PROOF OF THE HISTORICAL JESUS, OR RUSH TO JUDGMENT?
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Scholars raise question about a discovery which some say is linked to the historical Jesus. Linguist Frank Zindler argues that the discovery of a box which once held the bones of a man named James may have nothing to do with the alleged Christian messiah. 
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s it the a discovery of historic proportions, the "only New Testament-era mention of the central figure of Christianity" as the Biblical Archaeology Review grandly claims?

Or is it a hoax, a "rush to judgment," or artifact which has been misinterpreted? 

   Word about the finding of a nondescript limestone box that may have once held the bones of James, the alleged brother of Christian messiah Jesus Christ, is already causing debate among scholars. News of the discovery first appeared in the recent issue of the Biblical Archaeology Review and quickly spread to wire services and news media. According to French philologist and epigrapher Andre Lemaire, the container (which measures approximately 20 inches long, 10 inches wide and 12 inches high) or ossuary carries an inscription reading "James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus." 

   According to the Review, "The family relationships contained on the new find helped experts ascertain that the inscription very likely refers to the biblical James, brother of Jesus (see, for example Matthew 13:55-56 and Galatians 1:18-19). Although all three names were common in ancient times, the statistical probability of their appearing in that combination is extremely slim. In addition, the mention of a brother is unusual -- indicating that this Jesus must have been a well-known figure..." 

   The BAR web site adds that laboratory tests were performed by the Geological Survey of Israel and revealed the presence of a "thin sheen ... that forms on stone and other materials over time ... (which) shows no trace of modern elements." 

   "No signs of the use of a modern tool or instrument was (sic) found. No evidence that might detract from the authenticity of the (covering residue) and the inscription was found." 

   The discovery adds another element to the persistent debate over the historicity of Jesus Christ, the man revered by hundreds of millions of worshippers throughout the world. If verified as an authentic relic of the period, it may be a link to an individual who lived around the beginning of the first millennium and was at the center of some reverential movement. So far, the earliest known artifact which mentions a Jesus (a common name from the era) is a papyrus fragment from the Gospel of John. It dates to approximately year 125 of the current era or "CE". Other chronicles of the presumed life of this Jesus date from much later periods. 

FACT OR FICTION?
   The history of the ossuary box and how it was discovered is a pale imitation of "The Maltese Falcon" or an Indiana Jones saga. 

   Biblical Archaeology Review publisher Hershel Shanks said that the empty box was sold to an anonymous individual about 15 years ago for somewhere between $200 and $700. An Arab artifact peddler told the owner that it originated from a suburb of Jerusalem named Silwan, an area "honeycombed with ancient tombs" according to a story in the Washington Post. 

   "The owner, whom Lemaire would not identify, 'said he had something he wanted to show me,' including the ossuary." 

   There are already indications, though, that many scholars are skeptical that the artifact is authentic. Even if it does date to the period of an "historical Jesus," it gives little if any credence to claims that Jesus was divine and performed miracles. 

   "If it's looted, archaeologists would say it's useless, because we have no idea where it came from, and it has no context" said Glenn M. Schwartz, a Near Eastern Studies expert at Johns Hopkins University. 

   Rev. Joseph Fitzmyer, a Bible professor at Catholic University says that while the Aramaic writing on the box "fits perfectly" with other historical examples, "The big problem is, you have to show me that the Jesus in this text is Jesus of Nazareth, and nobody can show that." 

   Indeed, it was common between the period of about 28 BCE (Before Common Era or "BC," "Before Christ") and AD 70 for that distinct writing style to have been employed, and for Jews to practice "ossuary burials." The box is unusual, though, for including the name of both a father and brother. 

   Kyle McCarter of Johns Hopkins University suggested that the brother was identified because he owned the tomb or perhaps presided over a burial ceremony. 

   Robert Eisenman of California State University remains convinced -- despite the claims of Lemaire -- that the existence of an historical Jesus "is a very shaky thing." He told reporters that the new discovery was "just to pat. It's too perfect." 

   Another critic is Frank Zindler, Editor of American Atheist Press and a renowned linguist with a specialty in ancient languages. 

   He described Lemaire's find as "extremely suspicious" and added, "Not only is the precise origin of the ossuary unknown, but the owner of the box insists on anonymity and will not open this artifact for public inspection. It's possible that at this point, other scholars will not be permitted to closely examine this 'find' for evidence of fraud." 

   Zindler also question whether proper peer review was followed prior to the news of the alleged discovery being made public at a press conference and in the pages of Biblical Archaeology Review which has an exclusive on the story. He added, "Considering the fact that virtually all religious relics claimed to date from before the second century are hoaxes or misunderstandings, it is a priori likely that this 'find" will be found fraudulent if objective scientific study should ever be allowed." 

   But what if the ossuary does, indeed, prove authentic? 

   "There is no good reason to suppose that this would be evidence of an historical Jesus," said Zindler. "If the James of the ossuary were indeed the James believed to have led the early Jerusalem Church, he would be identified as 'brother of the Lord,' the title he bears in early Christian literature. Of course that may be exactly what the inscription does say. 'Yeshua' (Jesus) in Aramaic can also be a title, with the literal meaning of 'Savior,' and 'Brother of the Savior' may have been how they said 'Brother of the Lord' in the Aramaic of the day." 

   Zindler disputed Lemaire's estimates that only 20 or so James in Jerusalem during this period would have had a father named Joseph and a brother named James. 

   "These were among the most common names of the time, and given the large families of that day, a very large number of Jesuses must have had brothers named James and fathers named Joseph." 

THE ELUSIVE JESUS
   Zindler also maintained that archaeologists are hard pressed to verify other parts of the commonly-believed Jesus legend. 

   "There's scant evidence that there was a city called Nazareth during the first century, and no buildings have ever been unearthed at present-day Nazareth that can be conclusively dated to the first century," said Zindler. "The burial box may well turn out to be just the latest in a long line of hoaxes and other questionable evidence. There is still no good, credible proof that Jesus or even his disciples really existed as men of flesh and blood."
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