Pretoria 
Date: 1999 
Where to place your order: The book can be obtained directly from the publishers. Write to: scheeclv@alpha.unisa.ac.za 
  
Short review: How did biblical societies treat sick and distressed members? To answer these and similar questions Peter Craffert focused on health care in the biblical world. He investigates things like skeletons, teeth, grave soil, life expectancy, nutrition, diet, et cetera and comes to the grim conclusion that the living conditions were harsh and life expectancy short. He also deals with themes such as health care systems, medical practioners, healing cults (dream cures of Asclepius), different types of hospitals, magic and healing, folk healers, miracle workers and exorcists and many other topics. 
top 
  
A very interesting chapter deals with Jesus as “exorcist-healer”. An attempt was made to understand the many healing and exorcising activities of Jesus. In his time Jesus was a renowned healer and exorcist. In New Testament scholarship there is, however, difference of opinion about the healings of Jesus. Craffert’s contribution to this debate can be called “an exercise in historical interpretation”. It implies amongst other things the creation of a broad cultural context within which the healing stories in the New Testament can be placed and understood. Jesus was of course not the only healer, but performed healings very similar to those of other ancient healers. Craffert wanted to come “closer” to the Jesus healings by determining the kind of healings He performed as well as the how of his healings. He concludes “that the evidence points to Jesus as a healer and exorcist of stature … it would be appropriate to call Jesus an exorcist-healer in his time” (108). 
top 
  
This very illuminating book not only opens up an interesting world of health care in ancient times but also challenges traditional views about the healings of Jesus. It is a must for those interested in healing and faith healing. 
  
Everything of the best. 
  
Yours truly, 
Jurie le Roux 
jleroux1@mweb.co.za 
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