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Praise for Discovering the City of Sodom


“Dr. Collins is a meticulous archaeologist who isn’t afraid to challenge traditional assumptions about the location and fate of the Bible’s most mysterious city—Sodom. This riveting account of Dr. Collins’s fascinating journey and discovery has contributed a unique body of knowledge that surpasses anything published on the subject. I don’t know of a more convincing case for Sodom’s long-awaited identification.”


—Joseph M. Holden, Ph.D., president of Veritas Evangelical Seminary and coauthor of The Popular Handbook of Archaeology and the Bible


“ ‘Welcome to Sodom’ signs are absent—so has Steven Collins found the place? Latayne Scott imaginatively tells how Collins concludes it is Tall el-Hammam, east of the Jordan River, arguing vigorously from biblical texts, geography, and his discoveries at this large site. Archaeology’s slow processes come to life in this vivid narrative.”


—Alan Millard, Emeritus Rankin Professor of Hebrew and Ancient Semitic Languages, The University of Liverpool


“This lively volume provides the compelling story of the (re)discovery and excavation of an important biblical-period site, combining personal experiences, archaeological evidence, and discussion of biblical texts. Even if one does not see eye to eye with the authors’ interpretations on the identity of the site and relationship to specific parts of the biblical narrative, the enthusiastic description of the story of the study of this site and related issues makes it a great read!”


—Aren Maeir, professor, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Israel, and director of the Tell es-Safi/Gath Archaeological Project


“Discovering the City of Sodom is sure to create discussion, conversation, controversy, and enjoyment among lay and scholarly communities alike. Collins carries the reader on a journey through the Bible’s ancestral tales of sacred obedience, decadent lust, and apocalyptic destruction, uncovering impressive archaeological remains of a sprawling metropolis possibly used by the biblical writers as their geographic setting. This is a book not to be missed in the debate over the Bible’s role in archaeological studies.”


—David C. Maltsberger, Ph.D., professor of religion, Wayland Baptist University


“In this book, Collins provides the most complete discussion to date of all of the relevant biblical texts. The most compelling part of the book is Dr. Collins’s argument for locating Sodom northeast of the Dead Sea, rather than farther to the south as many have assumed. Much of the skepticism about the historicity of Sodom over the years has been conducted in an archaeological vacuum. Now, with the excavations of Tell el-Hammam and Collins’s extensive presentation of the historical, geographical, and archaeological data, we now have a better material basis for further discussion.”


—Robert A. Mullins, Ph.D., professor of archaeology and Old Testament, Azusa Pacific University


“The intrigue and biblical/historical detective work in this book thoroughly captivated me.”


—Chris Fabry, author of ECPA Best Fiction winner Almost Heaven






Thank you for downloading this Howard eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Howard and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: title]





DR. COLLINS:


For Danette, the love of my life


DR. SCOTT:


I dedicate this book to the servant-hearted people of the Mountainside Church of Christ in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I signed the contract on this book when my husband, Dan, had been hospitalized and lay unconscious with a profoundly severe case of Guillain-Barré syndrome in the intensive care unit for four weeks. During the following four months of his hospitalization at Presbyterian Hospital, Specialty Hospital, and Health South Hospital, he received extraordinary care from the dedicated medical and management personnel at those fine facilities. Throughout those long months and the subsequent period of his recuperation at home, the Mountainside congregation, along with family and other friends across the country, provided everything—housing, transportation, funds, food, encouragement, and respite—to “hold up my arms” so that I could write this book. Without them, and the inestimable support of son Ryan Scott and daughter Celeste Green and their families, the writing of this book would have been impossible.





Foreword


The destruction of the Cities of the Plain—Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim—is proverbial. The events described in Genesis 19 are so well known that anyone with minimal knowledge of the Bible is familiar with the dreadful destruction by fire and brimstone that God brought on these “sin cities.” Paintings have been made of Sodom’s overthrow, books written, and movies made.


When, in 2009, Dr. Steven Collins asked me to help him with the recording of the architectural remains of a site that he believed to be Sodom, I was very skeptical about the possibility of finding any vestiges of this city of infamy. A key verse in the New Testament, Jude 7, indicated that the destruction of the Cities of the Plain was an example of annihilation by eternal fire. So—my reasoning went—how could one expect to find any traces of them?


There was no shortage of theories as to the location of these cities, but in my view, none of them held water, particularly the one that associated their destruction with the formation of the Dead Sea! It is clear from the text of Genesis 14, where “slime pits” or sinkholes are mentioned, that the Dead Sea already existed before the destruction of these cities that was witnessed by Abraham from afar. Such sinkholes appear when the water level of the Dead Sea is very low, as it is today. These areas, where the ground has collapsed, were seen for the first time in 2009 and they are getting larger every year. Geological research has shown that today’s low level of the Dead Sea is comparable to what it was at the time of Abraham. Most of these sinkholes are found in the area of Qumran, the likely location of the Valley of Siddim. It was in similar sinkholes that the “kings” of the Cities of the Plain fell.


Much of nineteenth-century scholarship put these cities to the northeast of the Dead Sea, whereas later researchers proposed a southern or eastern location. Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira are sites on the east side of the Dead Sea that have tentatively been identified with Sodom and Gomorrah, although the communities that lived in these sites, excavated in the 1960s and 1970s, never existed simultaneously. And the search goes on. Even as recently as 2011, a Russian-Jordanian team mooted a proposal to search the bottom of the Dead Sea with a submarine for these doomed cities.


Hearing Professor Collins’s explanation of Genesis 13:1–12 and visiting the site of Tall el-Hammam forced me to rethink the whole question of the location of Sodom and Gomorrah. These verses make it quite clear that the Cities of the Plain, the Cities of the Kikkar—the vast circular expanse at the southern end of the Jordan River—must have been located east of Bethel/Ai, that is, northeast of the Dead Sea. The eastern part of the Kikkar can clearly be seen from this location. Having worked at the site of Khirbet el-Maqatir, which has been identified as Ai, for seven seasons, I can vouch for this. Even today, the eastern Kikkar is a well-watered plain with agricultural crops growing abundantly in the middle of winter. There can be no doubt that this region corresponds to the description of the area that Lot gazed on from Bethel/Ai and to which he was fatefully lured.


Because the Jordan Valley has long been a military zone, archaeological research had been severely restricted up to a few years ago. After the signing of the peace treaty between Israel and Jordan in 1994, Dr. Collins used this newly created opportunity to explore the Kikkar and search for archaeological sites that may correspond to the biblical description of the Cities of the Plain. What he found was astounding. In this archaeological terra incognita, more than a dozen Bronze Age sites were identified, the largest of which, Tall el-Hammam, is being excavated by him and his team.


Not only is Tall el-Hammam one of the largest Bronze Age sites in the whole of the Middle East, but nowhere else have I seen such a thick layer of destruction, with collapsed walls, burnt debris, and dramatic skeletal remains, all inside a meter-thick layer of ash. The destruction of this ancient city was complete, and interestingly, other adjacent Bronze Age sites have a similar archaeological profile, showing that they suffered a similar fate.


After this total overthrow in the Middle Bronze Age, Tall el-Hammam was never rebuilt as a city, although there is evidence of later building activities during the Iron Age, about seven hundred years later. The archaeological remains therefore were not buried beneath many layers of civilization, but were found immediately below the surface. In 2012 the remains of a large gate were uncovered. As this book describes so poignantly, finding the Gate of Sodom, described in Genesis 19:1, was at the top of Professor Collins’s wish list. Undoubtedly, the main and only gate of Tall el-Hammam has been found. If indeed Tall el-Hammam is Sodom, then this is the place where “Lot sat in the gate.”


Dr. Collins is well aware of the difficulties involved in identifying this site with Sodom. Many will agree with the location, but the date of the final destruction is problematic for some. Typically, Professor Collins does not shrink from dealing with this problem and confronts it with his characteristic forthrightness. He believes that his site is in the right place and in the right time. As I see it, the location of Tall el-Hammam corresponds indeed to the biblical location of Sodom. For me, the identification of Tall el-Hammam with Sodom ticks all the required boxes but one—the time of its destruction. Instead of rejecting the identification of this singular site with Sodom on this point only, I suggest that this unticked box of the accepted chronology needs closer examination.


This book is the intriguing account of Dr. Collins’s personal research into the location of the Cities of the Kikkar, particularly that of Sodom. Even if you still have some reservations, as I have, it is a compelling story of the discovery of a site that, more than any other, corresponds to the place of the cataclysm described in the early chapters of Genesis.


Dr. Leen Ritmeyer


Archaeological Architect


Cardiff, Wales





Preface


One of the most vivid stories of the Old Testament is the tale of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18–19. Sodom and Gomorrah, two of the five “cities on the plain” adjacent to the Dead Sea, were steeped in wickedness, and the Lord was determined to destroy them. The Lord was willing to change his mind if Abraham could find at least ten honest people in the towns, but alas, he could not, so “the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire from heaven, overthrowing those cities and all of the plain” (Genesis 19:24–25).


For centuries most folk who rooted their faith in the Bible took this and the other stories of the patriarchs at face value. But with the flood of new discoveries in the Near East in the 1800s, such as the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphics and Babylonian cuneiform, which provided access to a vast sea of ancient Near Eastern literature, widespread skepticism began to emerge in biblical criticism by the end of that century. Adherents of this skepticism, sometimes called “modernists,” tended to see the Bible as mostly pious poetry—beautiful and of high moral value, but with little or no historical basis. The patriarchal narratives, including the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, were seen as compositions to foster ethical behavior, but certainly never really happened.


With the growth of scientific archaeology in the Holy Land in the early 1900s, biblically oriented scholars, especially Americans, began to react to this cynical approach to the Old Testament. One of the most articulate of these new scholars was the famous William Foxwell Albright, whose magisterial excavations at Gibea (1922) and Tell Beit Mirsim (1933–36) demonstrated a surprising correlation between the biblical narratives about the kingdoms of Israel and Judah and the “Iron Age” archaeological data. More digs in Israel by other scholars—again, mostly Americans—began to reveal the lifestyles of the local inhabitants during the earlier “Bronze Age,” and Albright, among them, suggested that the life situation of the Old Testament patriarchs and their spouses—Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob—as described in the Bible fit very well with the facts on and in the ground brought to light by excavations.


This was such an exciting prospect that there began a great rush to find new Bronze Age sites to explore—particularly those with possible biblical connections. It was in such a hope that the Jesuits of the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Jerusalem, led at first by Father Alexis Mallon, S.J., began to excavate Tuleilat Ghassul in Transjordan from 1929 to 1938, on the Kikkar of the Jordan, the circular plain just north of the Dead Sea—the area that in his mind was the correct location of the biblical Cities of the Plain. Father Mallon was convinced at first that what he found at Ghassul was evidence of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, but what they had uncovered was, as a matter of fact, not a Bronze Age site, but one from yet another period earlier, the Chalcolithic. However, they recognized that nearby sites, such as sprawling Tall el-Hammam, were covered with Bronze Age pottery sherds. Unfortunately, the untimely death of Father Mallon and the onset of European hostilities kept the Pontifical Biblical Institute from pursuing what might have been a wonderful discovery.


When pursuing the question of the historicity of the Sodom tales, there are two ways of proceeding. One would be to seek evidence that the events actually occurred as narrated in Genesis. The other would be to leave that possibility perhaps open, but to search for a site whose destruction would have been the basis for such a narrative. For example, were the writers familiar with certain ancient ruins (tells or talls), the location and destruction of which suggested an etiological or explanatory story: “How did such places and destruction come about? It must have been . . . ,” etc. Many archaeologists maintain that Jericho, for example, was indeed destroyed, but not exactly at the time of Joshua; however, because it was laid waste in the area of sites that Joshua actually did destroy, it also became part of the Conquest narrative.


In either approach, it is necessary to find a site that would explain the origin of the Sodom narratives, and just possibly one that produces evidence that the narration as it appears in the Bible may not be disconnected from historical reality after all. This is what the authors of this book have done. Among the several sites or collections of sites that have been proposed for the notorious Cities of the Plain, which includes Sodom as its nucleus, Collins’s proposal of Tall el-Hammam as this very place is convincing indeed. The evidence that the Tall el-Hammam Excavation Project (TeHEP) has brought to light, and which Professor Collins marshals to demonstrate the correlation between Tall el-Hammam and the biblical narrative, must now enter the discussion as offering by far the strongest candidate for the site of Sodom. The way Collins and Scott present the material is itself a delightfully deepening series of discoveries that mirrors the process of an archaeological excavation itself.


As the one who has curated the Ghassul material in Jerusalem at the Pontifical Biblical Institute for more than forty years and who has constantly encountered the trays of Bronze Age sherds that Mallon had picked up at Hammam, I am both pleased and excited to see what has become the trajectory of the artifacts I have lived with for so long, now made clear by TeHEP’s wonderful work on the eastern Kikkar and the authors’ cogent analysis.


William J. Fulco, S.J., Ph.D.


National Endowment for the Humanities Professor of Ancient Mediterranean Studies


Department of Classics and Archaeology


Loyola Marymount University


Los Angeles





An Important Note about Terminology


Terminology is always changing in the world of archaeology as old terms give way to newer, often more accurate ones. Reflecting that, this book uses the word tall to refer to an occupational mound, instead of the word tell. The book also reflects the most up-to-date names of archaeological periods and the scholarly designations of BCE and CE instead of BC and AD. Also, for ease of reading, most diacritical marks have been removed from foreign words. The place name “Tall el-Hammam” is sometimes referred to as “Tall al-Hammam” on certain maps from the Jordanian Geological Survey, as this is the spelling typically used in Jordan.
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Land of Facts and Fables






ONE


Down from the Jordan’s Source: The Setting for Sodom


To understand the role of the once-great city-state of Sodom, you must visualize where it is in relation to the rest of the history of the Semitic people in whose land it lies. Though the recent discovery of Sodom seemed to come out of nowhere, it has been in the same place for thousands of years. It must take its proper place on both maps and timelines of Bible events.


It often surprises those who love the Bible when they learn that most of that book’s events took place in a footprint smaller than the state of New Jersey. Excepting the sojourns of biblical people in Egypt and captivity in Babylon (and of course the travels of the apostles after the time of Jesus), practically everything biblical happened in an eight-thousand-square-mile skinny rectangle that transects the so-called Fertile Crescent, which stretches from the Arabian gulf to the borders of the Nile River in Egypt.


Once a year, Albuquerque, New Mexico–based Trinity Southwest University conducts an archaeological study tour of the Holy Land, crossing back and forth over the fortified but nonetheless amicable borders between Jordan and Israel to see the most significant sites. The grand prize of the tour is a look at Tall el-Hammam—biblical Sodom—over the last days of the tour, of course. But all of Holy Land history, all of the Holy Land itself, is as knitted together as the souls of David and Jonathan. And the lifeblood of the Hebrew people’s history is the river in its heart, and the logic of its story follows the great Jordan River south to the Dead Sea. To understand biblical history you must follow the Jordan—whose very name means “descent”—as it makes its way through the geography of biblical history.


The narrow rectangle of the Holy Land is split, quite literally, right down the middle by the profound valley of the Jordan River. Unlike the upside-down Nile, the Jordan runs north to south through an area called the Great Rift. This long, deep fissure, formed in antiquity by the shifting of adjacent tectonic plates, stretches from Turkey all the way to the Serengeti Plain in Africa. Its once-suboceanic past is revealed by its mountaintops, which are here and there crusted with fossils that even today crunch underfoot.


In the Holy Land, this Rift’s northern border is defined by the Lebanon Mountains and the iconic Mount Hermon, the “grey-haired mountain” whose summit marks the border of modern Israel. Its fifty-foot drifts of snow have inspired psalms, such as the one that compares fellowship to “the dews of Mount Hermon.” The same snow provides one source of the Jordan River’s headwaters and is perhaps the site of the Transfiguration of Jesus, where he communed with Moses and Elijah (Mark 9:2–5).


(How did the apostles know the identity of those two long-dead men when they saw them with Jesus? a guide asks, and then allows guesses until the right answers appear: Moses by the great light coming from his face—Exodus 34:35—and Elijah by his bald head and excessively hairy body—2 Kings 1:8.)


Northern Israel is a thin, vulnerable place, a bruised and bloodied fist that jabs toward its menacing neighbors. Even if there weren’t fortified fences, anyone could see the borders of Israel: just as Egypt is the gift of the Nile, Israel is the gift of drip irrigation. Just across Israel’s barbed-wire borders, where the green ends and the brown begins, lie both Lebanon and Syria and the reasons for bomb shelters in every kibbutz; the signs on the roadside tell you not to walk past the shoulder because there are mine-fields there.


Visitors try to digest the reality of still-active land mines in a civilized country. They ponder the irony of mosques in Israel and the contradiction of its population of 12 percent of Muslims, whose Quran-reading children take part in the Israeli army’s compulsory service for all its young citizens.


This is a place millions have dreamed of visiting since they heard the Bible stories of childhood. Proportionally, more come here from non-English-speaking countries than not. The popular tourist sites are a Babel—or perhaps, a Pentecost—of groups, huddled in semicircles as they listen to discourses in their native tongues by hoarse and earnest tour guides with waving arms.


American groups contain all types of people. On one extreme are people like the middle-aged Arkansas farmer who tries to figure out how to anchor on his head the little yarmulke with the blue Star of David that he’s just bought from a vendor (and whether or not he should rock back and forth as he prays, as he sees the black-coated Hasidic Jews do). On the other side of the scale is the chattering group of schoolgirls who have been sent here with the hope that old sacrednesses will rub off on them and stick to their clothing when they return to the malls and MP3s of their lives. Somewhere in the middle are the pious families and the young couples who haul their unwitting children from site to site and try to take notes and photographs and videos of every important thing.


And in Israel, every site is an important thing. There is no other place on earth about which so many uncounted libraries have been written. It’s surely the most documented eight thousand square miles on earth.


Some tourists are lured by the churches and mosques built over most of the familiar places: the Temple, the Nativity, the Holy Sepulcher, and the holies of other assorted holies. But a tour specializing in Israel’s archaeology disdains everything Byzantine and newer (“Second century AD, huh? Move on!”) and takes the pilgrim first to the fount of every blessing, the bubbling-up emergence of the Jordan River’s pristine waters from the very ground at a place called Tel Dan. Here is a lush habitat for birds and salamanders and fish that climb waterfalls, a place where dew and moss drip from everything.


Under excavation and deteriorating in the sopping air at Laish (Tel Dan) down the road is a mudbrick gateway, with perhaps the oldest arch in existence—through which Abraham may have passed on his route from Haran to his inheritance in Canaan (Genesis 12:4–5). Literally a few steps away are the stone foundations of a gateway where kings of his Israelite descendants sat centuries later, arbitrating disputes among the people. Gateways such as this do not always endure, but their stone foundations usually do. Perhaps that is why the idea of a gateway and heaven have become tied together in people’s minds.


Adjacent to it is Caesarea Philippi, the place where Jesus pointed up to a gaping mouth of a cave into which pagans threw human sacrifices to Pan—perhaps subdued by hallucinogens still discernible in excavated ancient drinking vessels. Here Jesus brought his disciples on a six-day journey out of their way, to this place of decision. Here he told his disciples that what he would build, the open heart of a church, would not be a matter of flesh and blood, would not be overcome by such things as this gate into hell (Matthew 16:13–20).


The river falls precipitously a few miles downstream into the Sea of Galilee (or Tiberias, as it’s also named in the Bible). Tourists ride in loaded barges across it and eat basketfuls of the grilled St. Peter’s tilapia (named after that apostle’s famous eureka of a coin in the jaws of one of these mouth-breeding fish, as recorded in Matthew 17:24–27). Later, everyone gawks at the recently found “Jesus boat,” a wooden fishing vessel from the first century improbably preserved in Galilean mud until its discovery and restoration just a few years ago.


It isn’t Jesus’s sailing ship, though, because he didn’t own anything. In modern terms, he would have gone to Hertz Rent-a-Boat when he needed one.


On the northwest shore of the lake is Capernaum, one of three cities cursed by Jesus. Yet that same city was extraordinarily blessed when he healed a servant of the man who built its synagogue. This man, a Roman centurion, possessed and immortalized what Jesus called “astonishing” faith (Luke 7:1–10).


A Christian guide points out the exact middle of the tiled floor. All ancient synagogues are perfect squares, he tells visitors, like God spreading himself over the four corners of the earth. Look here, he says, this is where Jesus would have stood to read. This synagogue floor is much more modern than in Jesus’s day, but the floor from his time lies beneath this one. People go and stand next to that spot, wanting proximity, fearing usurpation lest they crowd out his memory.


The archaeological tour doesn’t go to Nazareth, for there is little ancient to see there. Instead, the visitors look out at what Jesus would have seen from there: a breathtaking landscape that would have been his history book. There everyone could see Mount Tabor’s unmistakable mammary profile, the fitting setting of the story of the extraordinary heroine Deborah when she and Barak conquered the king of Hazor (Judges 4). The sight of Mount Carmel, across the valley, evokes the telling of the fire from heaven that ignited Elijah’s waterlogged firewood and sent the pagan priests running in terror, history’s first cutters, still dripping blood from their self-inflicted skin-slicing (1 Kings 18).


Then the guide points out Sepphoris, a neighboring city not mentioned in biblical texts but that was a bustling building project during the teenage and young adult years of Jesus. His father Joseph, the guide explains, was a tekton, a word whose meaning can include the concept of a carpenter but more probably meant a builder or artisan, perhaps even a stonemason. How many times, as the guide points out, did Jesus speak of stonework, of cornerstones, capstones, foundations, towers? (See Matthew 24:27 and elsewhere.)


Then he tells of a recent discovery in close-by Nazareth, under what is called “the trench of St. Joseph,” of a mikva or ritual bath found only in the homes of wealthy Jews. The question arises: Were Joseph and Son successful regional construction experts? Did Jesus give up a successful career and comfortable lifestyle to become a hounded itinerant rabbi?


No archaeological tour of the Holy Land is complete without several days in Jerusalem. No matter from which direction you come to that city, you always come up, because it’s a mountain in a valley-bowl surrounded by hills. Though situated in the world’s most overdocumented country, this is the most disputed real estate on the planet, its very soil in a constant and intractable tug-of-war between Muslims and Jews and Christians.


It’s as if all of history is distilled and concentrated here so potently that no one wants to share it. Everywhere are ruins and buildings under excavation. The Israeli government’s commitment to archaeology is more than just a scientific endeavor; it’s the Jewish nation’s attempt to confirm an entire history that a Muslim world would deny ever existed.


The repatriation of Jerusalem by non-Arabs, the Arabs say, is just a repeat of the Crusades.


Remembrance is the key to salvation, Jews say; forgetfulness leads to exile.


The Witnesses


The old City of David excavations bear witness to a Jewish past: Gihon Spring, David’s water shaft, Hezekiah’s Tunnel, and Warren’s Shaft, the Siloam Pool.


People emerge with the story on their shoulders and heads, green with moss, from the newly excavated sewers through which the rich people of Jerusalem attempted to escape the Romans in 70 CE.


The uncovering and restoration of the house of the high priest, in whose courtyard the prisoner Jesus stood, verifies.


The Garden of Gethsemane, the once-smoldering Hinnom Valley, Herod’s palace, the Mount of Olives, all testify.


And of course the retaining walls of the temple, with massive stones of over a hundred tons each, thirty feet long, unmoved for more than two millennia from the place where Herod’s workers placed them and today without even a razor’s width between them, mutely communicate an implacable story.


On the archaeological tour, a bearded man with close-cropped gray hair points up to where he has discovered features hidden for millennia. This is Dr. Leen Ritmeyer and the Temple Mount is his adopted homeland, his real estate, and he is the unquestioned expert on this site of all sites. In fact, many of the reconstruction drawings in Jerusalem’s museums and drawings on government-sponsored tour signs in the city are by Ritmeyer. He is a recorder of archaeological data, the extrapolator of it, interpreter of new discoveries such as the famous trumpeting sign on the Temple Mount. He is legend to non-Arab archaeologists and at the same time a persona non grata, banned from the Muslim Dome of the Rock and its surrounding precinct.


The modern city of Jerusalem is a jumble. Viewed from the outside, its very topography exemplifies and illustrates the contradictions of Israel. It is peaks and valleys, inclusions and exclusions, history and future, one side moistened by the Mediterranean and heavily wooded, the other cracked, dry desert.


The desert. The Hebrew word for desert is the same as the word for hearing. Throughout its history, people went to the desert to listen: Jesus “shoved” by the Holy Spirit (as the koine Greek of Mark 1:12 describes it) into desolate places to hear the voice of Satan, the apostle Paul then tutored by Jesus whispering in the winds of the Arabian dunes (Galatians 1:12–17). Both were heirs of the legacy of Old Testament prophets sent into sandy exile, where they too heard voices from beyond this world.


There is little of archaeology in the desert places of Israel, but its few sites are stark and memorable.


Qumran, of course, is the essence of the speaking of the desert itself, which divulged in 1947 the long-silent Dead Sea Scrolls. These famous documents were written (it is supposed) by Essenes who built their desert community in homage to parchment and what could be immortalized on it, intentionally facing library and scriptorium east, to get rid of moisture. Ritmeyer concurs, saying that he can’t begin any of his architectural drawings in the Holy Land until the sun comes up and dries the paper.


He taps with his foot the crust of the unique sandy soil that closes itself up and sheds water. No wonder the scrolls survived the ages in their clay jars. Could there be more of them? Perhaps the desert might still have muted voices waiting to speak.


Near the southwestern shore of the Dead Sea towers its most iconic desert symbol of Jewish nationalism, Masada, the fortress/palace city of Herod. Still visible from its breath-catching heights are the outlines of the camps of an entire legion of Roman soldiers who over a six-month period built a huge siege ramp up to the captured fortress to try to kill more than 900 occupying Jewish men, women, and children.


Rations alone for the legion would have totaled more than $36 million in modern currency. What was the great threat? Was it to Roman pride, losing a garrison because its guards, who thought it impregnable, were careless?


Centuries before the Romans, King David once ascended and secreted himself on the heights of Masada, as 1 Samuel 23:14 indicates when it speaks of his hiding in a “stronghold” in the Judean desert. But his favorite desert hideout from the wrath of King Saul (1 Samuel 24:1) was the lush slit in the Judean hills, the lovely and surprising En-Gedi. At its summit is a concave of caves, with a dagger of light and water into its heart, its legendary spring. It’s a wonder that David would leave that place of peace and beauty to try to rule over a contentious nation that, after his son’s death, would never again be united.


Secrets of the Waters


But the desert is far from the heart of Israel, because its lifeblood is in the Jordan. This river meanders so much that if it were straightened out, it would be twenty miles longer. Its fords and falls cache some of the best stories in the Bible. The patriarch Jacob crossed over it and its tributary (Genesis 32:22); an entire nation in exile walked dry-shod over its damp and dammed-up riverbed to claim its inheritance beyond the ruins of the walls of Jericho (Joshua 3:14–17). It delineated the border between some of the tribes and their brothers. Here Jephthah killed the Ephraimites (Judges 5:12–6), Gideon lay in wait for the Midianites (Judges 7:24), and Solomon’s foundries of brass seethed (1 Kings 7:46). Atop its waves two prophets walked (2 Kings 2:8, 14); at its banks Elijah performed two miracles (2 Kings 5:14, 6:6). The river isn’t just source and border, it’s cleansing too: in its depths Jesus himself submitted to baptism (Mark 1:9). From that point on, he crisscrossed its shores during his entire teaching ministry.


The river is the distillation of a nation’s history; it is life. But like all earthly life, it begins to slow and amass the ills of earth, until it reaches its own death in the Great Salt Sea.


On the western shore of the Dead Sea, Israeli ingenuity has recently made fruit trees grow in the pebbly and boulderous lime-caked sand, little outposts of green vigor in this lifeless place. Nearby, the desiccated cliffs seem so imposing, yet so fragile that they would crumble under the fingernail of God.


The Great Salt Sea lies in its own crusted coffin, seeming to have pushed its heels up against an impassible barrier on its south side. It reaches the lowest point on earth—thirteen hundred feet below sea level—as the Jordan ceases to erode, becomes muddy and morbid and turgid, and is finally trapped in its own dead-end rut.


But its depths hold secrets: at its lake bottom, it’s another twelve hundred feet below its own surface.


It is incredibly salty, not because it has no outlet (many other lakes have no outlet and yet have fresh and sparkling water), but because its surrounding rock strata are laden with anhydrous chloride salts that leach into the water until its molecules can absorb no more. Then, until more seasonal water flows from the river into the lake, the laden water waits patiently to capture more salt.


Its many names reflect people’s theories about it. Jews of Jesus’s day called it Lake Asphaltitus because it had for centuries spit up little black chunks of asphalt from deep deposits. But earlier in Genesis it was called the Salt Sea, or the Sea of the Arabah, or the Eastern Sea (which makes perfect sense if you lived between it and the Mediterranean). But to most people, it’s best known as the Dead Sea.


Do you want to know the level of that body of water in antiquity? It fluctuated. During the Bronze Age (around the time of Abraham and his descendants, before they went to Egypt), and during the Roman period, and then during the Byzantine period and the Middle Ages, it looked almost exactly as it does today in the twenty-first century.


The level of the lake has never been lower than it is now, not since humans have lived here. Therefore, there isn’t the remotest possibility that there are hidden cities beneath its brackish surface. Sodom and Gomorrah aren’t there. Not now, not before. Not ever.


The waters have secrets to divulge, perhaps. But if you’re going to look for the famous Cities of the Plain, the site of Sodom, its sister city Gomorrah, and the others, you’ll have to look somewhere else.






BACKSTORY







Dr. C’s Dilemma





The characters within the following section were developed to represent the differing opinions on Sodom and are not based on any actual individuals.


It was two weeks into a three-week archaeological study tour of the Holy Land in 1996 that Dr. Steven Collins began to feel a bit uneasy.


Perhaps, he thought, it was the hair-raising journey the day before. The tour bus had wrenched everyone’s stomachs and equilibriums as it clung to a precipitous road long ago scraped beside the Wadi Qelt’s sun-bleached southern edge. Or maybe it was the still-fresh memories of the fact that in that very ravine just a year before, two Israelis had been gunned down by fighters from the Palestine Liberation Organization in broad daylight.


“Are you sure we’re safe here?”


The question came from Peggiann Hoffman, who’d brought up the recent shootings just as they arrived at the parking area to walk down a sloping stone and asphalt walkway. “My guidebook says this isn’t a safe place to travel alone.” She brushed her limp platinum hair out of her eyes.


“And we aren’t alone, dear, are we?” Her husband, Chuck, struggled to hold the shoulder bag of books the couple took everywhere. He was trying to stuff more brochures into its pockets and sighed. Here nearly at sea level he could breathe easily, though the dry air was nothing like what he was used to at home in Florida. “There are twenty of us, and we have Dr. C, of course.”


Steve, “Dr. C,” grinned at them. He’d been leading tours like this for years, and he never grew tired of it. Though repeated visits to ancient sites had made them familiar to him, as familiar as his own home state of New Mexico, each time he came back to the Bible lands it was with the same enthusiasm and freshness of the first time.


What had become more predictable than the beloved sites and landscapes was the way that each study tour’s group of participants always seemed to settle into strata as distinct as the layers in an excavation. At the beginning of each tour, there were shy people and brash people and knowledgeable people and awestruck people. But as day after day together passed, it was no longer personality types that he noticed, but how they viewed what they saw.


Take Chuck and Peggiann Hoffman, for instance—probably the wealthiest ones on the tour, at least from the way they talked. Peggiann didn’t buy postcards and trinkets at the tourist shops; she bought jewelry, good jewelry. And Chuck, a financial analyst, managed to let it “slip” early on that he had just sold “one of the stock portfolios” to help with “archaeological” research.


Dr. C had cringed as Chuck continued: the “research” he spoke of was by what Dr. C would call “a romping, stomping pseudo-archaeologist” who had claimed he’d discovered everything from Noah’s Ark to Sodom and Gomorrah to the Ark of the Covenant. Many good-hearted people like the Hoffmans thought that at last—at last!—the scientific world would believe the Bible.


To the contrary, every legitimate archaeologist in the world knew this untrained guy with a camera and an overactive imagination was a fraud. But hoping against hope, these people believed. And donated.


There were others on the tour who wanted to believe in that kind of hopeful visual verification, even in spite of Dr. C’s gentle attempts to turn conversations to more reputable findings. After all, they’d joined this tour because the Bible gave them something to trust, something to believe in.


Later, aboard the bus, Dr. C heard a gasp of appreciation as the travelers saw, through the lush grove of olive and palm and cypress trees, the startling, bright turquoise-blue dome of the fifteen-hundred-year-old St. George Monastery. The ancient building’s beige walls seemed to extrude from the limestone canyon walls.


Khaki. Dr. C liked that color. In fact, he’d been known to wear khakis under his academic robes at graduation ceremonies.


“Now, what are the legends about this place?” The voice of Robert Pinkerston rang out. He was used to raising his voice above crowds: as an Episcopal youth minister, he’d shepherded noisy kids through cultural events and service projects until his hair and patience had worn thin. He’d settled into local ministry until his wife died two years ago, and now rounding the corner with two bad knees toward his sixties, he was enrolled in Trinity Southwest University as one of Dr. C’s distance-learner doctoral degree students. The two men had butted heads in a good-natured way both in emails and in person when he’d come to Albuquerque for classes, because Robert knew what he’d been taught in seminary, and he knew that the only way to reconcile the Bible to the real world was to make sure everyone understood he didn’t think the Bible was as real as Dr. C said it was.


[image: photo]


Dr. Collins on-site at Tall el-Hammam.


A valuable and edifying book, to be sure. For Robert, even a beloved book. But like most “higher critically” educated intellectuals—for so he saw himself—he believed the documents of the Bible to be the earnest, faith-filled literary attempts of people who wanted to help build the faith of others; true in their principles but not really something a modern thinker would regard as history. Build faith with good stories: that always worked for Robert.


Dr. C smiled. “There are legends associated with this place,” he said. “Some people believe that Joachim, the father of the Virgin Mary, was here when an angel announced that he was going to father a child,” he said.


“That’s Catholic stuff,” Peggiann said under her breath, and Dr. C continued on, raising his voice above the roar of gushing water that, like the monastery, seemed inexplicably to spring from the canyon rock itself.


“But a lot of documented history, too. Built in the fifth century CE and destroyed by Persian invaders two centuries later—but the reconstruction wasn’t finished until 1900 or so.”


There were more oohs and aahs from people catching sight of the monastery, which looked as if it had been superglued into the cliff face. To the east, through a slit in the wadi, the haze over the distant Jordan Valley would soon give hints of the mountains that rose above the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.


Dr. C walked along with the tour members, taking satisfaction from the delighted expressions on the faces he saw, and caught up with his old friend Dr. Eugene Mason. A retired mechanical engineer, Eugene had a pleasant face that could reflect any positive emotion except humor, a quality he apparently thought extraneous to any analytical thinking. And above his head, he would ruefully admit.


“You didn’t mention that some people think that this is the site where Elijah was fed by the ravens,” Eugene said. “But probably no reason to say that; there’s no proof.”


Dr. C nodded. Of all the people on this tour, Eugene and he saw things the most eye to eye, as far as their view of the Bible was concerned. “Find it in the dirt, see how it matches the text,” Eugene often said. From his point of view, if you couldn’t find some documented proof that Elijah was here, in this very place, all the ravens and traditions in the world wouldn’t make it worth a mention.


And in his opinion, the same went for every single site in Jordan and Israel.


The group walked into the monastery’s modestly decorated interior and Dr. C watched Peggiann and some of the other women shudder as they looked at skulls neatly stacked there. “Those are the priests killed by the Persians I told you about,” Dr. C said.


One woman who wasn’t shuddering was Dr. Beth Neal, another of Dr. C’s students, an outdoorsy, practicing emergency room physician from Toronto. She squatted next to a glass coffin where a mummified man’s body lay, dressed in the regalia of a Russian priest of the 1800s. His prominent teeth gleamed white against his age-browned skin. Beth’s black ponytail bobbed up and down as she looked at the top and sides of the transparent surface. Undoubtedly she was making mental notes about the preservation of the human body in an arid climate like this. Her slacks might be wrinkled and she’d slap every pocket in them and her traveler’s vest looking for the eyeglasses that perched on her head, but she was all about keeping track of ideas and details.


Later that night in Jerusalem, the group seemed subdued. They’d hiked four miles through the cavernous, dusty wadi after their visit to the monastery, and their dinner was quiet—and short. The next morning, Abu-Yusef, the bus driver who’d driven for Dr. C during several previous tours, stood patiently waiting in the hotel lobby as the tour group gathered.


“I can’t even pronounce the names of the places we’re going today and tomorrow,” Peggiann said, holding an itinerary up in front of her and trying to wrangle some of the names. “Tell Gezer, Beth Shemesh, Azekah, Lachish, Ashkelon, Beer Sheva, Ein Avdat.” Some of the other women laughed. She looked at her husband, who was trying to extract himself from the straps of two black bags crossed across his chest.


“But Petra—you’ll like Petra,” he said.


“Isn’t that where they filmed that scene from one of the Indiana Jones movies?” Robert asked, in his loud, come-to-order voice. “The pink walls, all carved out of the side of a cliff like St. George Monastery?”


“Much more dramatic than the monastery,” said Eugene Mason. He was the only one other than Dr. C who had seen it before, but his comment was swamped by Peggiann’s excited squeals.


“Sodom! Day after tomorrow is the day we go to Sodom!” She pulled a book out of one of the bags her husband held in his lap. She pointed to a photograph in it. “See, sulfur balls. We’ll see them, won’t we?” Without waiting for an answer, she pointed to another photograph in a book written by the adventurer who was the Hoffmans’ hero. “Pillars of salt like Lot’s wife. And we’ll see these melted canyon walls, from the fire and brimstone, right?”


Dr. C shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t want to dash her hopes. There was an awkward silence.


“Everyone knows those cities are underneath the Dead Sea,” said Dr. Neal abruptly. “So how could we see them at all?”


Beth hardly ever spoke, and her words had a hint of challenge in them. The burgundy frames on her round, oversize glasses sliding down her nose and her straight-cut bangs made her look like a precocious child with weathered skin. “I mean, every reputable archaeologist, from W. F. Albright on, thinks they’re in those shallow waters, right? And aren’t some Russian archaeologists planning to do some diving expeditions to document it? So we’re just going to the Sodom region, isn’t that right?”


“This tour is all about education and learning new things,” said Dr. C evenly. “We’re going to two archaeological sites, Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira. There are burn layers in the excavation that some archaeologists say make them good candidates for two of the famous Cities of the Plains—maybe Sodom and Gomorrah” (see Map 1).


To his right, Eugene Mason nodded. On this they agreed. Eugene had read some of the professional literature, and the two sites “had their charms,” they concurred.


“No need to disagree,” said Robert, the peacemaker. He stood with his arms outstretched in the middle of the group, enjoying the attention as he looked around at them. “It’s the lesson we should learn about God’s power over nature. From a theologian’s point of view, you have to believe that those stories were just made up, years after the fact, to explain why that area south of the Dead Sea is so”—he struggled for a word—“so dead?”


Everyone laughed. They’d been in and out of some desolate places for the last two weeks, much unlike the lush landscapes in which most of them made their homes and lived their lives. They began boarding the bus.


Abu-Yusef leaned with the sole of one foot against a bus tire. Dr. C went and stood beside the driver. “Ready for another ride?” he asked. He felt closer to this generous middle-aged Arab man than to anyone on the tour.


“The lady with the ponytail? She is right about Sodom being under the Dead Sea,” Abu-Yusef said. “The Quran has the story of Ibrahim and Lut, and my family lives here for centuries. We believe Allah made the Dead Sea to cover up the evil cities.”


Dr. C put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Just get us to the border. We’ll have an adventure no matter what we see!”


That night, after tours of sites that Peggiann called “the unpronounceables,” Dr. C sat alone in the fading light of an evening that filtered through the curtains of his modest hotel room in the Israeli city of Arad.


He pushed the worn fabric aside. His window overlooked dun-colored buildings and hard-angled architecture that symbolized the resolve of a place that stands sentinel over wastelands. Beyond the city lay the Negev, an arid wilderness more desolate than the Mojave Desert of his early childhood, and more incised and featureless than the grassless expanses and mesas of his homeland of New Mexico.


He leaned forward in the creaking chair for a long look at the great beige expanse of dusty ridges beyond it. Tomorrow he would lead a group of people he’d grown to like, who respected and trusted him, on a short journey east beyond the Dead Sea to desolate Bab edh-Dhra, a place some biblical scholars called Sodom, and to Numeira, which was identified as its sister city, Gomorrah.


He stretched his neck from one side to the other and wondered about the two sites with their layers of ash and other evidences of a fiery destruction. That fit. But there were problems with the chronology, he knew. Perhaps something in a coming excavation would resolve a five-hundred-year disparity between when the Bible said that the cities were destroyed and what the archaeology showed. Surely they could be reconciled.


Start with the text, he told his students. Always start with the text. In this case, he held in his hands the only ancient text in existence that described Sodom, the single source that claimed to be witness of its events.


He wanted to look at everything with new eyes. He thought about the Hoffmans and Robert and Eugene and Beth, and even his bus driver, Abu. Each one believed something different about cities whose locations no one could prove.


Start with the text. He opened his Bible to Genesis 10–19 as if it were a letter describing an event he’d missed and would want to know about.


The first time he read it, he shook his head.


The second time he read it, he closed his Bible and sat for a long while thinking.


The third time he read it, he studied the key words in it, again looking at the familiar passage as if for the first time.


He read in Hebrew of a great city of Sodom located on a “bread-disk” in the well-watered Jordan Valley. The original language spoke of a fertile breadbasket, a circular setting.


A place that was as lush as Egypt’s ever-green Nile Valley, and as prolific and luxuriant as the very Garden of Eden.


He found himself pacing with anxiety. He prided himself on the accuracy of his tours and his research. For six seasons he had been a field supervisor at the Khirbet el-Maqatir excavation, possibly the site of biblical Ai, defeated by Joshua, and had made reasonably sure that before he put his endorsement behind that discovery, it matched up with where the Bible said it was.


But what he was reading now in Genesis, alone in his hotel room, was shocking to him. He felt dread, the dread of learning you’ve been wrong about something.


The Bible described a Sodom located in a place completely unlike the two windswept ruins near the southern shore of a salt-laden and sterile body of water that some archaeologists had been calling Sodom and its satellite-town, Gomorrah.


That Dr. C had been calling Sodom and Gomorrah.


What he read in Genesis went against what most archaeologists, Bible scholars, and mapmakers had insisted on for more than one hundred years.


What he read, if true, would shed light on one of the most enduring mysteries of all of ancient civilization.


He refused to believe—had all his life refused to believe—the easygoing Robert Pinkerstons who say that geography and other details don’t matter because the Bible is only a collection of made-up stories written to promote a particular theology and boost national pride.


All his professional career, it was easy for him to dismiss the claims of crackpots and their fanciful explanations of sulfur balls and swirling geological marls. Now, not just because of the ignorance of people who make those claims, but because the location was wrong, all wrong.


He realized that if the Bible was indeed reliable in its geographical descriptions, it meant that even educated and well-read people like Beth Neal—and the archaeologists and experts they depended on for their information—were wrong.
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