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Frank Moore Cross (1921-2012) Hershel Shanks October 18, 2012 6 Comments 10952 views There will be a memorial service for Professor Cross in Memorial Church in Harvard Yard on Saturday, November 10th, at 4:00 p.m. Frank Moore Cross (1921-2012)We knew it would happen, but its still a shock. Frank Cross is dead.I will leave it to scholars
to write of his scholarly accomplishments. I will only write of what I know: He stood at the very pinnacle of the profession, universally respected and admired. When he spoke, others stood in awe. The Hancock Professor of Hebrew and Other Oriental Languages at Harvard University, the third oldest endowed academic chair in the United States,
Cross was a specialist in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in obscure ancient languages, in the science of dating ancient inscriptions based on the shape of the letters, in the Biblical text and in archaeology, to name but a few.Ive been at this desk for almost 40 years and by now I can comfortably engage with senior colleagues. In the early years, however, I was a
newcomer. I was a lawyer who had never taken a course in archaeology or even in the Bible. In those days, I divided scholars into two categoriesthose who welcomed novices like me and the other kind, who looked at me from their empyrean heights. Frank was clearly in the former group and I valued his friendship more than I can say.Whenever I was
up Boston way, I would visit Frank, often in his lovely colonial home in Lexington that neck of the wood / where once the embattled farmers stoodwhere Frank lived with his wife, Betty Anneby that time, their daughters were out of the house and on their own. Frank raised orchids, which seemed just right for him.I would sometimes interview Frank for
BAR and eventually we made a book out of these interviews. We called it Frank Moore CrossConversations With a Bible Scholar. [The series of interviews is available online]i One of the most treasured volumes in my library is the copy Frank sent me autographed with sincere thanks to my co-author.Among the books many insights, I think my favorite
is Franks identification of Mt. Sinaiin Saudi Arabia. At first it sounds crazy, but I think Frank is right. Its in northern Saudi Arabia, near the Jordanian border, in what was ancient Midian. Ive always wanted to visit the site and in recent years I knew a senior diplomat who offered to help me; he was very close to the Saudi ambassador to the United
States. But even this didnt work: I could get a visa but not permission to visit the northern part of the country.In all my talks with Frank, I never heard him yell. That didnt mean he didnt have strong feelings. For example, he called John Marco Allegro, a colleague on the original Dead Sea Scroll publication team, one of the few amoral people I have
known He was also a limited and sloppy scholar.When Frank and I talked about the Dead Sea Scrolls, the campaign for their release had already been won, but until that happened we skirted the issue. As I said, Frank was a member of the original scroll publication team that had refused to release the scrolls. And I was the chief screeching voice that
was protesting. Moreover, Frank had scroll publication assignments that after 40 years still had not been published. We never discussed this. I had the feeling Frank agreed with me in principle, but couldnt express it. After all, he himself was vulnerable. Moreover, Frank signed the letter (with more than 80 other scholars, including Jewish scholars)
defending Franks Harvard colleague John Strugnell against charges of anti-Semitism. In short, Frank and I had our differences, but I mention this because this only enhanced my respect and admiration for the man. He was willing to respect my viewpoint, as, of course, I was his.All this concerning the scrolls was a blip that fades into insignificance
with the passage of time. Franks scholarly achievements have had a radiating and lasting influence. I think, for example, of his oft-cited contribution to a 1961 festschrift for William F. Albright, titled The Development of the Jewish Scripts that laid the groundwork for the modern paleography of Second Temple scripts. In 2003, 55 of Crosss scholarly
articles of this caliber were collected in a volume titled Leaves From an Epigraphers Notebook.iiHe could also write for the laypersonand gracefully at that. I think of his 1958 book The Ancient Library of Qumran and Modern Biblical Studies, which was reprinted a number of times and ultimately reissued in a revised edition.iii It is still worth
readingand often is.I cannot close without noting that Frank had an academic sibling of equal but different stature. Frank and David Noel Freedman were students together under the tutelage of their doktorvater, William Foxwell Albright, the father of modern Biblical archaeology. Frank and Noel even wrote a joint doctoral dissertation supervised by
Albright.iv Noel died in 2008.v Now they are both gone. An age has ended.H.S. The free eBook Frank Moore Cross: Conversations with a Bible Scholar, a collection of Hershel Shankss five interviews with Frank Moore Cross, is a treasure. Cross discusses the Hebrew Bible, the origins of Israel, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the history of the alphabet, ancient
Hebrew seals and ancient Hebrew inscriptions. Additional Remembrances and ResponsesWe received additional remembrances and responses by colleagues, admirers and friends of Frank Moore Cross, and we would like to share them with the Bible History Daily community. Lawrence Stager, Harvard UniversityStaff and associates of the Semitic
Museum join with many others in the Harvard community and beyond who mourn the passing of Frank Moore Cross, who died on October 17th, 2012, at the age of 91. Frank Cross was esteemed by scholars around the world for his original and illuminating work in Biblical studies, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the history of the Ancient Near East.Frank
held one of the oldest chairs at Harvard, the Hancock Professorship of Hebrew and Other Oriental Languages, from 1958 until he retired thirty-five years later in 1992. His successor, Professor Peter Machinist, has written an elegant tribute to Frank Cross highlighting many of the major themes of his scholarly career (see below). As an archaeologist
of the Levant, and as an avowed and unapologetic Biblical archaeologist in the tradition of W.F. Albright, G. Ernest Wright, and Frank Moore Cross, I would like to preface the tribute with a few remarks about Franks contributions to archaeology. Lawrence Stager, Frank Moore Cross and Leon Levy.During the excavations at Qumran in the 1950s,
Cross and J.T. Milik took some time off from there to explore the Bugah (little valley) a few kilometers to the west. There they surveyed and partially excavated three forts with adjacent farms dating to the late 8th7th centuries BCE, making them early pioneers in the archaeology of frontier desert agriculture. Frank Cross generously gave me all of
their documentation as I continued this desert research for my PhD dissertation, completed in 1975, with Cross as my primary advisor. He, by the way, sat on more than three hundred PhD committees and served as primary advisor on more than a hundred of those. As Drector of the Semitic Museum from 1974 to 1987, and as chief editor of its
publications, many of these dissertations were published in the Harvard Semitic Museum Series. As President of the American Schools of Oriental Research, Cross became the principal investigator at the start of the excavations at Carthage (19751980), where we discovered the commercial harbor (mentioned by the Roman historian Appian), and
excavated in the nearby Precinct of Tanit (also known as Tophet), where hundreds of human infants, as well as lambs and kids, were buried in cremation urns, some with their votive monuments still standing. Frank and his former student, Professor Paul Mosca, have deciphered the incised inscriptions on these stelae, but interpreted the key
sacrificial terms in very different, but equally persuasive ways. Just this year, the physical anthropologist Prof. Patricia Smith and our team published a definitive article in Antiquity, proving beyond a doubt that the cremated infants (nearly all one-to-two months old) were indeedas Cross had always maintained on the basis of ancient texts and
inscriptional evidencesacrificial offerings, not venerated fetuses or newborns who died of natural causes, as several revisionists have proposed. During several seasons of our ongoing excavations at the great Canaanite and Philistine seaport of Ashkelon, Frank and Betty Anne would spend a week or more on the dig as he studied the new crop of
inscriptions. In Ashkelon 1, he published numerous epigraphs from the 604 BCE destruction of the city, at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar and his Babylonian army, as well as inscriptions from the Persian period. These were mostly pot sherds (ostraca), with painted inscriptions, many of which were quite worn and faded, written in Phoenician, Neo-
Philistine, Aramaic, and Greek. From his vast knowledge and experience, Frank had an uncanny ability to decipher the most baffling messages from the past. Frequently, we could check his readings by the non-inscriptional context in which they were found. In Ashkelon 3, we published what is, to my knowledge, the first permanent pre-Classical
marketplace ever excavated. Crosss reading of the inscriptions, when coupled with the pottery, bones, botany, and architecture, made the interpretation of this complex as a marketplace extremely compelling. Near the Counting House lay an ostracon recording the sale of grain. The verb in this inscription could be used of the payment in silver. A few
meters away, scale weights and a balance marked the location for weighing silver (Hacksilber, cut-up pieces of jewelry and ingots) in exchange for goods and services. In the Counting House lay a pile of charred wheat, once held in a cloth sack, which had been shipped from the Sharon Plain and sold in the Ashkelon marketplace. One of the last
articles that Frank wrote (with Stager, Israel Exploration Journal 56 [2006]) dealt with a really enigmatic inscription of nine characters from the early Philistine period (12th11th centuries BCE) at Ashkelon. He made a great breakthrough as he identified the script on this locally made pottery as Cypro-Minoan. This script, also known from Crete,
Ugarit, and Cyprus, where it was later used to write early Greek, remains undeciphered; but Frank Cross has paved the way for its eventual decipherment by identifying it as one, if not the only, early non-Semitic script used and adapted by the Philistines when they migrated from the Aegean world and first settled in southwest Canaan. Undoubtedly,
there will be tributes from around the world to the brilliant life and career of Frank Moore Cross. Professor Sidnie Crawford, one of his former students, has organized a session for friends and colleagues to pay tribute to and share reminiscences of Professor Cross at the annual meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature in Chicago. It is entitled
Honoring the Legacy of Frank Moore Cross, and will be held on November 17th, 2012, from 5:00 p.m.6:00 p.m. at McCormick Place, Room W183A. The week before, on Saturday, November 10th, there will be a memorial service for Prof. Cross to be held in Memorial Church in Harvard Yard at 4:00 p.m. Peter Machinist, Harvard UniversityFrank
Moore Cross, one of the premier biblical scholars of the past century, died early Wednesday morning, October 17. 2012 in Rochester, New York. He was 91. Cross had been Hancock Professor of Hebrew and Other Oriental Languages Emeritus at Harvard University, where he taught for thirty-five years before retiring in 1992. After retirement, he and
his wife, Elizabeth (Betty) Anne, remained at their home in Lexington, Massachusetts, and then moved in 2008 to a suburb of Rochester, New York, to be near one of their daughters, Ellen Gindele, and her family; Betty Anne Cross died in May, 2009.Born on July 13, 1921, the son and grandson of Protestant ministers, Cross was educated at Maryville
College (1942), where he studied chemistry and philosophy and was a competitive swimmer, and McCormick Theological Seminary (1946), and then took his doctorate at Johns Hopkins University (1950). At Hopkins, his mentor was the renowned ancient Near Eastern scholar, William Foxwell Albright, and he quickly became one of Albrights most
important pupils. Leaving Hopkins, where he had been a junior instructor, he went on to teach at Wellesley College and McCormick Seminary, before coming to Harvard in 1957.Cross had a broad and deep command of the study of the Hebrew Bible and its multiple historical contexts, and achieved distinction in several areas of this field. He was an
expert in the interpretation of biblical literature, making lasting contributions to the understanding of biblical poetry, particularly its earliest phases, of the compositional development of the great historical narratives of the books of Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, and Ezra and Nehemiah, and of biblical prophecy and apocalyptic. He was in the forefront of
those investigating the history and culture of ancient Israel, from which the Hebrew Bible emerged, and of its relationships to the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean cultures around it. Especially incisive and important here was his work on the character and history of ancient Israelite religion, emphasizing its background in and adaptation of
beliefs and practices from its Canaanite neighbors and forebears.Cross was also a master of the ancient Semitic languages and their interrelationships, particularly the Northwest Semitic group, from the eastern Mediterranean and north Africa, that included Hebrew, Aramaic, Ugaritic, Phoenician, and Punic. In these languages and their inscriptions
he achieved special recognition as an epigrapher and palaeographer. As an epigrapher, he was regularly consulted by scholars from all over the world for his uncanny skill at deciphering and making sense of these inscriptions. As a palaeographer, he produced meticulous studies of the scripts in which the inscriptions were written, reconstructing the
chronological developments of these scripts and thus providing a vastly improved foundation for dating the inscriptions on the basis of the type and character of the script used. Most famous in this regard was his study of the scripts of the Dead Sea Scrolls, originally completed in 1958, and with but minor adjustments, still the essential resource for
the analysis and 2 dating of these important texts. Cross also was a major specialist in the textual criticism of the Hebrew Bible; his research on the ancient manuscripts and versions of the Bible yielded new and far-reaching conclusions as to how the biblical text was composed and transmitted. Last and perhaps most well known was Cross
scholarship on the Dead Sea Scrolls, those texts from the last centuries BCE and first century CE that came from a dissident Jewish community which had gone into the Judaean wilderness to await the end of history and the coming of a new age. Cross was one of the core members of the original team of experts piecing together and deciphering the
often fragmentary Scrolls, and worked on all aspects of them, publishing editions especially of the biblical manuscripts, and a path-breaking study of the entire Dead Sea Scroll community, The Ancient Library of Qumran, which went through three English editions and one German from 1958 to 1995.Several features distinguished the scholarship just
described. There was first a combinatorial talent: Crosss ability to bring to bear on a particular problem an integrated range of skills, linguistic, literary, historical, archaeological, philosophical. Cross also was able to move in a fluent dialectic between the painstaking examination of minute details and a vision of the larger issues and structures to
which the details could belong. And one cannot forget the skill at communication: the explanations were always lucid, if at times complex, and in a chiseled prose that could manage in a few pages what others would need many more to express.These same features also distinguished Cross teaching. His courses introducing the Hebrew Bible and on
the history of ancient Israelite religion became staples for a large and broad range of students from beginners to more advanced. At the doctoral level students came to him from North America and beyond, and in his three and half decades at Harvard, he was the primary director of over one hundred of them and their dissertations, serving many
more as a member of their dissertation committees ] a record unsurpassed and probably unequaled internationally in his field. Cross was a demanding teacher, setting the bar high in terms of technical competence and broad, humanistic learning. He also had a remarkable knack for taking his students to the very frontiers of knowledge in the field,
and imbuing them palpably with the excitement of standing at the brink of new discoveries. To be sure, he could at times appear formidable, even fearsome, but beneath the austerity was a warm human being who followed his students careers long after they had graduated, and who loved hearing as much as telling good jokes. Humor was indeed a
deep part of his character, and Mark Twain one of his favorite authors. The gentleness could be found as well in his passion for horticulture: he was an expert cultivator especially of orchids.The honors that come from such a record of achievement were many. Seven honorary doctorates from universities in the United States, Canada, and Israel;
elections to several scholarly academies, including the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the American Philosophical Society; the presidencies and directorships of several of the major professional organizations in his field, like the Society of Biblical Literature and the American Schools of Oriental Research; co-founder and co-chair of the
Hermeneia Biblical Commentary Series and editor or editorial board member of other major series and journals; recipient of several major awards for scholarship, including the Percia Schimmel Prize in Archaeology of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem, and the Medalia de Honor de la Universidad Complutense of Madrid, Spain; three volumes of studies
in his honor (Festschriften) by colleagues and former students, with a fourth in preparation.Frank Moore Cross is survived by three daughters, Susan Summer, Ellen Gindele, and Rachel Cross, and six grandchildren.A memorial service is planned at Harvard University, the Memorial Church, on Saturday, November 10, at 4 PM, with a reception to
follow. Robert Kraft, University of PennsylvaniaThanks for the very personal obituary for my former teacher and friend, Frank M. Cross. He was, indeed, both a warm and generous person and an intimidating scholar. When I took Aramaic from him around 1958 or so, he would introduce a construction by announcing, for example, you all know this in
Icelandic, which of course was absolutely false. Many of us didnt even know that there was an Icelandic language. Once I walked into his office where he was pouring over some materials and he looked up and asked me something about Ethiopic, to which I could only plead ignorance. Perhaps my most graphic student memory was the day in a small
seminar reading from the Hebrew Psalms, when he teetered too much in his chair at the end of the long table and fell down backwards, feet in the air, as one of the Israeli students read the Hebrew text. He brushed aside our concern and regained his position (without the teetering, I assume), asking the student to continue. Must have been a very
moving passage!Im attaching a picture from one of the last times I saw him, when he received an honorary degree from the University of Pennsylvania. My wife and I enjoyed dinner with Betty and Frank afterwards as part of the celebration. John Kutsko, Society of Biblical LiteratureHis [Frank Moore Cross] legacy and contribution to biblical studies
is profound, and we extend our condolences to his family, friends, students, and colleagues this is such a heartfelt tribute. Hershel is a gentlemans gentleman. Sidnie White Crawford, University of Nebraska, LincolnMy teacher, mentor, friend and doctor father, Prof. Frank Moore Cross, passed away peacefully yesterday at the age of 91. He was, for
me, the real Teacher of Righteousness. Jim Davila, University of St. Andrews]Jim Davila originally published this tribute on the PaleoJudaica blog.Reports are coming in from many sources that my beloved doctoral supervisor Frank Moore Cross passed away peacefully yesterday, aged 91. I studied with Professor Cross at Harvard University from 1983
to 1988, writing a dissertation under him on unpublished manuscripts of Genesis and Exodus from Qumran Cave 4, one of the last of the over 100 dissertations he supervised.l read Northwest Semitic inscriptions and Ugaritic with him, and also took his class on the textual criticism of 1-2 Samuel. I recall spending endless hours in the library
vocalizing arcane texts with Sidnie White (Crawford), Julie Duncan, and Russ Fuller for his classes. He also graciously agreed to do a special readings course in early Hebrew poetry with Sidnie, Julie, and me toward the end of our time in the NELC program. Among ourselves we referred to him as FMC, but our other nickname for him (never to his
face, although I bet Sidnie told him about it later) was El, the mighty head of the Canaanite pantheon. It was the beard, you see. Along with the regal sense of authority and wisdom.As a student I was terrified of him, although he was always thoughtful and kind to me, as to all his students. I learned vastly from him, not only about Semitic philology and
paleography, but also about academic politics and scholars as people. He was an excellent teacher who expected and got the very best from his students, and he also taught by example, just by being who he was. He had a wry sense of humor and he had endless entertaining stories. It was very important to him to get to know each student as an
individual and to keep track of his students careers once they had graduated. He told us once in class how frustrating it was for him to run into an old student at a conference and immediately to remember that students dissertation topic, every position the student had held since graduating, and the name of the students spouse and children, but not
to be able to remember that students name. Then he said that when this happened (and Im sure it was exceedingly rare), he would tell the story about how William Foxwell Albright was once introducing Cross and David Noel Freedman at length and with great praise about how they were two of his star students, and then Albright couldnt remember
either of their names.Franks influence on me is extensive, wide-ranging, and pervasive. Some of what I learned from him took years to sink in. His influence in many fields has been enormous: Hebrew Bible, Northwest Semitic epigraphy, Ugaritic, and, of course, the Dead Sea Scrolls. And a great many of the scholars who entered those fields in the
twentieth century were trained by him. On Facebook, Sidnie writes He was, for me, the real Teacher of Righteousness. Amen to that. And as Jack Sasson said on the Agade List, Truly, the end of an era.The gracious gods are welcoming him into their midst. Requiescat in pace, Frank. Notesi. (Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 1994). Also
available as a free eBook download here.ii. (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2003).iii. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1980).iv. Frank M. Cross and David Noel Freedman, Early Hebrew Orthography: A Study of the Epigraphic Evidence (New Haven, CT: AOS, 1952)v. See Noel Freedmans obituary by Astrid Beck, David Noel Freedman (19222008), BAR,
July/August 2008, and my letter to Noel. How the cross became Christianitys most popular symbol Steven Shisley January 26, 2025 34 Comments 169537 views Throughout the world, images of the cross adorn the walls and steeples of churches. For some Christians, the cross is part of their daily attire worn around their necks. Sometimes the cross
even adorns the body of a Christian in permanent ink. In Egypt, among other countries, for example, Christians wear a tattoo of the cross on their wrists. And for some Christians, each year during the beginning of Lent, they receive the cross on their foreheads in ash.Clearly, today the cross is accepted as the most popular symbol of Christianity. But,
interestingly, most scholars believe that early Christians did not use the cross as an image of their religion because crucifixion evoked the shameful death of a slave or criminal.1Scholars believe that the first surviving public image of Jesuss crucifixion was on the fifth-century wooden doors of the Basilica of Santa Sabina, which is located on the
Aventine Hill in Rome.2 Since it took approximately 400 years for Jesuss crucifixion to become an acceptable public image, scholars have traditionally believed that this means the cross did not originally function as a symbol for Christians.3Jesus and the cross: Jesuss crucifixion is displayed on the fifth-century C.E. wooden doors of the Basilica of
Santa Sabina in Rome. Photo: Jim Forest.So how, then, did the cross become the preeminent symbol of Christianity? The Cross in the Roman WorldThe word cross was offensive to Romans. One Roman insulted another by using it on a graffito discovered in the Stabian baths of Pompeii: May you be nailed to the cross! Classical texts similarly use the
term cross in curses. The Roman writer Plautus, for instance, uses the phrase go to an evil cross as slang for go to hell (e.g., Pseudolus 331).4 In fact, even the Latin word for cross (crux) sounded harsh to the ears, according to St. Augustine (De Dialectica 10.10).In 70 B.C.E., Cicero accused a former governor of Sicily named Gaius Verres of
crucifying a Roman citizen. According to Verres, the Roman citizen named P. Gavius was guilty of espionage. Cicero reports that while Gavius was flogged in the marketplace, the only sounds from his lips were the words, I am a Roman citizen. Despite his claim of Roman citizenship, a cross was prepared for him. Yes, a cross, says Cicero, was
prepared for this broken sufferer, who had never seen such an accursed thing till then (Against Verres 2.5.162).5 Worst of all, Verres ordered for Gavius to be crucified on the shore facing the Italian mainland since he claimed Roman citizenship. This incident recorded in Ciceros speech against Verres reveals that, at least for Roman elites, crucifixion
was extremely rare to witness or suffer. Easter: Exploring the Resurrection of JesusIn this free eBook, expert Bible scholars offer in-depth reflections on the resurrection. Unlike the Roman elites, slaves and members of the lower class were unfortunately very familiar with the cross. In a play by Plautus, a slave comments that his death on the cross is
inevitable: I know that the cross will be my tomb; there my ancestors have been laid to rest, my father, grandfather, great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather (The Braggart Soldier 372373). Slaves, in fact, could be crucified for even the smallest mistakes. The Romans primarily reserved crucifixion for criminals and rebellious foreigners. The first-
century Jewish historian Josephus records numerous instances when the Romans crucified fractious Jews in Palestine (e.g., Wars of the Jews 2.75). Of course, when the Romans crucified rebels and criminals, the cross was more than a penalty; it was also a deterrent. For instance, the Romans crucified Spartacus and his rebellious slaves on the Appian
Way for everyone to see from Capua to Rome (Appian, The Civil Wars 1.120). A long row of crosses with rebellious slaves fastened to them must have discouraged other slaves from similarly revolting against their masters.As the most extreme penalty in the Roman world, a person could suffer crucifixion in several ways. Seneca recalls seeing victims
with their head down to the ground, others who had their private parts impaled, and still others with outstretched arms (De Consolatione ad Marciam 6.20.3).When not impaled, the condemned person usually carried the horizontal beam called the patibulum to the place of execution outside the city walls. Either a soldier or public executor fastened
the condemned person who was naked or wearing a loincloth to the cross with ropes or nails. Material evidence suggests that a persons feet were nailed separately on each side of the vertical beam of the cross. A crucifixion image discovered in Puteoli, Italy, for instance, shows a man, who had been severely flogged, with outstretched arms and feet
nailed separately to the vertical beam.The crucifixion image from Puteoli, Italy.An ankle bone pierced with a nail found at Givat ha-Mivtar likewise attests to the practice of using one nail per foot.6 Finally, after the humiliating procession to the place of execution and the preparations for crucifixion were completed, the Romans raised the cross high in
the air, so as to allow people to see the condemned person die from a long distance.7The crucified ankle bone of a man named Yehohanan found at Givat ha-Mivtar is the only archaeological evidence yet found of the Roman practice of crucifixion. Photo: Israel Museum/P. Lanyi.To die on the cross was not only humiliating, but a slow and agonizing
experiencesometimes lasting days. St. Augustine suggests that the purpose of crucifixion was to inflict as much pain as possible while prolonging death (Tractate 36.4 [John 8:1518]). Of course, in order to maximize the amount of pain inflicted on an individual, the Romans typically tortured the victim before fastening them to the cross.While medical
theories traditionally assert that people died on the cross from asphyxia (respiratory failure), recent studies contend that the victims most likely died because of a variety of physiological factors.8 Regardless of the actual cause of death, crucifixion was a slow and excruciatingly painful death. Easter: Exploring the Resurrection of JesusIn this free
eBook, expert Bible scholars offer in-depth reflections on the resurrection. Each of the Synoptic Gospels recounts that at the moment of Jesuss deepest agony as he hung on the cross, the soldiers and people in the crowd mocked him, saying, Save yourself, and come down from the cross! (Mark 15:30; Matthew 27:4044; Luke 23:3739). This sarcastic
insult may certainly reflect the attitude of Jewish and Greco-Roman audiences when they first heard Paul and other early Christians preach in the first century. Simply put, their message about a crucified messiah and son of God who did not have the power to save himself from the cross seemed offensive to the Jews and foolish to Greeks and Romans
(1 Corinthians 1:23).Although the very word cross was so repulsive that Cicero and other Roman elites wanted nothing to do with it, each of the Gospel writers recounts Jesuss crucifixion with astonishing detail. Jesuss death on the cross, according to Mark, is not only necessary but an example of the service required for true discipleship (8:3438).
Similarly, Jesuss death on the cross is not portrayed as being shameful or humiliating in Johns Gospel; there Jesuss crucifixion is envisioned as a saving event foreshadowed by Moses when he lifted up the serpent in the wilderness (John 3:14).Despite its negative connotation to Jews, Greeks, and Romans, Paul repeatedly uses the word cross in his
letters when responding to the conflicts created by his opponents (e.g., Galatians 2:1820). Interestingly, Paul may have deliberately focused on the modality of Jesuss death on the cross for at least two reasons. First, Paul most likely knew that, although his message about the cross was not going to easily appeal to his Jewish and Greco-Roman
audiences, still it would certainly attract their attention. And second, the Jewish and Gentile criticism of Jesuss crucifixion may have encouraged Paul to focus even more of his attention on this gruesome subject since he believed Jesus demonstrated his selflessness, humility, and abundant love for humanity by suffering on the cross.By the end of the
first century, some Christians already may have viewed the cross as a significant symbol. For example, in the last decade of the first century, the author of the Book of Revelation may have referred to the mark of the cross in the seal that the servants of God receive on their foreheads (Revelation 7:23). Thus, the Book of Revelation possibly refers to
the cross as a Christological identity marker.9Christians and the Cross in the Second and Third CenturiesGreek and Roman elites continued to criticize Christians because of their veneration of the crucified Jesus in the second century. Perhaps the most explicit criticism came from the second-century Greek philosopher Celsus, who called the manner
in which Jesus died the most humiliating of circumstances (On the True Doctrine 3).It was common knowledge in the second and third centurieseven among the poorer classes of the Roman Empirethat the founder of the Christian movement suffered the most shameful death as suggested by the well-known Palatine graffito discovered in the imperial
training school for slaves in Rome in 1857. This graffito depicts a donkeys hands nailed to the horizontal beam of a cross. A person beneath the cross, who is dressed like a slave in a short-sleeved shirt that extends from the shoulder to a little below the waist, gazes upward at the crucified victim in adoration as suggested by the inscription:
Alexamenos, worships god. Most likely, although it is not certain, the context of this graffito is one slave mocking another for worshiping the crucified Jesus. The inspiration for this satirical image of Jesuss crucifixion may trace back to the Greek and Latin authors who accused Christians, like the Jews, of worshiping a donkey.10 In any case, the
graffito indicates that even the poorer social classes criticized the Christian belief in the crucified Jesus with sarcastic enjoyment.The so-called Alexamenos graffito.Although the image of Jesus on the cross was not very popular in the second and third centuries, still scholars have identified at least a few instances in which Christians depicted it.
Perhaps the earliest portrayal of the cross by Christians occurred in the iconography of their papyrus manuscripts, specifically the Staurogram, or shape of the cross made by the overlapping of the Greek letters Rho and Tau ().11 A more obvious depiction of the cross is seen in a third-century gem in the British Museum, which depicts a crucified
Jesus with an inscription that lists various Egyptian magical words. Furthermore, some Christians continued to mark their forehead with the image of the cross in the second and third centuries as an identity marker (e.g., Revelation 7:23; cf. Tertullian, On Crowns 3).12 Moreover, some scholars argue that the depiction of figures with outstretched
arms in early Christian artwork may be the archetype representation of Jesus on the cross.13 Such a theory is supported by second- and third-century Christian texts, which mention Christians (especially martyrs) making the sign of the cross by stretching out their arms (e.g., Odes of Solomon 27; Acts of Paul and Thecla 22).This third-century C.E.
gem in the British Museum depicts Jesuss crucifixion with an inscription that lists various Egyptian magical words. Photo: British Museum/CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.During the second and third centuries, Christians were aware that the cross was still what Paul calls a stumbling block for the Jews and foolishness for Greeks and Romans (1 Corinthians 1:23),
and most Christians were reluctant to depict it. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of the Christian apologists, such as Justin the Martyr and Tertullian, may have encouraged at least some Christians to illustrate the cross in their art and iconography. Thus, by the end of the third century, what had once been universally a repulsive image in the ancient
Mediterranean world was well on its way to becoming the preeminent symbol of Christianity. Easter: Exploring the Resurrection of JesusIn this free eBook, expert Bible scholars offer in-depth reflections on the resurrection. In his history of the Christian Church written in the fourth century, Eusebius of Caesarea recounts that the gesture of
outstretched hands used by Christian martyrs in the arena represented Jesuss crucifixion (History of the Church 8.7.4). If Eusebiuss account is historically accurate, then the gesture of outstretched arms was widely recognized by Christians and non-Christians alike.Undoubtedly, though, Constantines adoption of the cross was the most important
development that resulted in its becoming the preeminent symbol of Christianity.According to Eusebius, the day before the Battle of Melvian Bridge, Constantine earnestly prayed for victory against his co-emperor Maxentius. Constantines prayer was answered, and a most marvelous sign appeared to him from heaven. Eusebius relates that
Constantine saw a cross of light in the sky, above the sun, bearing the inscription, Conquer by this (Life of Constantine 28). That night, Eusebius reports, Jesus explained to Constantine the meaning of the vision. Constantine was directed by Jesus to create a new banner with the symbol of the cross created by the Greek letters Chi and Rho. This well-
known symbol in Christianity, which is usually referred to as the Chi-Rho (), became known as the standard of the cross. FREE ebook: Frank Moore Cross: Conversations with a Bible Scholar. Download now. According to the fifth-century Christian historian Sozomen, Constantine abolished crucifixion in special reverence for the power and victory he
received because of the symbol of the cross (History of the Church 1.8). This abolishment certainly changed the Roman perception of the cross. Simply put, Constantines public endorsement of the cross changed its connotation from a repulsive device for executing slaves, foreigners, and Roman citizens of low social standing into a revered, public
symbol.Constantine did not create the symbol of the cross. Rather he adopted it as a new symbol for his empire that had converted to Christianity. Of course, this means that when the artisans depicted the crucified Jesus on the wooden doors of Santa Sabina in the fifth century, the cross was no longer an offensive image. Rather the image of the cross
had already transformed from an execution device to a symbol of Christianity. And soon the image of the crucifix would adorn the walls and steeples of churches throughout the world, making the cross the preeminent symbol of Christianity. Steven Shisley, who has a Ph.D. from Claremont Graduate University, is currently teaching at California
Lutheran and as an online instructor at Brigham Young University, Idaho. His research focuses on early Christian worship, architecture, and art. This post first appeared in Bible History Daily in March, 2018 Notes:1. For an overview of the literature and history of crucifixion, see the excellent study by John Granger Cook, Crucifixion in the
Mediterranean World (Tbhingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014); also the classical study by Martin Hengel, Crucifixion (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977).2. See Allyson Everingham Sheckler and Mary Joan Winn Leith, The Crucifixion Conundrum and the Santa Sabina Doors, Harvard Theological Review 103.1 (2010), p. 67.3. See George Willard Benson, The
Cross: Its History and Symbolism. An Account of the Symbol More Universal in Its Use and More Important in Its Significance Than Any Other in the World (Buffalo: George Willard Benson, 1934), pp. 2829; for another opinion, see Bruce W. Longenecker, The Cross Before Constantine: The Early Life of a Christian Symbol (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2015), p. 11.4. CIL 4.2082. See John Granger Cook, Envisioning Crucifixion: Light from Several Inscriptions and the Palatine Graffito, Novum Testamentum 50 (2008), p. 277, where Cook comments that this inscription might read, Get crucified, the equivalent of the English expression, Go to hell.5. Unless otherwise noted, this article uses the
translations of classical texts in the Loeb Classical Library.6. The crucified Jewish man was named Yehohanan. For an analysis of his ankle bone that was pierced with a nail, see Joseph Zilas and Eliezer Sekeles, The Crucified Man from Givat Ha-Mivtar: A Reappraisal, Israel Exploration Journal 35 (1985), pp. 2227.7. See Cook, Crucifixion in the
Mediterranean World, pp. 42330 for an overview of the practice of Roman crucifixion.8. See Matthew W. Maslen and Piers D. Mitchell, Medical Theories on the Cause of Death in Crucifixion, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine 4.99 (April 2006), pp. 18788; Cook, Crucifixion in the Mediterranean World, pp. 430435.9. See Longenecker, The Cross
Before Constantine, pp. 6171.10. Josephus quotes Mnaseas of Patras (second century B.C.E.) as claiming that the Jews worshiped the head of a golden donkey; see Against Apion 2.9. Also, Plutarch comments that the Jews abstained from eating the flesh of the hare because it resembled the donkey, which they worshiped; see Table Talk 4.3. Since the
Romans identified Christians as a branch of Judaism, this mean that they were likewise accused of worshiping a donkey; see Minucius Felix, Octavius 9.28; Tertullian, First Apology 16.11. See Larry Hurtado, The Staurogram: Earliest Depiction of Jesuss Crucifixion, Biblical Archaeological Review, March/April 2013. Although it is debatable, some early
Christians may have used the cross as a symbol in Pompeii; see Bruce W. Longenecker, The Crosses of Pompeii: Jesus Devotion in a Vesuvian Town (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2016).12. Longenecker, The Cross Before Constantine, pp. 8693.13. This is the argument of Sheckler and Leith, Crucifixion Conundrum. Related reading in Bible History
DailyThe StaurogramRoman Crucifixion Methods Reveal the History of CrucifixionTour Showcases Remains of Herods Jerusalem PalacePossible Site of the Trial of JesusWhere Is Golgotha, Where Jesus Was Crucified?All-Access members, read more in the BAS LibraryCrucifixionThe Archaeological Evidence Conversion, Crucifixion and Celebration
Two Questions About Crucifixion Jesus Triumphal March to Crucifixion Not a BAS Library or All-Access Member yet? Join today. Crucifixion in Antiquity BAS Staff August 17, 2024 68 Comments 376002 views What do we know about the history of crucifixion? In the following article, New Analysis of the Crucified Man, Hershel Shanks looks at
evidence of Roman crucifixion methods as analyzed from the remains found in Jerusalem of a young man crucified in the first century A.D. The remains included a heel bone pierced by a large nail, giving archaeologists, osteologists and anthropologists evidence of crucifixion in antiquity.Crucifixion in antiquity was a gruesome execution, not really
understood until a skeletal discovery in the 1980s that gave new insight into the history of crucifixion. Photo: Courtesy Israel Exploration Journal, Vol. 35, No. 1 (1985)What do these bones tell us about the history of crucifixion? The excavator of the crucified man, Vassilios Tzaferis, followed the analysis of Nico Haas of Hebrew University-Hadassah
Medical School in Jerusalem suggesting Roman crucifixion methods: a contorted position: arms nailed to the crossbeam; legs bent, twisted to one side, and held in place by a single nail that passed through a wooden plaque, through both left and right heel bones, and then into the upright of the cross.However, when Joseph Zias and Eliezer Sekeles
reexamined the remains, looking for evidence of Roman crucifixion methods, they found no evidence that nails had penetrated the victims arms; moreover, the nail in the foot was not long enough to have penetrated the plaque, both feet, and the cross. And, indeed, what were previously thought to be fragments of two heel bones through which the
nail passed were shown to be fragments of only one heel bone and a long bone. On the basis of this evidence, Zias and Sekeles suggest that the mans legs straddled the cross and that his arms were tied to the crossbeam with ropes, signifying the method of crucifixion in antiquity.Literary sources giving insight into the history of crucifixion indicate
that Roman crucifixion methods had the condemned person carry to the execution site only the crossbar. Wood was scarce and the vertical pole was kept stationary and used repeatedly. Below, in New Analysis of the Crucified Man, Hershel Shanks concludes that crucifixion in antiquity involved death by asphyxiation, not death by nail piercing.
Scholars Corner: New Analysis of the Crucified ManBy Hershel ShanksDrawing of the contorted crucifixion position proposed by Vassilios Tzaferis, based on the analysis of Nico Haas, which has since been challenged by Joseph Zias and Eliezer Sekeles. For full caption, see drawing from Israel Exploration Journal 35:1. Photo: Courtesy Israel
Exploration Journal, Vol. 20, No. 12 (1970)In our January/February 1985 issue, we published an article about the only remains of a crucified man to be recovered from antiquity (CrucifixionThe Archaeological Evidence, BAR, January/February 1985). Vassilios Tzaferis, the author of the article and the excavator of the crucified man, based much of his
analysis of the victims position on the cross and other aspects of the method of crucifixion on the work of a medical team from Hebrew University-Hadassah Medical School headed by Nico Haas, who had analyzed the crucified mans bones. In a recent article in the Israel Exploration Journal, however, Joseph Zias, an anthropologist with the Israel
Department of Antiquities, and Eliezer Sekeles of Hebrew University-Hadassah Medical School in Jerusalem question many of Haass conclusions concerning the bones of the crucified man.a The questions Zias and Sekeles raise affect many of the conclusions about the mans position during crucifixion.According to Haas, the nail in the crucified man
penetrated both his right and left heel bones, piercing the right heel bone (calcaneum) first, then the left. Haas found a fragment of bone attached to the right heel that he thought was part of the left heel bone (sustentaculum tali). If Haass analysis is correct, the two heel bones must have been penetrated by the same nail, and the victims legs must
have been in a closed position on the cross.But according to the new analysis of the bones just published in the Israel Exploration Journal, the bone fragment Haas identified as part of the left heel bone was incorrectly identified. The shape and structure of this bony fragment is of a long bone; it cannot therefore be the left [heel bone], say the most
recent investigators. Their conclusions are confirmed by x-rays, which reveal the varying density, structure and direction of the bones.Become a BAS All-Access MemberNow!Read Biblical Archaeology Review online, explore 50 years of BAR, watch videos, attend talks, and moreHaas also incorrectly assumed that the nail is seven inches (1718 cm)
long. In fact, the total length of the nail from head to tip is only 4.5 inches (11.5 cm). A wooden plaque less than an inch thick (2 cm) had been punctured by the nail before it passed through the right heel bone. After exiting from the bone, the nail penetrated the cross itself and then bent, probably because it hit a knot. As the new investigators
observe, given the length of the nail, There simply was not enough room for both heel bones and a two centimeter wooden plaque to have been pierced by the nail and affixed to the vertical shaft of the cross. The nail was sufficient for affixing only one heel bone to the cross.In short, only the right heel bone was penetratedlaterally, or sidewiseby the
nail. Accordingly, the victims position on the cross must have been different from that portrayed by Haas.The new investigators also dispute Haass conclusion that a scratch on the bone of the right forearm (radius) of the victim, just above the wrist, represents the penetration of a nail between the two bones of the forearm. According to Zias and
Sekeles, such scratches and indentations are commonly found on ancient skeletal material, including on the right leg bone (fibula) of this man. Such scratches and indentations have nothing to do with crucifixion.How then was the crucified man attached to the cross?As the new investigators observe:The literary sources for the Roman period contain
numerous descriptions of crucifixion but few exact details as to how the condemned were affixed to the cross. Unfortunately, the direct physical evidence here is also limited to one right calcaneum (heel bone) pierced by an 11.5 cm iron nail with traces of wood at both ends.According to the literary sources, those condemned to crucifixion never
carried the complete cross, despite the common belief to the contrary and despite the many modern reenactments of Jesus walk to Golgotha. Instead, only the crossbar was carried, while the upright was set in a permanent place where it was used for subsequent executions. As the first-century Jewish historian Josephus noted, wood was so scarce in
Jerusalem during the first century A.D. that the Romans were forced to travel ten miles from Jerusalem to secure timber for their siege machinery.According to Zias and Sekeles:One can reasonably assume that the scarcity of wood may have been expressed in the economics of crucifixion in that the crossbar as well as the upright would be used
repeatedly. Thus, the lack of traumatic injury to the forearm and metacarpals of the hand seems to suggest that the arms of the condemned were tied rather than nailed to the cross. There is ample literary and artistic evidence for the use of ropes rather than nails to secure the condemned to the cross.According to Zias and Sekeles, the victims legs
straddled the vertical shaft of the cross, one leg on either side, with the nails penetrating the heel bones. The plaque or plate under the head of the nail, they say, was intended to secure the nail and prevent the condemned man from pulling his feet free.As Haas correctly suggested, the nail probably hit a knot which bent the nail. However, as Zias and
Sekeles reconstruct the removal of the dead man from the cross:Once the body was removed from the cross, albeit with some difficulty in removing the right leg, the condemned mans family would now find it impossible to remove the bent nail without completely destroying the heel bone. This reluctance to inflict further damage to the heel led [to his
burial with the nail still in his bone, and this in turn led] to the eventual discovery of the crucifixion.Whether the victims arms were tied, rather than nailed to the cross is irrelevant to the manner of his dying. As Zias and Sekeles point out:Death by crucifixion was the result of the manner in which the condemned man hung from the cross and not the
traumatic injury caused by nailing. Hanging from the cross resulted in a painful process of asphyxiation, in which the two sets of muscles used for breathing, the intercostal [chest] muscles and the diaphragm, became progressively weakened. In time, the condemned man expired, due to the inability to continue breathing properly. Notesa. The
Crucified Man from Givat ha-Mivtar: A Reappraisal, Israel Exploration Journal Vol. 35, No. 1 (1985), pp. 2227.Zias and Sekeles also note a number of other errors in Haass report:The victims legs were not broken as a final coup de grce. The break so identified by Haas was postmortem.The victim did not have a cleft palate. The upper right canine was
not missing, despite Haass report to the contrary.The wood from which the plaque under the nail head was made was olive wood, not acacia or pistacia, as Hans suggested.The wood fragments attached to the end of the nail were too minute to be analyzed. Haas suggested the vertical shaft of the cross was olive wood. This is possible, but unlikely.
Related reading in Bible History DailyAncient Crucifixion ImagesIs Jesus Crucifixion Reflected in Soil Deposition?Rare Evidence for Roman Crucifixion Found in Second-Century BritainThe StaurogramAll-Access members, read more in the BAS LibraryCrucifixionThe Archaeological Evidence by Vassilios TzaferisExplaining Jesus Crucifixion by Helmut
KoesterImages of Crucifixion: Fresh Evidence by Ben Witherington IIITwo Questions About Crucifixion By Frederick T. ZugibeNot a BAS Library or All-Access Member yet? Join today. New Analysis of the Crucified Man by Hershel Shanks first appeared in Biblical Archaeology Review, November/December 1985. It was first reprinted in BHD,
September 2012.
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