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By Rachel Feltman
The Washington Post

W
hen it was discovered in Israel
in 1970, the En-Gedi scroll
was clearly in no shape to be
read: It had been found in the
Holy Ark of a Jewish commu-
nity dating to around 700 B.C.

and had burned along with the rest of the
settlement in the year 600.
The scroll was little more than a tiny,

charred lump of animal parchment. To
unroll those lumps of ancient scroll would
be unthinkable, as the gentlest touch
might crumble the text to dust.
Now, more than 40 years later,

researchers at the University of Kentucky
have provided Israeli scholars with legible
text from inside the scroll —without hav-
ing to unroll it. The first bits of analysis,
published last week in Science Advances,
reveal that the 1,500-year-old En-Gedi
scroll contains the book of Leviticus writ-
ten in Hebrew. That makes it the oldest
Pentateuchal scroll ever found in Hebrew
outside of the Dead Sea Scrolls.
“We never dreamed we could bring it

back to life,” said study co-author Pnina
Shor, curator at the Israel Antiquities
Authority.
The researchers involved in the dis-

covery announced their initial findings in
July, when the remains of the scroll were
put on display in the Israeli Museum in
Jerusalem. But it wasn’t until last week
that the scientists behind the scroll-saving
technology detailed their process, which
they hope can be used to virtually unfurl
manymore “unreadable” texts.
To image the words inside the scroll,

University of Kentucky scientists led
byWilliam Brent Seales started with a
simple digital scan of the charred object.
But because of the topography of an old,
rolled-up scroll, the next steps are more
complicated.
“Themagic— or the secret sauce, if

you will — it’s not in the scanning alone,”
he said. “Imaging alone is almost never
a complete solution, because scrolls are
scrolled. The layers with the writing
on them are rolled up, they’re stacked,
they’re crushed, they’re fused. It’s totally
unpredictable, and that structure has to
be untangled nomatter what the imaging
method.”
That’s where Seales’ “virtual unwrap-

ping” software comes in. The software
is designed to first detect the individual
pages based on their expected geometry,
then “texture” it, or look for changes in
brightness on the surfaces identified as
pages. Dense areas— ones covered in
ink, for example— appear brighter on
the scan. Then the software flattens the
rolled-up text, showing the words as they
would appear on a two-dimensional sur-
face.
“We never needed physical access to

the scroll,” Seales boasted.
When the software finished analyzing

its first sections of text, he was able to
see them long before the scientists
who actually had the scroll on hand in
Israel.

When Shor and the rest of her lab
saw the processed images, she said, she
“almost dropped off the chair.”
“You can’t imagine the joy in the lab,”

she said.
Not all of the lines of text were recov-

ered.
The fire that destroyed En-Gedi

engulfed the outer edges of the scroll and
burned some outer layers all the way
through, so that certain spots are missing
on every page.

THEBIBLEBOOKOFLEVITICUS
But there was enough text for Hebrew

University’s Michael Segal to identify mul-
tiple verses from the book of Leviticus.
Aside from the Dead Sea Scrolls, which

contain hundreds of religious texts and
date to about 400 B.C., the En-Gedi text
is the oldest Hebrew biblical tome ever
found.

“I think we can safely say that since the
completion of the publication of the cor-
pus of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the En-Gedi
Leviticus scroll is the most extensive and
significant biblical text from antiquity that
has come to light,” Segal said.
Shor added that she found the text itself

to be rather symbolic: The opening chap-
ters of Leviticus speak of burned religious
offerings, and she and her colleagues
were puzzling out the meaning of scrolls
left behind when a community burned to
the ground.
“The burned offering shall be flayed and

cut up into its parts,” one preserved pas-
sage reads.
“The sons of the priest Aaron shall put

fire on the altar and arrange wood on the

fire. Aaron’s sons the priests shall arrange
the parts, with the head and the suet, on
the wood that is on the fire on the altar.”
“I think it symbolizes it all very nicely,”

Shor said.
Crumbling pages soonmight be no

match for modern technology: Earlier this
month, scientists at theMassachusetts
Institute of Technology announced a new
imagingmethod that allows them to virtu-
ally pierce the first few pages of delicate
books and analyze their text. And Seales
is eager to apply his software to other
ancient scrolls.
“Damage and decay is the natural order

of things, but you can see that sometimes
you can absolutely pull a text back from
the brink of loss,” Seales said.

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Can we find common ground,
or will our disagreements
and fear drive us apart? Our

recent event brought together
Orthodox Jewish Rabbi Donniel
Hartman with
the first imam at
Duke University
and cur-
rently the Chief
Representative
for Muslim
Affairs, Abdullah
Antepli. “CanWe
Find Common
Ground Between Israel and
Palestine?” was co-sponsored
by the Hauenstein Center for
Presidential Studies.
It is now available at both of

our websites and on YouTube at
youtu.be/uA1Xk1C16t8.
Our speakers acknowledged

the conflict, suffering, fear and

violence that exists in that part
of the world, but they choose to
engage with each other on the
issue and refuse to give up hope.
The current efforts are not

working and, in fact, create
increased anti-Semitism and
Islamophobia.
The situation will not improve

by continually blaming the other.

FEAR ISDRIVINGFORCE
A driving force is fear, and fear

takes on a life of its own. It starts
with vilifying the one who wants
to kill me or my children. Fear
then leads me to vilifying people
whomight look like or have the
same ethnicity or religion of the
person I fear. Fear then begins to
infect oneself. Fear leads to the
abandonment of hope. We then
no longer are willing to work for
a solution.
Neither the rabbi nor the imam

have given up hope.

Even going against the grain
of powerful forces, they publicly
engage each other and work
together seeking to understand
the other’s narrative and arguing
for actions that do not destroy
hope.
My hope for the future

received a boost last week in
Washington, D.C., at the meet-
ing of the President’s Interfaith
and Community Service Campus
Challenge.
This effort, initiated by

President Barack Obama, now
involves more than 600 campus-
es throughout the United States
that are committed to interfaith
service in the community.
Our next generation has hope,

strengthened by their serving
together in the community.
One of our speakers was Eboo

Patel, founder and president of
the Interfaith Youth Corps. As he
did last year while speaking at

three college campuses in Grand
Rapids, Patel challenged us with
the vision of building a better
world.

THE ‘WORLDHOUSE’
He reminded us of the Rev.

Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech
when he received the Noble Prize
for Peace in 1964. King told of a
famous novelist who had died.
Among the writer’s papers was
a list of suggested story plots,
including one in which a widely
separated family inherits a
beautiful mansion, but on the
condition that they have to live
together.
King then goes on:
“This is the great new problem

of mankind.We have inherited a
big house, a great ‘world house’
in which we have to live together
— black and white, Easterners
andWesterners, Gentiles and
Jews, Catholics and Protestants,

Muslim and Hindu— a family
unduly separated in ideas, cul-
ture and interests, who, because
we can never again live without
each other, must learn, somehow,
in this one big world, to live with
each other.”
Our challenge is to maintain

hope. This hope was expressed
by our Jewish andMuslim speak-
ers, who are seeking common
ground. This is the hope that
motivates Patel andmotivated
King. And it is the hope I see in
the students who are inheriting
our “world house.”
Author and activist JimWallis

has famously said: “Hope is
believing in spite of the evidence,
and then watching the evidence
change.”
Let us join these leaders— as

well as the next generation— in
actionmotivated by hope that
creates a world of peace.
—Email interfaith@gvsu.edu

Scroll-saving technology

Canwe reject fear and find hope in spite of the evidence?
INTERFAITH INSIGHT

The 1,500-year-old En-Gedi scroll unfurled, above. Below, the charred scroll from En-Gedi was too fragile to open, but scientists found a
way to read it anyway. (Submitted photos/Science Advances, B. Seales et al, 2016)

Scientists use ‘virtual unwrapping’ software to read fragile En-Gedi biblical text without unrolling it

Kindschi

Ä VIDEO
Scientists have figured out how to read
the text without opening its fragile
pages, revealing the scroll to be the
book of Leviticus, bit.ly/FragileBible

“Imaging alone is almost never a complete solution, because

scrolls are scrolled. The layerswith thewriting on themare

rolled up, they’re stacked, they’re crushed, they’re fused.

It’s totally unpredictable, and that structure has to be

untangled nomatterwhat the imagingmethod.”
WILLIAM BRENT SEALES, WHO LED THE UNIVERSITY OF KENTUCKY SCIENTISTS IN THE PROJECT


