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Welcome to Can You Dig? 
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Our tradition of 
Tzedakah 

 



z 

What we mean when we say Bible 
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Get thyself a JPS Tanakh 
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Dig Dig Dig 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZQz0rkNajo 
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Our Journey 

 Mazal Tov, Noah and Gilgamesh 

 Ugarit 

 Egypt 

 The Dead Sea Scrolls 

 Jerusalem 

 



z 
Who was  
Rabbi Dr. Nelson 
Glueck and why was 
he on the cover of 
TIME Magazine, 
December 13, 1963? 



z Rabbi Nelson Glueck’s Benediction at 
President Kennedy’s Inauguration,  

January 20, 1961 
 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gQu0BRGHSQo 
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The Full Nelson 

 Bible in hand, Glueck has ranged the Holy Land off and on for 36 years. "Out 

on the desert," he says, "there is sometimes so much mist in the morning that 

you cannot travel. You have to wait for the sun to burn it off. To me, 

archaeology is like burning the mist off the Bible." His work, he hastens to 

add, is far from an effort to use archaeology to prove the existence of God. 

Even to try, he believes, would be to "confuse fact with faith, history with 

holiness, science with religion." To him, the Bible is an indispensable guide as 

he goes about his work of filling blank areas on the world's historical maps 

and bringing lost nations to vivid life. 

 With the Bible's help Glueck has discovered more than 1,000 ancient sites in 

Transjordan and 500 more in the Negev. He has won fresh understanding of 

the age of Abraham and set a firmer date for the Exodus; he has clarified the 

socio-economic history of the Judean kings and filled out man's scanty 

knowledge of the once-thriving kingdom of the Nabataeans. He has located 

the long-lost copper mines of King Solomon and accurately spotted the site of 

Solomon's port on the Red Sea. Most important of all, he has found in the 

parched Negev a promise of space for the constricted nation of Israel. 
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W.F. Albright 

 One of the first efforts to set up an accurate 

system for dating Holy Land ruins was made by 

Johns Hopkins Professor William Foxwell Albright, 

dean of Palestinian archaeology. As head of 

Palestine's American School of Oriental Research 

in the 1920s, Albright began the monumental task 

of classifying Palestinian potsherds, sorting them 

out by curvature, thickness, color, material—

hundreds of different variations. Fragments found 

near coins or a rare bit of writing could be placed 

accurately in time. And with those bench marks 

other layers of a tell could be properly located in 

history.  
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Can you dig? 

 The Holy Land is encrusted with ruins. Ancient 

fortresses crown its hills and ancient roads 

wind among them. The fields are full of the 

pottery fragments that archaeologists call 

potsherds. Rising above the plains stand the 

curious, flat-topped mounds called tells, which 

are the corpses of long-dead cities. Early 

diggers, many of them hardly more than 

treasure hunters, found little meaning in this 

hodgepodge of antiquity. Without inscriptions it 

was almost impossible to identify the various 

levels of occupation piled one upon another as 

the centuries passed. Late Moslem ruins were 

hailed as belonging to the time of Jesus; 

crusaders' strongholds were attributed to King 

David. 
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Beit Alpha Synagogue: Design or Icon? 

 The ancient synagogue of Beit Alpha is located in 

the Beit She'an Valley, in the north-east of the 

country. The nearby ruins of Khirbet Beit Ilfa 

preserve the ancient name. 

 The mosaic floor of the synagogue was discovered 

in 1929, when members of Kibbutz Beit Alpha dug 

irrigation channels for their fields. Excavations were 

carried out the same year, exposing mosaics 

preserved intact for almost 1,500 years. Later 

excavations, in the early 1960s, exposed remains of 

some houses, indicating that the synagogue had 

stood in a Jewish village of the Byzantine period 

(5th-6th centuries). 

 The synagogue is oriented southwards, 

toward Jerusalem. It measures 20 x 14 m. and 

consists of a courtyard (atrium), a vestibule 

(narthex) and a prayer hall. The walls are of 

undressed stone, with plastered inner and outer 

faces. 

  

 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-synagogue
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/byzantine-rule-313-636
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jerusalem


z 
The Beit Alpha 
Synagogue 
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Here comes the sun… 

 These astrological signs, though 

condemned by the prophets, were 

widely used as decorative 

elements in both churches and 

synagogues of the Byzantine 

period. The twelve signs are 

arranged in a circle and 

accompanied by 

their Hebrew names. In the center 

of the zodiac, the sun god Helios is 

represented seated in a chariot 

drawn by four horses. The four 

seasons appear in the corners of 

the panel in the form of busts of 

winged women wearing jewels; 

they are inscribed with the Hebrew 

months initiating each season: 

Nisan (spring), Tamuz (summer), 

Tishri (autumn) and Tevet (winter). 



z 

z 
The stamp of 

astrology? 
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From Mazal to Gilgamesh 
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 The Royal Library of Ashurbanipal, named 

after Ashurbanipal, the last great king of 

the Assyrian Empire, is a collection of thousands 

of clay tablets and fragments containing texts of 

all kinds from the 7th century BC. Among its 

holdings was the famous Epic of Gilgamesh. 

 Ashurbanipal's Library gives modern historians 

information regarding people of the ancient Near 

East. In his Outline of History, H. G. Wells calls 

the library "the most precious source of historical 

material in the world."[2] 

 The materials were found in 

the archaeological site 

of Kouyunjik (ancient Nineveh, capital of Assyria) 

in northern Mesopotamia. The site is in modern-

day northern Iraq, near the city of Mosul.[3][4] 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashurbanipal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monarch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clay_tablet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epic_of_Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Near_East
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Near_East
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Outline_of_History
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H._G._Wells
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H._G._Wells
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/H._G._Wells
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Library_of_Ashurbanipal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeological
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kouyunjik
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nineveh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mesopotamia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mosul
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Library_of_Ashurbanipal
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Cuneiform: Deciphering and 
Deciphering 
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Austen Lavard 

 The Akkadian text of the Epic of Gilgamesh was first discovered 

in 1849 AD by the English archaeologist Austen Henry Layard in 

the Library of Ashurbanipal at Nineveh.[18][46][24]:95 Layard was 

seeking evidence to confirm the historicity of the events 

described in the Hebrew Bible, i.e. the Christian Old 

Testament,[18] which, at the time, was believed to contain the 

oldest texts in the world.[18] Instead, his excavations and those of 

others after him revealed the existence of much older 

Mesopotamian texts[18] and showed that many of the stories in 

the Old Testament may actually be derived from earlier myths told 

throughout the ancient Near East.[18] The first translation of 

the Epic of Gilgamesh was produced in the early 1870s 

by George Smith, a scholar at the British Museum,[75][77][78] who 

published the Flood story from Tablet XI in 1880 under the 

title The Chaldean Account of Genesis.[75] Gilgamesh's name was 

originally misread as Izdubar.[75][79][80] 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Austen_Henry_Layard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_Bible
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Testament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Testament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Smith_(Assyriologist)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gilgamesh


z 

Harry M. Orlinsky 

 ORLINSKY, HARRY MEYER (1908–1992), U.S. biblical scholar and philologist. 

Orlinsky was born in Owen Sound, Ontario, Canada and went to the U.S. in 1931, later 

becoming a fellow at Dropsie College (1931–35) and Johns Hopkins University (1936–

41). He was professor of Bible at the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 

Religion in New York City from 1943, chairman of the Society for Biblical Literature 

(president 1969–70), and chairman of the American Friends of the Israel Exploration 

Society from 1954. 

 Orlinsky was co-translator of a five-volume English translation of Rashi's commentary 

on the Pentateuch, 1949–50; the only Jewish consultant of the Protestant Revised 

Standard Version (Old Testament, 1952); and editor of the Library of Biblical 

Studies published by Ktav Publishing House. He was editor in chief of the Jewish 

Publication Society's new translation of the Pentateuch (1962), to which he wrote a 

companion volume, Notes on the New Translation of the Torah (1969). His other works 

include Ancient Israel (1954; 19699) and The So-called "Servant of the Lord" 

and "Suffering Servant" in Second Isaiah 53 (1964), in which he argues that a servant 

of YHWH, originally innocent of sin and who dies for the punishment of others, is 

unknown in Jewish thought until the first century. His textual studies of the scrolls from 

the Judean Desert argue that the St. Mark's Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa) was copied from 

memory and is not to be given independent value. 

 

https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.53?lang=he-en&utm_source=jewishvirtuallibrary.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker


z 

 



z 



z 

Ashurbanipal 
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…back to Gilgamesh 
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…a closer look at 
cuneiform… 
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 Add noah story here 
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 Add Gilgamesh texts here 
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 Here is why the differences between the Noah story and the 

Gilgamesh story are not only important, but shed a light onto 

early Israelite religion in key ways. 
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 THE NOAH STORY IS MONOTHEISTIC 

 In the Noah story, it is God alone who turns the water on and off.  

Writes Sarna, this is in sharp contrast to the limitations imposed on 

the gods by a mythological polytheistic system, the subservience of 

the gods to nature and their singular lack of freedom are vividly 

demonstrated in the Mesopotamian account.  Once the flood 

started, the gods were terror-struck at the forces they themselves 

had unleashed.  They were appalled at the consequences of their 

own actions over which they no longer had control.  They were 

frightened by the deluge and they cowered like dogs crouched 

against the outer wall. 
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 IN THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH THERE IS ABSOLUTELY NO 

REASON FOR THE FLOOD: 

 the gods met in secret council—Anu, the god of the firmament; 

Ninurta, the god of war and wells; Enlil, the god of earth, wind, 

and air; Ennugi, the god of irrigation; and Ea, the cleverest of the 

gods, the god of wisdom and crafts. Enlil ordered a flood to 

destroy humankind. 
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 IN THE NOAH STORH THE FLOOD IS A RESPONSE TO 

CORRUPTION 

 Says Nachum Sarna:  In Genesis, the Flood is God’s response 

to the pollution of the earth by the moral corruption of the huan 

race, and there is not the slightest doubt that it is Noah’s 

Integrity that determines his fate. 
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As we find in Genesis Chapter six verse 11, The earth became 

corrupt before God; the earth was filled with lawlessness, When 

God saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh had corrupted 

its ways on earth, God said to Noah I have decided to put an end 

to all flesh for the earth is filled with lawlessness and because of 

them I am about to destroy them with the earth…and a little 

later in chapter seven, for you alone have I found righteous 

before me in this generation 
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 IN THE GILGAMESH STORY THERE IS ONLY CONTEMPT 

FOR HUMANITY WHO ARE DESTROYED FOR NO 

PARTICULAR REASON 

 When Enlil arrived to partake of the sacrifice and festive meal for 

the other Gods, hungry from the deprivations of the flood, he 

saw the boat and lost his temper. He demanded to know how 

anyone escaped the flood, since he intended it to destroy 

everyone.  
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IN THE NOAH STORY GOD HAS A BRIT WITH NOAH 

Writes Genesis: For My part, God says, I am about to bring the 

Flood, waters upon the earth, to destroy all flesh under the sky 

in which there is breath of life, everything on earth shall perish.  

But I will establish My covenant with you, and you shall enter 

the ark  

  

Writes Sarna: This is the first biblical use of the Hebrew term 

brit, one of the cardinal pervasive concepts of biblical theology. 
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I hope that’s given you some food for 
thought… 
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