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CHAPTER 1
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REVELATION


As I swung on a rope line attached to my harness 300 feet (91.5m) above the Negev desert floor and more than 300 feet (91.5m) down from the top of the ridge on Mount Karkom, I thought to myself, “What is a nice Jewish boy doing in a place like this? Am I nuts?” I braced myself with my two feet against the almost perpendicular cliff rock face. I was having second thoughts about this whole expedition to prove once and for all that Mount Karkom was actually the biblical Mount Sinai. The cool December desert wind had turned cold—chilling me—and was getting stronger. What was pleasantly cool weather on the ground had turned cold, swinging in the breeze 300 plus feet (91.5m) above it.


I must have been insane when I had insisted on rappelling off the 600 foot (183m) high ridge face of the mountain’s plateau myself. But I have more than a million dollars in cost riding on the success of this expedition and I am not folding my tent and leaving before I do this one last check. Although now I have an equally strong feeling that it might be the last thing I ever do! When the team recently searched the ground below, we found nothing but a few scratches in the rock at the base of Mount Karkom. Indeed, I could clearly see from this high vantage point the indentations in the ground that I thought had been the remains of an ancient road dead-ending into the side of Mount Karkom. But I now could also see the other end of these indentations in the ground, which surprisingly stopped abruptly at the edge of the ancient dry riverbed that had once flowed in the middle of the valley in front of the mountain. I just wanted to make sure before we abandoned the expedition that no stone was left unturned, so to speak, by checking the upper reaches of the mountain above the supposed road tracks.


From my perch here, however, I did notice evidence of the top edges of an ancient landslide that had covered the area directly below me. This confirmed what Sam had previously found with his solid rock penetrating LIDAR electronic equipment. We were all here based on my brief observation, which I had made when I had previously stood on the top of the mountain ridge. The angle of the sun revealed shadows on the ground, which looked like it was once a road dead ending into the mountain. I made this observation the first time I visited with my then Israeli guide, now married partner, Eric Jansen. Thus, my hunch was that the extension of this road could lead into a long-forgotten cave inside the mountain. And inside the cave, there could be items that could possibly prove Mount Karkom, located here in the Negev Desert, was actually the holy biblical mountain called Sinai.


At least that was my hunch or theory. Also, this was going to be some expensive mistake on my part. I had assembled a team which included myself, Mark Cohn—older in body but young in spirit; Eric Jansen, my handsome, younger partner and expert archeologist; Sam Reichman, the president of the GPR company whose advanced scientific methods of looking through solid surfaces were vital to an archeological dig, and physically strong as a bull; Ariel Kurtz, our young expert in all things video and the official expedition cameraman/photographer and as classically and darkly handsome as my Eric was blond; also Ariel’s new wife, Julie, a stunning redhead and his technical assistant in filming our expedition; and lastly the newest member of our team, Asher Ben-Levy, older brother of Moshe Ben-Levy, who had been our guide on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.


Asher was also a trained archeologist and an ordained orthodox rabbi. He was the only one of the team to wear a yarmulke (also called a skull cap by the Catholic Church). He was 50 years old with brown eyes and grayish brown hair. He was also the only one of the team to sport a beard, which, in my opinion, was way too long and unkempt. Both Sam and Eric insisted on him joining the team. They told me various ministry heads in Jerusalem (but did not say which ones) thought it best we take him with us this time to prevent any minor missteps like we had on our last expedition since many people consider Mount Karkom a holy site. It was working fine so far since we hadn’t found anything. Moreover, Asher had a great sense of humor and loved to cook. He had become the expedition’s unofficial chef! We have all been eating kosher food now—since he controlled the kitchen and also happened to be a really good cook.


In addition to the team, we had access to two Chinook helicopters and luckily two young enthusiastic crew members who were also amateur archeologists and volunteered to stay and help between their helicopter trips to transport us and our equipment—tents, etc. These helicopters were loaned to us by the Israeli military, avoiding a grueling three-hour jeep ride—half of it off-road—across an unforgiving Negev desert from Be’er Sheva (Israel’s regional capital of the Negev). Moreover, using the helicopters, our trip time was cut from Hatzor Air Base in Central Israel to less than an hour by helicopter from there to the military training base the government let us use near Mount Karkom. And then on from there, a short jeep ride to our base camp in the valley in front of Mount Karkom. Moreover, our two volunteers from the military were really helpful in setting up our camp. Thanks to them, we all got an exciting bird’s eye view of the mountain and nearby desert terrain while flying around our campsite the first day. Our deal with the military was we only had to reimburse the military for the cost of the fuel.


The money for all this was funded by Jacob Kurtz, the father of our team member Ariel Kurtz. Jacob was an Israeli multi-millionaire film producer and promoter and had funded our previous expedition. All this was based on my hunch from our first visit that Mount Karkom was the biblical Mount Sinai of the Exodus. However, I was well aware that this was a gamble, notwithstanding that all my previous hunches or insights or whatever you want to call them had proven correct.


Yes, a gamble, but also, the fact that in the entrance to a cave halfway up the cliff face of the mountain, since Paleolithic times, during the winter solstice around mid-afternoon, the rays of sunlight light up the rear of a jagged rock sitting at the entrance, reflecting light in a circle around the rock and the whole front of the cave. I had seen photos of this phenomenon. And yes—to my doubting, secular eyes, it most definitely looked like the burning bush of Mount Sinai of the Exodus! Regardless of what we find, I will wait two more days to see this with my own eyes. Perhaps seeing this in person can somehow give me an idea of how to salvage this expedition. In the meantime, I am hanging off the side of the cliff face of the mountain. And I had another hunch!


I am so close to the entrance of the cave in the mountain with the craggy round rock that in two days will become the burning bush. Why not swing over and stand there and look in? I don’t think anyone has ever done this except maybe Moses! So, without thinking it through, I began swinging back and forth on my rope, using my legs to propel myself off the mountain and closer and closer to the hole in the mountain face. I was swinging back and forth, using the climbing rope like a fulcrum. Eric, my partner, was more than 300 feet above me, controlling my rope pulley apparatus. He immediately saw what I was doing and started yelling down at me to stop, as it was too dangerous. Sam Reichman, our GPS expert and built like a bull, also saw what I was doing from 300 feet (91.5m) below me. Next to him was Ariel, our cameraman, who filmed everything. Sam immediately tried steadying the end of my rope dangling on the ground. I think I also heard him yell for me to stop. But once I get a thought in my head, there is no stopping me.


With each swing, I got closer and closer to the area where, in the Bible, the Lord God appeared to Moses as a burning bush that was not consumed, and where the Ten Commandments were written. My heart was pounding. I could almost see inside. Almost, that is. As I was stepping off the cliff face as lightly but forcefully as I could while hanging onto my rope, I kept noticing the ridges in the rock face getting deeper and longer as I got closer to the opening. On my final swing, I noticed something long, black, and shiny laying in the ridge crevice. It was a black Sinai cobra that raised its head in a strike position as I was swinging closer. I instantly dug the heels of my desert boots hard on the rock face to stop myself in full swing. Luckily, I came to a full stop just before the cobra struck, missing my neck by an inch. But it came close enough for me to smell its scent and hear its hiss. It smelled like death.


Needless to say, I backed up as fast as I could. As I was backing up just in front of this recoiled cobra, I noticed more of them pouring out of the famous burning bush hole that I was so eager to explore. They were all quickly slithering over the rock cliff ridges, heading straight towards me. Backtracking to the middle of the fulcrum, where my rope would hang straight down, seemed to take an eternity, yet I was moving as quickly as I could. I was so upset that I must have loosened my grip on my rope and started sliding down too fast. I was wearing thick gloves to avoid getting rope burn while climbing—Eric had insisted I wear them. One of his hobbies is mountaineering, and he told me gloves like these had saved his hands more than once from rope burn. He was right. I could feel the heat of the ropes through my gloves as I struggled to slow myself down. I think I managed to slow down a little bit. I was descending so fast that my favorite brown fedora, an Indiana Jones-style hat, flew off. It was a present from my team given to me on our last expedition. Moreover, I hadn’t fully realized at the time, but both Sam and Eric had been watching every step of my high-flying act (or ordeal, to me).


It took seconds for me to descend, and the next thing I remember, I was in Sam’s arms. He must have caught me before I hit the ground and broken both legs or worse! He just looked down at me in his arms and said, “Having a bad day? But I got you and you’re fine!” With that, he swung me around so I could stand on my own two feet. He did, however, continue to hold me tight around my waist with his left hand so I could grab onto his right shoulder while trying to stand and regain my balance. Even Ariel, standing close to us, stopped filming for a second to ask if I was okay.


Less than two minutes later, while I was still dizzy from my fall, the six-foot black Sinai cobra that had been chasing me landed with a thud right in front of us. You would think a fall like that would kill it, but not that tough old snake! It immediately coiled in a strike position. As it made its lightning-fast strike towards me, I heard Sam unsnap his large military style knife that he carried in a knife holster attached to his belt with his free right hand. I had previously questioned him when we first arrived here on why he always carried such a large knife. At that time, he casually said you never know what you’re going to run into in the deep desert. He now caught the lightning-fast strike of the cobra with an even faster swing of his knife, so quick that he severed the cobra’s neck just behind its head mid-strike. I heard the cobra’s head fall to the ground and saw its mouth and fangs clicking between my feet. Its extended fangs harmlessly ejecting poisonous venom onto my boots and pants. As I looked up, I saw the cobra’s body writhing and coiling itself in pain. The open wound where its head had been spewing red blood everywhere. When I felt its surprisingly hot blood sprayed across the back of my hand, my eyes rolled back in my head and I fainted. Thank God that Sam was still gripping my waist with his left hand, so I didn’t join the snake on the ground!


Strangely, when I fainted, I could no longer see anything and had no power in my limbs but I could still hear. I heard Ariel say, “What a great shot. I got it all!” while Sam said that it was the biggest Sinai cobra he had ever seen. Meanwhile, Eric had been watching what was happening from more than 600 feet(183m) up on the edge of the ridge of Mount Karkom. With his mountaineering skills of a natural born sportsman, it took him less than two minutes to jump over the side of the cliff and rappel himself down to the ground and run over to us. He was in such great shape that he wasn’t even breathing hard when he got to us. But I am sure the look on his face must have been that of extreme worry.


As he approached, Sam said to him, “I think this is yours! But he’s fine—just fainted.” Then he unloaded me into Eric’s arms. All Eric said was, “I better take him back to our tent and have him checked out.” With that, he swung my limp body over his shoulder, holding my two legs tightly in front of him and letting the rest of me dangle behind him. Then he started to walk briskly back to our tent about a quarter of a mile away but still in the valley in front of Mount Karkom. Ariel, as usual, followed and filmed.


Since I was dangling head down and arms also extended down, my blood started to return to my head, my eyes rolled back to where they were supposed to be, and my strength began to return to my limbs. So, when I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Eric’s two round bouncing buns inches from my face but upside down. So I reached out and grabbed those two hard, rounded melons, trying to push myself into a more upright position. When I did this, Eric loudly said he could tell I was feeling better! “But for now, relax and enjoy the view. We only have a little way to go to get you back to our tent.” Actually, I was just trying to see where my hat had gone. Luckily, I saw Sam holding it. I was relieved that I had not lost it.


By the time we got back to the tent, Sam had already alerted the entire team by cellphone to what I had done and what had just happened because of it. First thing back in the tent, Eric laid me gently down on my cot. As my total senses returned, I felt so embarrassed (and old) that I had caused this emergency and had been treated like a sack of potatoes by two of the most perfectly fit men I had ever met. Both tough IDF and Mossad trained warriors who also had to babysit me!


Surprisingly, Julia, Ariel’s new wife and technical assistant, took over what was happening next in our tent. I hadn’t known this, but she had been a nurse in the military. She now started field triage on me, which she had done dozens of times before in the IDF. I started to protest that I felt fine, but she basically told me to shut up and be still.


The whole team, including Sam and our rabbi and cook Asher, was now in our tent. It was getting crowded, and everyone had something to say. Julie finally pronounced me normal (for me—LOL), and I noticed the anxiety level in the tent lowered a bit. She said I just needed some rest. Before I totally relaxed, however, I was curious about one thing. I asked Sam, who by now was also in the tent, “What was a black Sinai cobra doing in the Negev?” He responded in his most professorial tone that the delineation between the Negev desert and the Sinai Peninsula was political, but the climate, animals, and native flora and fauna were the same in both places, and that there was no such delineation in the time of Moses. He also added that just because the tall border fence between Egypt and Israel runs very close to Mount Karkom, it had nothing to do with where black Sinai cobras choose to live.


Next, Asher, assuming his official rabbi’s role, commented that my attempt to enter the entrance to the cave where the burning bush was said to appear was strictly off-limits and illegal. Our military permit to explore and potentially excavate in this military reserve area did not include it. Many considered it a holy site, and trespassing was forbidden. He expressed his anger, reminding me of the warning the Prime Minister had given me after my last expedition—no more favors. Violating Israeli archeological laws again would result in jail time for me, and possibly for the rest of the team as my accomplices. My first reaction to this was how the heck did he know about my conversation with the Prime Minister, but then remembered that sooner or later in Israel everyone eventually knows everything about everyone. He must have researched me thoroughly before joining the expedition. Despite his remarks, I did recall hearing something about a prohibition against entering the cave on Mount Karkom.


Noticing the team’s concern, Asher lightened the mood, asking if I wanted to hear the good news. I agreed, and he said that since I hadn’t actually entered the cave, no laws were broken. So he continued by joking about making cobra kebabs for dinner, claiming they tasted like chicken. The whole team groaned at the thought.


However, I wasn’t going to let his joke slide. I told him I knew he was joking because snakes slither on the ground and therefore were not kosher. And since he was an orthodox rabbi, I knew he only cooked kosher meals. Surprised, he asked how a secular Jew like myself knew which food was kosher and which was not.


To this I responded in Hebrew, which shocked the entire team except Eric, who had been helping me learn it. Yes, I was studying modern Hebrew and getting pretty good at it. And also added that I was also in the process of reading the Torah in its original language, understanding exactly what Moses said about dietary restrictions without needing a translation. Upon hearing this, Asher’s tone became more respectful, confirming that snakes were not kosher and would not be served for dinner. Everyone in the room sighed in relief when he said this.


As Asher turned to leave, he suggested that maybe I should ponder this thought that the snake might not have been a deadly creature I had almost accidentally stepped on, but a guardian placed there by God to protect His holy site, which I had nearly violated. His parting comment struck me as a revelation that what he had just said was true. Upon hearing his comment, the entire team fell silent, as if pondering the idea themselves.


Julie broke the silence by loudly insisting everyone leave the tent to let me rest. Everyone left except for Eric who sat by my bed and tightly held my hand as I lay back on my cot. As I drifted off to sleep, I realized that by holding my hand he was trying to share his strength with me. I felt it flowing into me and had a premonition that I would need it in the days to come.









CHAPTER 2
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THE LEVITE PRIEST


After what I had just experienced, I hadn’t realized how truly tired I was. I slept through dinner that night and awakened early the next morning feeling refreshed and ready for the day. Eric was sound asleep on his cot next to me. Not wanting to disturb him, I quietly left our tent. Outside, I deeply breathed in the cool desert morning air and delighted in the desert solitude. I think I also detected a little moisture from the early morning desert dew. The air smelled sweet. I then made a beeline to our port-a-potty that our helicopter crew had conveniently dropped off for the team to use. I washed my hands and the sleep off my face in our makeshift outdoor sink, which was more like an extended hose. After that, I went directly to our mess hall tent. My appetite had come roaring back.


As I entered the tent, I saw the newest member of our team, Rabbi Asher Ben-Levy, already cooking breakfast. I knew him well enough by now to know that no one got in his way when he was cooking! So, I politely asked him when breakfast would be ready, as I was starving. He said he was glad that I was feeling better and to sit down; his famous Israeli breakfast buffet would be ready in a couple of minutes. Israel is known for its delicious buffet breakfasts, which consist of yogurts, cheeses, salads, omelets, peppers, flatbreads (pita), dips, and butter. Asher’s specialty was homemade hummus, which was delicious, and my favorite shakshouka, which consisted of eggs floating in a homemade fresh tomato sauce with plenty of garlic and onions, served hot with bread on the side for dipping. This buffet style of breakfast had originated on the collective kibbutz years ago.


The buffet was served on a long table against the tent wall. When Asher put the shakshouka down on the table, I couldn’t wait any longer and went to the buffet table, serving myself. I returned to my seat with a full plate and started to eat with gusto. Asher returned to the kitchen side of the tent to finish cutting some bread.


It was still just me and Asher in the tent when he said to me in a most sanctimonious tone that I should be ashamed of myself for trying to enter the hole where the burning bush appears. He then said I was a bumbling amateur archeologist and sodomite who had walked on sacred ground and had almost violated a most holy site. He warned me to be more careful in the future.


With this comment, I stopped eating. I had made considerable effort later in my life to become a kinder, gentler person, especially now that I had a gorgeous life partner who loved me and whom I loved dearly. However, in my early life, I had my share of neighborhood street fights on the mean streets of New York City and had successfully won more than one. I had kept this anger buried and safely locked away for many years now. Almost instantly, I felt that anger bubble up in me again—an anger that was hard to control. I didn’t mind that he called me a bumbling amateur archeologist. He was correct there. However, I would have added the word “lucky” as well. What stuck in my throat was his use of the word sodomite in such a sanctimonious tone. I surprised myself with my cold, controlled response, pointing out that the only people who would give a damn was the Chief Rabbinate, “a bunch of old men who you can smell before you can see and who want to send Israel back to a time of ignorance.” I ended my response with the most studied half-smile smirk on my face I could muster. It hit its mark. Asher was enraged. He responded that he was the Chief Rabbinate’s representative here and I should best take what he said seriously. I noticed he had changed the way he was holding his bread knife from a cutting position to a stabbing position. I thought to myself, “He wants to play? Then let’s play.” I instantly knew that the metal breakfast chair on the other side of the table from where I was sitting would not only make a good defense against his knife, but if I pushed over the table to get to it fast enough, I could crush his skull with it before he had time to think or move out of the way. I would send him back in a box!


However, in the next second before I could blink, Sam Reichman, that huge bull of a man, was sitting in my metal chair potential weapon! All he said, looking straight at me, was, “Good morning and Shalom to everyone.” Of all the chairs in the mess hall tent, he picked the one that placed himself strategically between me and Asher. That was no accident. Then I also sensed Eric had entered the tent, positioning himself directly behind me. I was sure they both noticed the fighting tension in the tent between Asher and me. Next came Ariel and Julie, followed by the two young, enthusiastic helicopter pilots who had volunteered to help us with the grunt work during our expedition.


I knew I had to get control of myself but it was going to be difficult. Then Eric quickly picked me up and swung me around pinning my arms to my sides with a giant hug and said loudly so everyone could hear, “I didn’t get my morning kiss yet.” I gave him a perfunctory kiss on the mouth by which Eric knew instantly something was not right with me. Ariel then yelled, “Get a room.” Everyone laughed except Asher, who was also composing himself. I used the opportunity while my cheek was pressed against Eric’s to whisper that Asher worked for the Chief Rabbinate of Israel. Eric softly replied directly into my ear, “We know. Calm down.”


As Eric released me from his bear hug, I sat down again facing Sam. I was now in control of myself, so the first thing I said to Sam was that I hadn’t had the chance yesterday, but I wanted to thank him for saving my life. Sam simply looked at me with a warm smile on his face and said, “I actually saved you twice yesterday.” I thought about this for a moment and said he was right. I owed him my life twice over. All Sam said in response was, “You’re welcome. Now let’s eat.” Everyone in the room ate hungrily, including me. Except I couldn’t help keeping a half an eye on Asher.


After wolfing down my breakfast I needed to further clear my head, so I excused myself to spend some time alone outside, but asked everyone if they could attend a planning meeting in about thirty minutes here in the mess tent. Everyone agreed and thought it was a good idea. As I walked out of the tent, I heard Sam say to Eric that Eric owed him one shekel. Later, I learned that apparently, they had bet how long it would take for Asher and me to have a fight. Sam bet two days and he won! I hate being so predictable.


As I stepped outside the tent situated at the valley’s entrance before Mount Karkom’s burning bush hole, the overwhelming, mysterious, ancient power of this place enveloped me again. I felt a power almost metaphysical—as if God Himself was here. I had first sensed it the moment I disembarked the helicopter two days prior. But the closer I got to the burning bush hole in the mountain, the stronger the feeling grew. This sensation was intensifying as we approached the winter solstice date, which was the next day. I think the whole team felt it too, but not as much as I did. It had caused Eric and me to lose interest in making love, as if we had become virgins again. As I continued to walk around our deserted camp with the mess tent’s noise fading, an idea struck me. We hadn’t yet thoroughly explored the plateau on top of Mount Karkom where there were thousands of petroglyphs. So, I thought it would be productive for the team to spend the rest of the day on the plateau above us studying its many petroglyphs carved into the rock thousands of years before the time of Moses. As for myself, I really didn’t know what I would be looking for, but I was sure I’d recognize it when I saw it. Besides, we hadn’t made any groundbreaking archeological discoveries yet. Perhaps the time spent up there would help me figure out what to tell Jacob Kurtz who funded this expensive expedition based only on my hunch from a previous visit.


I took my time walking back to our mess tent which would now serve as our meeting hall. When I entered, everyone was nearly done helping Asher clean up from breakfast. I sat there patiently, still a little embarrassed about my experience on the mountainside yesterday. Soon, everyone was seated and ready to start our meeting. As usual, Ariel began filming.
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