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The So-Called Lehi Cave

A cave southwest of Jerusalem caught the attention of several Latter-day
Saint observers in the early 1960s. Graffiti in the cave seemed to portray
themes or scenes related to the Book of Mormon, and some thought that

the cave might have been the place described in the Book of Mormon as

“the cavity of rock.” LaMar Berrett points out problems that weaken the like-
lihood that this is the case. Two scholarly articles on the cave are included.
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THE SO-CALLED LEHT CAVE

LaMar C. Berrett

About twenty miles south-west of Jerusalem and ten miles west-
north-west of Hebron, the govermment of Israel constructed a security
road in 1961 to protect the border between Jordan and Israel. During
the course of construction an ancient burial cave was uncovered an the
eastern slope of Khirbet Beit Iei. The Israel Department of Antiquities
excavated the cave during the month of June, 1961, under the direction
of Jospeh Naveh, Professor of Archaeology at Hehrew University in Jeru-
salem. They named the cave the "Jerusalem Cave."

The burial cave was hewn in chalky soft limestone, and contained
three roams: a rectangular ante-chamber measuring 6'-7" x 9'-8" and two
burial chambers measuring about 7' x 9' each. Three benches were cut
into the rock around three sides of each chamber, and in the southern
chamber, three skeletons were found in extended position, one on each
bench. The western chamber contained five skeletons. All eight skele-
tons were undisturbed. The entrance to the cave had been blocked by
large stones. A ring was found on one body, an earring of bronze and a
plaque of the same material were also found with the bodies. No earthen-—
ware vessels or fragments of pottery were found inside the cave.

Graffiti Found in the Cave

Graffiti made by a crude stylus on the walls of the ante-chamber
were very difficult to distinguish and decipher, but have proven to be
of interest to archaeologists:

Human Figures: Portrayed on the wall were three human figures.
Dr. Naveh concluded that the three figures represent (1) a man holding a
kind of a lyre, (2) a man raising the palms of his hands as though in
pPrayer and (3) a man wearing same kind of headgear. The man with the
lyre is appraximately thirteen inches high, and the man with the raised
palms sixteen inches high. The third figure was carved very deeply and
emphasizes the man's dress and headgear. It is seven-and-a-half inches
high. ’

Ships: On the southern wall of the ante-chamber were two ships
represented in a very crude fasion. The two together measure approximately
ten inches high and eighteen inches wide.

Inscriptions: - There were several inscriptions in old Hebrew script
on the walls of the ante-chamber. One of the inscriptions seemed to
read: "Cursed be he who will rob the chamber." The three main inscriptions
were interpreted, with same reservations, as follows:

"The mountains of Judah--

Yahveh (is) the God of the whole earth;
the mountains of Judah belong to

him, to the God of Jerusalem."
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"The (Mount of) Moriah Thou has favoured,
the dwelling of Yah, Yahveh"

"(Ya)hveh deliver (us)!'"

Attempts to date the cave and its inscriptions have proved interesting.
Paleography, the study of the form of letters, was of auxiliary value in
drawing chronological conclusions concerning these inscriptions. The
form of the letters varied greatly. "In view of the nature of the
graffiti," says Naveh, "we assume that all the inscriptions and drawings
belong to a short period of time, and they were incised by a number of
persons . . ." He concludes that the form of the burial cave and the
script are of the pre-exilic period, or prior to 587 B.C.

Naveh readily admits that archaeological and palaeographical analysis
fail to provide a definite date, and therefore the only remaining way
to fix a'date is to find same historical hint in the content of the
main inscriptions. He then cautions as follows: "To be sure, such
reasoning will be hypothetical only, especially as the reading of the
inscriptions remain problematic and that of one inscription is only
tentative."? Naveh preferred, on palaeographic grounds, to relate the
period when the Assyrian ruler, Sennacherib, conquered forty-six towns
in Judah and kept Hezekiah besieged in Jerusalem. In this historical
setting, Naveh draws a possible conclusion:

It may be that the people who happened to come to this cave
and write the various inscriptions did not do so in the course of
a regular visit to their family tamb, but perhaps during the
burial of one of their members who was killed by the enemy; or
perhaps in an hour of danger, when the armies of the enemy passed
this way, they found refuge in the family burial cave until the
danger was over.

Naveh proposes "to relate the inscriptions to the reign of Hezekiah
(Hezekiah came to the throne about 715 B.C.)."4

Seven years later, in 1970, Frank Moore Cross, Jr., professor at
Harvard University, proposed a 600 B.C. date for the inscriptions. Of
the inscriptions, Cross said:

[They] are not ordinary tamb inscriptions. Indeed their
content is such that I believe we can assert positively that
they are not funerary inscriptions and have no reference to the
dead. Moreover, the drawings in the cave, human figures and
ships, and what we can best label as "doodling" are inappropriate
tamb decorations and hardly came fram the hand of mourners or
near kin of the deceased. . . . We are inclined, therefore, to
attribute the inscriptions and sketches to chance visiEors, or
to refugees or travelers who took shelter in the cave.

Cross goes on to speculate saying:

It is very difficult to avoid the speculation that inscrip-
tion A is the citation.of a lost prophecy, and that it and its
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campanion inscriptions were written by a refugee fleeing the
Chaldeans who conquered Judah and destroyed the holy city in
587 B.C.  Most documents, especially manuscripts and papyri,
found in Palestinian caves were left behind by men in such
Circumstances. The same may be true of these graffiti. Per-
haps such speculations are built on too flimsy a foundation of
facts; at all events we should suppress the temptation to
suggest that the oracle and the petitions may have the
work of a prophet or his amanuensis fleeing Jerusalem.

Mormon Interest in the Burial Cave at Khirbet Beit lei

Naveh, the original excavator and learned scholar, would not even
attempt to interpret the meaning of the figures on the wall. Cross said
we should suppress the temptation to suggest that the oracle and the
petitions may have been the work of a prophet or his amanuensis fleeina
Jerusalem. But in spite of Cross' warning, same Mormons have concluded
that the "prophet or his amanuensis fleeing Jerusalem" were, in fact,
Nephi and his brothers fleeing fram Jerusalem and the servants of Laban.
The Book of Mormon account says of these sons of ILehi, that they hid
themselves "in the cavity of the rock."? The place name of Iehi; Cross'
dating, 600 B.C.; a plea for deliverance anc redemption of Jerusalem;
prophetic statements in the first person; pictures of ships on the walls,
etc. must have more than a passing interest for Latter-day Saints in-
cluding myself, who in 1973 devoted two pages of my book Discovering
the World cf the Bible, to summarize the research that had been done on
the "Jerusalem Cave."® I also visited the hame of Joseph Naveh and
became the first Mormoh to visit the cave. On one later visit I was
introduced to Mahmud Ali Hassan Giawi, an Arab who, according to an
interpreter, said an ancient prophet named "ILei" judged his people in
that locality. ILocal tradition telling of a prophet named Iehi, gave
additional credence to the hope that the cave was the Book of Mormon
"cavity of the rock." During the spring of 1975, I spent a full day
interviewing other elderly Arab men of nearby villages concerning a
prophet named "Lei," and found one man, Nimer Suleiman Bashir, who
corroborated the story of Mr. Giawi.

With the evidence of this "first hand research," I left Israel
with the determination to do further research that I hoped would be
more conclusive. However, as more and mare "hamework" was done, more
and more problems arose.

Problems that Need to be Resolved

The following are a few of the problems that dictate extreme caution
if one is to try to comnect the "Jerusalem Cave" with the Book of Mormon
prophet Iehi.

Name

'The scriptural place named "Iehi" (Judges 15;9, 14, 19), meaning
"jaw bone" in Hebrew, seems to refer to a district in the hill country
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of Judah somewhere near the borders of the Philistines. When Samson
killed 1000 men with the jawbone of an ass (Judges 15:17), he named an
area "Ramath-lehi" meaning the "heights of lehi," "lifting up of the
jawbone" or "Sasting away of the jawbone." In modern times, Conder
and Kitchener® listed a particular village named "Beit Ieyi" as being
near the area of Beit Jibrin. This is probably the site listed on
modern Israeli maps as "H Bet Loya." The same site is also spelled
"Lei" and "Layy" in other sources. The problem, however, is that in
the absence of historical research and an archaeological dig, the
location of the Biblical site is still unknown.

When Sennacherib reports his campaign against Palestine in 721 B.C.,
he does not mention Iehi as one of the cities destroyed. Nor does
Micah, who lived in the area. Micah did mention the cities around
Beit leyi, such as Lakish, Gath, Mareshah, Achzib and Addullam, as he
laments their destruction (Micah 1). Was Lehi a village, district or
area?

Even if the location of the Biblical Iehi were known, Lehi lived
at least five hundred years after Samson.

Route of Travel

When Iehi and his family left Jerusalem, the record says they
traveled in the wilderness "in the borders near the Red Sea." Later,
the brothers returned to Jerusalem from the Red Sea area, got the brass
plates of Laban and fled into the wilderness back to the Red Sea area.
Did they go south-west out of Jerusalem to the "Jerusalem Cave" area,
or did they take a more direct route directly south?

Since the area of the "Jerusalem Cave" south-west of Jerusalem was
the most densely populated area south of Jerusalem in 600 A.D., it is
doubtful that the brothers fleeing from Laban would have traveled in
that direction. By traveling south or south-east out of Jerusalem, the
brothers could have found plenty of caves to hide in, less people to
hide fram, and a more direct route to their parents on the Red Sea.
That route would probably have been the original route Lehi took on his
way to the Red Sea.

In a revelation given in the Kirtland Temple on the day of its
dedication, Frederick G. Williams_learned that ILehi traveled nearly
south-south-east fram Jerusalem.

‘Dating

The shallow accumulation of debris on the site and the modern
pottery, indicates that the village is not as ancient as same believe.
Indeed, the design of the tamb dates to the second century B.C. Even
if the graffiti could be firmly dated, this does not necessarily have
anything to do with the date the cave was made or the pictures drawn.
There may be evidence that the figures on the walls were of a later
date. Naveh believed that the figures were written by a number of
persons, and at different times. The dating problem is still not solved.
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Human Figures, Ships and Inscriptions

The graffiti on the walls of the "Jerusalem Cave" have been the
most convincing evidence to those who want to believe there is a connection
between the Book of Mormon narrative and the cave. "Believers" feel
there is a certain "uniqueness" to the graffiti that lends support to
the Book of Mormon account. But are they really unique?

As other tamb inscriptions both near and far fram the "Jerusalem
Cave" are examined, it may be concluded that the figures, ships and
message of the inscriptions are not unique nor all of the same early
dates. Bliss dates most of the burial caves in the Beit Jibrin area
(also the "Jerusalem Cave" area) to the Medieval period--to the Christian
Crusaders. There is ample evidence that Christians were in the area of
the "Jerusalem Cave" for centuries, and according to Goodenough, they
made many additions and changes in former Greek tambs.12 Tt is possible
that there were influences of Christianity in the graffiti of the
"Jerusalem Cave." And if not direct Christian influences, then in-
fluences of many burial custcoms of the world.

Figure with the Lyre

In speaking of the art of the Raman Christian catacambs, Jack Finegan
said: ". . . early Christian art did not hesitate to borrow from
representations already familiar in pagan art . . . Just as Clement of
Alexandria around 200 A.D. held that a Christian should not employ for
his signet ring any idolatrous, warlike or licentious symbol, but rather
such seals as a dove, fish, a ship, a lyre [italics provided] or an
anchor, so too the artists of the catacambs freely employed such figures
in a decorative way and even gave same of them deeper Christian meaning. "
There is a picture of a maiden plucking a small harp in Tamb II, Room F
(numbering of Peters and Theirsch) at Beit Jibrin near the "Jerusalem
Cave." The expanded .leg muscles on the legs of the two figures in the
"Jerusalem Cave" are not unique. Military saint fiqures in the Beit
Shearim tombs in the Galilee area have the same. Goodenough interprets
these to be symbolic representations of a struggle of the person's faith.

13

14

Figure with Outstretched Arms

Arms uplifted or outstretched in prayer is a very familiar Hellenistic
art form, and these figures recur with great frequency in the Christian
art of the catacombs. Jack Finegan indicates that since such figures
occasionally are shown amidst the garden of paradise, and have the names
of the departed written nearby, it is clear that they might also be
regarded as symbolic representations of the deceased who offer prayer
to God in the blessedness of Heaven.

The most frequently used symbol in Christianity is the cross .
"But," says Bliss, "in two caves (one at Tel Mareshah near the "Jerusalem
Cave," and the other, the famous 'Arak el-Ma at Beit Jibrin) we find
figures with outstretched arms, which may be rude attempts at crucifixes."
In aniother report, B}%ss suggests that the persons are "in an ancient
attitude of prayer." : '



Figure with Headgear

Just north of Jerusalem, immediately west of the so—-called "Tamb
of the Kings," was found a small rock-cut tomb which seemed to Goodenough
to belong with the tambs of Mareshah and Beit Jibrin near Beit Lei.
It was designed like those in the Shephelah, and dated to the same
period of time, 200 B.C. Three figures are inscribed in the wall of the
tomb. "At the right stands a man in a flowing red robe, with right
knee slightly raised and his left arm uplifted." This is a feature
of the "Jerusalem Cave" headgear figure also. All three figures in
this cave are crowned, "and_hence represent human beings engaged in
same sort of ritual, . . .16 o

Bliss found an interesting figure on a jamb of the entrance to a
rockfhewn burial cave located near Khirbet Beit ILei.l’ His published
drawing of the graffito shows many similarities to the figure with the
headgear in the "Jerusalem Cave." Both figures are cut deeply, both
havg a certain squareness to the lines of the head and body, both have
horizontal lines for the eyes and mouth, and both lack noses. It is
also of interest that this figure was found on the lower part of the
door.jamb, just like the praying figure in the "Jerusalem Cave." This
particular figure is certainly not unique to the "Jerusalem Cave."

Ships

Crudely drawn ships have been common funerary symbols throughcut
the centuries. The Egyptians had their tcmbs decorated with ships taking
the deceased to the other world. They even buried model and real ships
with the dead. So did the Vikings. The custam of associating ships
with burials is at least 5,000 years old.

During the pericd of early Christianity, ships were connected with
burial customs. One of the most camon symbols in the catacambs of Rame
is the ship in full sail, symbolizing the same concept as the Fgyptians--
the voyage of the soul to "another and better world." 8

Joseph Naveh indicated that perhaps the ships in the "Jerusalem
Cave" were connected with religious beliefs, and then he indicates in
his footnote that there are other representations of ships and connections
with burials in Jerusalem and Beit Shearim.

Goodenough says that Fig. 67 at Beit Shearim "shows two boats, one
above the other, with elaborate rigging." Avi-Yonah pOiTES out the
resemblance of the first of these to the Egyptian boats. A shield
of David is scratched in front of the upper boat. As to their purpose,
Goodenough says they "are in the catacamb presumably as symbolic boats
rather than as pictures of scmeone's means of travel or profit."20

At Mareshah, two and a half miles from the "Jerusalem Cave," is a
graffito representing a sailing vessel with a square sail. It was found
on a block of limestone in 1900. Similar to other burial cave graffiti,
the ship is.crudely drawn. Brinley concludes that the ship was drawn



=

between 200 B.C. - 200 A.D., and it is "possibly a portrait of hisszn
vessel done by a sailor to amuse a group of inland children . . ."

Why was Naveh surprised to see ships on the wall when the nearby
Gaza and Ashkelon had important seaports as early as 1200 B.C.; and in
the twelfth century B.C., Syria and Palestine were flooded by peoples
fram the coasts and islands of the Northern Mediterranean? In addition
to this, the neighboring Philistines were sea peoples. And the Phoenicians
and Egyptians had both been in the area leaving their influence.Z22

If Nephi did visit the "Jerusalem Cave," and knew of plans for building
a ship, why did he make two ships on the wall instead of one? Did Nephi
or his brothers even know they were going to sail in a ship at the time
they were hiding in the cavity of the rock? Or did they learn this eight
years later? ILehi and his family spent eight years in the wilderness
before the Lord called Nephi into the mountain and said, "Thou shalt
construct a ship, after the manner which I shall show thee. . . " [italics
added] (1 Nephi 17:8).

Inscriptions

Incamplete and blurred inscriptions cause questions to be raised
concerning the translations that have been suggested. But even if the
translations of Naveh and Cross were correct, the message of the inscrip-
tions is certainly not unique to the "Jerusalem Cave." Could they then,
have been a plea of Nephi and his brethren as they were fleeing fram
ILaban?

Peoples of the world have lived in a wild, fierce age of lust,
rapine, and conquest. Conquerors have left trails of fear, and Christians
and heathens alike have longed for the salvation that their gods provided.
Symbols and inscriptions connected with burial tcmbs have often suggested
eschatological hope and immortality after death. 23 Many catacamb paintinas
portray Noah and the ark symbolizing the same plea: "Save us, O' Iord."
How then can Cross say the inscriptions in the "Jerusalem Cave" are
inappropriate tamb writings?

The plea for salvation, redemption fram affliction and delivery
from the enemy is cammon in the Bible. The messages scrawled on the
walls of the "Jerusalem Cave" could just as well be a plea for "Salvation
in Heaven," as a plea to escape the threat of Nebuchadnezzar.

Conclusion

Many more questions could be asked about the "Jerusalem Cave." For
example, wouldn't it have been more logical for Nephi to have used one
of the hundreds of natural caves for shelter, rather than a burial cave
full of skeletons? Why were the bones of the eight people in the "Jerusalem
Cave" found undisturbed, if people hid in the cave for any length of time?
Did they sit on the benches? Would they became "tainted," as they sat
among the dead men's bones? These, and many other questions, make any
connéction between this burial cave and the Book of Mormon highly unlikely.
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Map of Judah

The burial cave is located on the western slope of the Judean
range in an area known as the "Shephelah." It is ten miles west-
north-west of Hebron, five miles directly east of Tel Lachish, two and
a half miles south-east of Tel Maresha, three and a half miles south-
east of Bet Guvrin and two and a half miles north-north-east of the
modern Israeli moshav, Amazia. The cattle from Amazia graze on the
hills of Khirbet Beit Lei.
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