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A film director is an expert in making fantasy look like reality. James Cameron, who made the Terminator series, and in The Titanic interwove fact and fiction, has now turned his camera lens to archaeology. He has spent three years and $4,000,000 making a mockumentary film "The Lost Tomb of Jesus." 

His name used to be a guarantee of onscreen excellence. Now, in attacking the fact of Christ’s Resurrection, he has created a fitting follow-up to “True Lies.” 

The Discovery channel, which claims to broadcast non-fiction, was due to broadcast the mockumentary last Sunday, as was Channel 4.


What facts lie behind this “discovery?” In 1980 when the foundations for a new apartment block were being dug in Talpiot, a suburb of east Jerusalem, Israeli archaeologists uncovered a burial cave. They found ten limestone ossuaries – bone boxes – in what was evidently a family tomb. There are thousands of such ancient tombs around Jerusalem.

Six of the ten ossuaries bore inscriptions of common Jewish names of the second Temple period: Yeshua (or possibly Hanun?) son of Yehosef. The Israeli Antiquities Authority report states that this inscription is "is difficult to read, as the incisions are clumsily carved and badly scratched." The other names are Maria, Mariamne e Mara, Matia (Mathew), Yehosef, and Yehuda son of Yeshua. 

Here is the list of the ten most popular names in first century Judaism, collated from inscriptions and contemporary documents: Simon/Simeon 243, Joseph 218, Eleazar 166, Judah 164, John/Yohanan 122, Jesus (Yeshua) 99, Hananiah 82, Jonathan 71, Matthew 62, Menahem 42. The numbers indicate how often each appears in a total of 2625 names noted.

There are only 328 occurrences of women’s names. The top four are Mary or Mariamne 70 , Salome 58, Shelamzion 24, and Martha 20. Over 20% of all Jewish women were called Mary (Mariam etc)


What evidence is there that the Talpiot tomb belonged to the poor Galilean family of Jesus of Nazareth and not to some other family of the period? Hey, none, but don’t let that get in the way of a good film, folks! 


When the ossuaries were discovered in 1980, archaeologists paid little attention precisely because the engraved names were quite common.  “Jesus son of Joseph” inscriptions have come to light on about twelve ossuaries over the years. The name Yeshua appears on 98 other tombs and 21 ossuaries in total.

Professor Amos Kloner, an internationally renowned archaeologist, published the official report on the findings in 1996.

Then along come Cameron and his associate Simcha Jacobovici with their wild speculation that the Talpiot tomb was that of Jesus of Nazareth. With Mary his mother, Yehosef his father. “Mariamne is alleged to be Mary Magdalen his wife, Yehudah his son. Matia – well, perhaps Jesus’ brother. They claim that the chances are 600 to 1 against this combination of names belonging to any family other than that of Jesus Christ. Bizarre. 

"I'm not a theologist (sic). I'm not an archaeologist. I'm a documentary filmmaker," says Cameron. He published his claims at a news conference rather than in a peer-reviewed scientific article.  Having made a documentary film, he wants to win maximum publicity for it. To resurrect his own place in the limelight while denying the resurrection of Christ?

By going directly to the media, such filmmakers set up their theory as if it were an issue of genuine academic debate, when the vast majority of archaeologists of this period have utterly rejected it. 


Prof. Kloner told the Jerusalem Post that the documentary was “nonsense.” It was simply a renewed effort to create controversy in order to make a profit. “They just want to get money for it.” 

“There is no likelihood that Jesus and his relatives had a family tomb. They were a Galilee family with no ties in Jerusalem. The Talpiot tomb belonged to a middle-class family from the 1st century CE [AD].”

Other leading archaeologists in Israel and the United States denounced the trumpeted discovery of the tomb of Jesus as a publicity stunt.

Jodi Magness of the University of North Caroline pointed out that only the wealthy families buried their dead in wall niches in rock tombs, later transferring the bones to ossuaries.  Jesus came from a poor family, who probably buried their dead in ordinary graves – and in Nazareth, their home town, not Jerusalem. 

Moreover, that around Jerusalem, people were known by their first name plus their father’s name, as on the Talpiyot ossuaries. As Galileans, Jesus’ family members would have used their different custom of first name and home town e.g. Jesus the Nazarene. So Mary Magdalene should be something like “Miriam of Migdal.” The first ever use of “Mariamene” to describe her dates from a writer born in 185 AD. There is no evidence that she was eve called this during her lifetime.

Finally, none of the early Christians referred to Jesus as “son of Joseph.” The Gospels of Matthew and Luke carefully avoid using such an expression, because of his virginal conception. Anyway, why should St Joseph be buried in Jerusalem? All the historical record links him with Nazareth.

Not only have Christian scholars weighed in against Cameron and the Discovery Channel, but also secular and Jewish experts. 


William G. Dever, a retired professor of archaeology at the University of Arizona, and reputed doyen of biblical archaeology in the USA, has  been excavating ancient sites in Israel for 50 years. He commented: 

"I'm not a Christian. I'm not a believer. I don't have a dog in this fight………I just think it's a shame the way this story is being hyped and manipulated." "It's a publicity stunt, and it will make these guys very rich, and it will upset millions of innocent people because they don't know enough to separate fact from fiction."

Joe Zias, former curator of archaeology at the Israeli Antiquities Authority. described the Cameron documentary to The Washington Post as a “hyped up film which is intellectually and scientifically dishonest.” He said he saw “too many people ... on the gravy train without so much as any sentiment for scientific truth.” 


Stephen Pfann, a biblical scholar at the University of the Holy Land in Jerusalem was interviewed in the documentary: “I don't think that Christians are going to buy into this. But sceptics, in general, would like to see something that pokes holes into the story that so many people hold dear.”


“How possible is it?” Pfann was asked. “On a scale of one through ten, ten being completely possible, it's probably a one, maybe a 1.5”


Meanwhile the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum of Jerusalem described the heralded “discovery” of Jesus’ tomb as a phenomenon “between invented archaeology, advertising and sales.” Michele Piccirillo of the Franciscan Archeological Institute added: 
“Before, archaeology was used to do politics. Now archaeology is just to do money……There are some people interested in destroying the faith of others and that's not good.”


The American Catholic League, under the headline ''Jesus' Tomb Discovery Is Titanic Fraud" described the Cameron project as yet one more in a laughable string of Hollywood productions aimed at discrediting the basic tenets of Christianity. “Not a Lenten season goes by without some author or TV program seeking to cast doubt on the divinity of Jesus and/or the Resurrection.”

Father Thomas Rosica, director of the Toronto-based Salt and Light Catholic Media Foundation, was just as cutting: “What is most troubling about this recent publicity stunt of Jesus' burial place, and the alleged DNA findings of Jesus and his family, is that the media have spilled so much ink and wasted so much space on utter nonsense.”


At the 1998 Academy Awards, when his mega-budget Titanic won 11 Oscars, Cameron claimed: “I am the king of the world.” Now he has “unearthed” the son of God too. “It doesn't get bigger than this,” he crows.
Jacobovici, Cameron’s partner, was described by the US National Clergy Council president Rob Schenck as “completely discredited by the scholarly community as nothing more than a modern-day, self-proclaimed Indiana Jones.” He made a programme about the faked “ossuary of James,” for which several Israelis are now on trial for forgery. He even claims that this ossuary may have come from the same Talpiot tomb.

As regards the bones found in the 1980 ossuaries, they were quickly reburied, in accordance with Jewish tradition. Jacobovici however claims to have recovered DNA from the Yeshua and Mariamne coffins, proving they were not genetically related on the maternal side. He theorises that they were therefore man and wife.

If the Talpiot tomb had been Jesus’ tomb, why did neither the Jewish high priests nor the Roman procurator mention it? They knew Jesus’ body was missing from Easter Sunday, and they would have loved to have found his body or his bones. Even the early opponents of the Christian message acknowledged that Jesus' tomb was empty. Yet not a single contemporary historian mentions the Talpiot tomb. 


Why would Jesus’ disciples steal his corpse, re-inter it in a family plot, and then suffer torture and imprisonment for claiming he was resurrected, if they knew it was all a hoax? 

There is an avid market for bogus archaeological claims about the Bible. It is exploiting people’s religious interest to make a quick buck. Such profit driven sensationalism infuriates the genuine scholars. Harper-Collins is releasing a book to coincide with the mockumentary: “The Jesus Family Tomb: The Discovery, the Investigation, and the Evidence That Could Change History.”

Maybe James Cameron should consider the titles of two of his previous films: 
Terminator 2: Judgment Day, and The Abyss. They may turn out to be more fact than fiction so far as he is concerned. Or will he make a film debunking Mohammed next? Or perhaps not?

