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The 2001 season (Figure 1) produced a unique find from the notthern slope of Tall
Hisban in the form of a “door lintel” (Figure 2)* with four lines of neatly chiseled
Byzantine Greek letters. No chiseled inscription of this length has previously been
found at Tall Hisban. Siegfried Horn led five archaeological expeditions to Tall
Hisban between 1968 and 1974. Qystein LaBianca led five expeditions back to Tall
Hisban as a part of the Madaba Plains Project beginning in 1997.% In 2001, Field
M Supervisor Theodore Burgh and Assistant Field Supervisor Keith Mattingly
opened two new squares, 4 and 5, north of squares 2 and 3, which had been
opened by Lael Caesat and his team in the 1999 season. The focus of this article
is to review Greek insctiptions discovered at Hisban, to offer a translation of the
“lintel” discovered in 2001 and to provide preliminary discussion regarding its
possible relation to the chronological phases of life at Tall Hisban.

During the Byzantine early Christian period, Tall Hisban (or Tell Hesban,
Heshbon) was known as Esbus or Esbous.* During the first quarter of the
fourth century C.E., Esbous had gained sufficient ecclesiastical stature to have
become a seat of a bishopric.’ In 649 C.E., Pope Martin I corresponded with

"The authors would like to thank their student research assistants: Alex Carpenter,
Isaac Oliver, and Christie Goulart Ribeiro. The authors also thank Robert Bates for
creating specialty fonts, and Paul Ray who so willingly gave help whenever he was asked.

?For the purposes of this atticle, the inscribed rock is referred to as a “door lintel.”
It may have been used, however, in some other fashion, such as in a foundation or in the
side of a wall.

*Expeditions in 1996, 1997, 1998, 2001, and 2004: Dystein LaBianca and Paul Ray,
“Preliminary Report of the 1997 Excavations and Restoration Work at Tall Hisban,” AUSS
36 (1998): 245-257; Oystein LaBianca and Paul Ray, “Madaba Plains Project 1997:
Excavations and Restoration Work at Tall Hisban and Vicinity,” A4nnual of the Department of
Apntiguities of Jordan (1999): 115-126; Oystein LaBianca, Paul Ray, and Bethany Walker,
“Madaba Plains Project: Tall Hisban, 1998,” AUSS 38 (2000): 9-21; Bethany Walker and
Oystein LaBianca, “The Islamic Qusar of Tall Hisban: Preliminary Report on the 1998 and
2001 Seasons,” Annual of the Depariment of Antiquities of Jordan (2003): 443-471.

“The site has also been referred to as “Exebon” (Egeria, Egeria’s Travels, trans. J.
Wilkinson [London: SPCK, 1971}, 108).

’John Irving Lawlor, “The Esbous North Church in Its Stratigraphic and
Historical Contexts” (Ph.D. dissertation, Drew University, 1990), 5. Lawlot, 250, notes
that the records of the Council of Nicea (325 CE.) register the attendance of
“Gennadius, the bishop of Esbous,” and that Bishop “Zosus of Esbountos™ attended
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Theodore Bishop of Esbous regarding questions of the bishop’s orthodoxy.
The bishopric of Esbous, along with Madaba, Philadelphia, and Gerasa, is
mentioned as belonging to the province of Arabia.® The above, along with
evidence provided by mosaics from two eighth-century- C.E. Christian chutches
in the Madaba region that refer to Esbous, indicate its recognition as an
ecclesiastical town of some consequence in the province of Arabia duting the
late sixth to mid-eighth century.” Esbous, like every major site in Jordan, had
numerous churches as evidenced by excavations at the Actopolis Church site,
located at the acropolis, and the North Church site, located on the north side
of the tall, and by traces of mosaics found in the vicinity of the tall.?®

Archaeological evidence of Greek inscriptions at Hisban includes a
Hellenistic ostracon, with approximately thirty-five Greek letters written on a
sherd that appears to be the product of someone’s doodling or scribbling.’
Other artifacts include two Late Hellenistic Rhodian jar handles impressed with
finely executed and well-preserved date-stamps,” and a plaster fragment
discovered in the Acropolis Chutch with the letters ANIH, assumed to be the
name AANIHA, dated by Bjernar Storfjell to 530-540 B.C.E."!

the Council of Ephesus (431 C.E.). Michelle Piccirillo notes that “Esbus, modern
Hesban, was one of the first Christian bishoprics in the area of Jordan (The Mosaics of
Jordan, ed. Patricia Bikai and Thomas Dailey [Amman, Jordan: American Center of
Oriental Research, 1992}, 250).

*Pamela Watson, “The Byzantine Period,” in The Archaeology of Jordan, ed. Burton
MacDonald, Russell Adams, and Piotr Bienkowski (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
2001), 494. :

"The first church is located near the village of Macin, and the second is the eighth-
century-C.E. basilica of Saint Stephan at Umm er-Rasas (Lawlor, 9-13).

¥Bastiaan van Elderen, “Byzantine Christianity at Hesban: Its Churches and
Mosaics,” in Hesban After 25 Years, ed. David Merling and Lawrence Geraty (Bertien
Springs: Institute of Archaeology, 1994), 146.

“Bastiaan van Elderen, “A Greek Ostracon From Heshbon,” in Heshbon 1973: The
Third Campaign at Tell Hesban, A Preliminary Report, ed. Roger Boraas and Siegfried Horn,
Andrews University Monographs: Studies in Religion 8 (Berrien Springs: Andrews
University Press, 1975), 21-22.

“Dewey Beegle, “Atea B,” in Heshbon 1968: The First Campaign at Tell Hesban, A
Preliminary Report, ed. Roger Boraas and Siegfried Horn, Andrews University
Monogtaphs: Studies in Religion 2 (Berrien Springs: Andrews Univetsity Press, 1969),
123, see esp. Plate 24B; James Cox, “A Rhodian Pottet’s Date-Stamp,” in Heshbon 1974:
The Fourth Canspaign at Tell Hesban, A Preliminary Report, ed. Roger Boraas and Lawrence
Geraty, Andrews University Monographs: Studies in Religion 9 (Berrien Springs:
Andrews University Press, 1976), 149-155, see esp. Plate 15B.

. Bjotnar Stotfjell, The Stratigraphy of Tell Hesban: Jordan in the Byzantine Period
(Ph.D. dissertation, Andrews University, 1983), 87, 112; see also idem, “Byzantine
Hesban: The Site in Its Archaeological and Historical Context,” in Hesban After 25 Years,
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Excavations just to the north of the Esbous acropolis, in the remnants of a
Byzantine chutch (the North Church), yielded three mosaic Greek inscriptions,
two in the apse/chancel and one at the east end of the nave.”” Two of the
inscriptions were written in similar orthography, one with seven lines and thirty-
eight letters, the other with four lines, three of which were broken, with a total of
seventy-four extant letters. The style of lettering in the four-meter-long third
inscription, with fifty extant letters, differed noticeably from that of the other
inscriptions. The letters of this line were all the same height and were executed
with much more style, particularly as seen in the letters “L),” “6,” and “v.”
Though dating the churches has proved to be problematic, partially because none
of the inscriptions contained easily dateable material, the foundation of the North
Church has been dated by Lawlor to the second half of the sixth century.”

The first inscription in the North Church is a seven-line Greek inscription
located in the apse on the lower mosaic. It reads:

YTIEP

CLITHP

AchIAa

Aendoy

KAIHAIOY

YIOYA

MHN
The translation reads: “For the salvation of Philadelphos and Elios his son,
Amen.” The second inscription with four lines was located at the east end of the
nave, which reads:

VITEPCWTHPIACTOYEYA® TIPEC®

TIATIILD ... TIPO ....K..ENEYCEBIA

ZOYC ... W .... DIAAAEA

GOYMAI ... TIA ... OYOIKOYAYTOY

The translation reads: “For the salvation of the blessed presbyter Papio and for

an offering and in piety Jesus Christ . . . Philadel-phoumai and all his
household.” The third inscription, found in the upper apse/chancel mosaic,

ed. David Merling and Lawrence T. Geraty (Berrien Springs: Institute of Archaeology,
1994), 109-119; van Elderen, “Byzantine Christianity at Hesban,” 146. For a picture of
the site, see Plate 24A in Heshbon 1968: The First Campaign at Tell Hesban, A Preliminary
Report, ed. Roger Boraas and Siegfried Horn, Andrews University Monographs: Studies
in Religion 9 (Bertien Springs: Andrews University Press, 1969).

2John Lawlor, “The 1978 Excavation of the Hesban North Church,” Annual of the
Department of Antiquities 24 (1980): 95-105; see also idem, “The Historical/ Archaeoloigcal
Significance of the Hesban North Church,” in Hesban After 25 Years, ed. David Merling and
Lawrence T. Geraty (Betrien Springs: Institute of Archaeology, 1994), 126-129. For
Lawlor’s most detailed treatment of these inscriptions, see “The Esbous North Church,”
118-132, 143-148.

BLawlor, “The Esbous North Church,” 311.
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was neatly 4 m long with one 95 cm and one 25 cm section missing. It reads:

E€TT [TOYANENELIOHKAI
ETEAEN LOHTOA “OVCIACTCTIOYAH
ILOANNOY AIAKYTTIEPCLOTH [TLIKA] PTIOHOP:

The translation was based on proposed reconstructions and reads, “At the ime
of the renewing and refinishing of the holy altat, by the zeal of John the
deacon; for the salvation of those who gave.”

Two lintel inscriptions have been discovered at Hisban. Major C. R.
Conder saw the first lintel inscription found in Tall Hisban in 1889. Describing
Hisban as “a comparatively large and important town,”" he noted that heaps
of fallen masonry littered the slopes of the tall. Among the tumble of masonty
covering the northeast slope of the citadel hill, he found a five-foot-long lintel
stone “inscribed” with the letters €..€XBAl. He was uncertain as to the
inscription date because the “square shape of the letters is not that usually
found in the Byzantine Greek texts of the fourth to ninth centuries.”"® As to
its meaning, Conder suggested that the €XBAl is possibly the word “Esban™ or
“Hesban,” taking the “I” as the first line of the letter “N.”

Excavations duting the 2001 dig season yielded the second lintel
inscription (Figure 2) in the central east portion of Square M5 under the sixth
locus in an atea filled by larger rocks and soil, which seems to be a rubble or
drop layer.”” Conder describes the location of the first lintel on the northeast
slope of Tall Hisban. The second lintel was buried on the east side of the north
slope, pethaps not far from the position of the first one.

It is not clear where the second lintel was otiginally used. The position in
which it was found is below the Acropolis Church and above the North
Church. It could have been thrown from the top of the tall, as happened with
much of the earlier Iron Age material on the west side of the tall, in order to
clear and prepare the top of the acropolis for newer architecture. In this case,
it could have been used in the Actopolis Church. Another possibility includes
that of secondary usage. If this is the case, then the lintel could have been used
originally in either the Acropolis Church or the North Church. One possibility
for secondary usage of the lintel is in Square M4, located immediately above
and to the south of Square M5, whete a portion of a double-vaulted room, also
found duting the 2001 season, may have incorporated the lintel into one of its
walls. Although further excavation will reveal more data, it appears that the wall

Ybid., 126-132.

5C. R. Conder, The “Adwin Country. The Survey of Eastern Palestine: Memoirs of the
Topography, Orthography, Hydrography, Archaeology, Etc. (London: Committee of the
Palestine Exportation Fund, 1989), 104.

'Ibid., 106-107.

"The surrounding debtis was comptised of field rocks without any intentional shaping
present. The “lintel” top was somewhere between 70 and 90 cm below the surface.
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of the room runs northwest from Square 4 into Square 5. A disturbance may
have caused the collapse of the structure, causing the remains to shift and slide
north to the foot of the tall. Evaluations of this area suggest some type of
activity that caused the walls to slide westward. At any rate, the lintel was found
in an upright position about 2 m from this wall.

The lintel (Figure 3) is made out of hard limestone with a four-line
inscription in Byzantine Greek, a language consistent with the Byzantine
occupation of Tall Hisban (324-630 C.E.)."® The length of the lintel is 101 cm
along its bottom edge and 94 cm along its top edge, 34 cm high, 19 cm wide at
the top and 30 cm wide at the bottom (Figure 4). The right end of the lintel is
missing. Based upon assumed missing letters, this section would probably add
15 and 20 cm to the lintel’s overall length.

The lintel’s four lines contain relatively uniform and neatly spaced letters
between 5 and 6 cm high (Figure 3). The style of the letters generally follow
what Welles referred to as the “Oval Alphabet,”* unlike the neat, square letters
that Condor discovered on the first lintel, but very much like the apse mosaic
of the North Church.? The fourth line has a generic bird, the same height as
the letters and about 13 cm long. The letters on lines 2 and 3 are quite clear,
while approximately 13 cm sections are heavily damaged in lines 1 (center) and
4 (center left). The letters on line 1 extend to the top of the lintel, which has
been disintegrated, making the top of the letters unclear. The letters on lines 2
and 3 are generally quite clear, with one exception in the middle of line 2. The
letters on line 4 do not extend to the bottom of the lintel and are generally quite
clear.

Evidently, inscribers on the East Bank of the Jordan did not pay close
attention to orthography.?! In this inscription, one notes that twice the letters
“O” and the “Y” are combined into one letter, “8,” and twice they are rendered
as two letters, with “Y” rendered with a “V.” The letter “Z” is rendered with a
“C” and the letter “Q” with a “().” Each of these characteristics have parallels
in other Byzantine fifth- and sixth-century-C.E. inscriptions.”

The inscription:

18\Watson, 461. Watson, ibid., uses the dates “from the fourth to the mid-seventh
centuries A.D.” in reference to the Byzantine period.

9C. B. Welles describes the alphabet of the Byzantine petiod as either “The Square
Alphabet,” “The Round Alphabet,” or The Oval Alphabet” (“The Inscriptions,” in
Gerasa: City of the Decapolis, ed. Catl H. Kraeling [New Haven, CT: American Schools of
Oriental Research, 1938], 366-367).

PLawlor, “The Historical/Archaeological Significance of the Hesban Notth
Church,” 128.

#As explained by Archimandrite InnoKentios, Priest of the Church of Saint
George, Madaba, Jordan (private interview, June 2001).

2Welles, 366-367.
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EMITEOEOCEBTEWMPIISTPEC
FOVMENBSTOIVCWTHPIWQ
MATOEANENEWOHHEKK A
BMHNINCETTEMRPIWMPOTHIN

enltovBeofoePylew [plyIlovnop[eo]
yovpevovtpjvowtnplw[f]
HaeToeavevewdnnekk[A
@unviocertepfplwmpornlv

Suggested reconstruction:

em Tov Beooef(eatatou) yeo[p]yrov Tpe[oP](utepou ko)
TYOUHEVOL ToL owtnpLe [8)(amavn ko)

(ka)potoe avevewdn m exk(Anoio)

@ [unvi] gentepPpiw mpotn Ltr(dLkTov)

Translation:

At the time of the most pious (or God-fearing) Geotge, presbyter (and)
abbot of (the) Savior, (who) provided the c(osts and)

labor (for the) restoration of the church

<22 (in the) month of September (of the) first indiction

or

At the time of the most pious (or God-feating) George, presbyter (and)
abbot, thanks to the salvatory c(osts and)

labor this church was renovated

2> in the month of September, first indiction

Commentary

Line One—emt tov BeooeP(eotatov) yeo[plyLou
mpe[af] (utepou kat)
€M TOV. A common introduction for inscriptions, €M ToL is translated as
“in the days of.”* This phrase is also used in the Phase A Chancel Insctiption
of the North Church at Esbous and translated by Lawlor as “at the time of.”*
Beooefeotaton. At first we followed the suggestion of Chatles Barber,
Stafanos Alexopoulos, and David Jenkins, who wondered if the word “Beoc™
might be an abbreviation for Theodosius, Theodose, Theorore, or Theodora. The

BTranslated by Leah Di Segni as “in the days of.” Sources include inscriptions on two
medallions; a four-line inscription in a fabula ansata at the entrance to the Memorial of Moses
at Siyagha; and a five-line inscription in the pavement of a funerary chapel, located at
Siyagha (“The Greek Inscriptions,” in Mz Nebo: New Archaeological Excavations, 1967-1997,
ed. Michelle Piccitillo and Eugenio Alliata [Jerusalem: Stadium Biblicum Franciscanium,
1998], 432-433, 428, 437). See also Piccirrilo’s translation of an inscription at Jabr (The
Mosaics of Jordan, 314).

“Lawlor, “The Esbous North Church,” 132.
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letter “B” might belong to the word faatieo[c], thereby making it the beginning
of an introduction to an emperor, such as Theodosius I (379-395 CE) or
Theodosius I (408-450 C.E.).” Thus our initial translation was “during the [?
Yeat] of the reign of the Emperor Theodosius.” However, because this translation
did not fit with extant letters, we sought other solutions. Sophia Kalopissi,
Professor of Byzantine Archaeology at the University of Athens, noted after her
examination of the lintel that 8eooep is an abbreviation for Beooefestatog, a
superlative for “one who worships God,” or “one who is described as God-
fearing, very devout, or most pious.”” Based upon her observation, we were able
to reconstruct the damaged area of the inscription where letters were difficult to
see, particularly the C and €.7

yeopyrov. The word is translated “George.” Once the name “George”
became clear, two difficult-to-read letters became equally clear. The initial “T™
appears in the inscription as a straight line with no top horizontal line, damaged
at the top edge of the line. The “P” also became clear. While the name
“George” is not yet attested at Hisban, it is a well-known name in the Byzantine
world ®

npecfutepov. The initial “T” and “P” ate relatively easy to read. The next
two letters make sense based upon the word mpeofutepouv. We are unclear as to
whether the term is complete or abbreviated. Abbreviations could include pe,
TpeP, TpeoP.” Yiannis Meimaris lists 102 inscriptions, in which the term
“presbyter” appears in complete or abbreviated form.* Clearly, the first four
letters are extant on the inscription. Given the assumed letters necessary to
make lines 2, 3, and 4 complete, it would appear that the most likely option is
that the complete word is used here in line one. Tpeofutepou is also used in the

SNames of other possible individuals include Bishop Theodose of Esbous;
Archbishop Theodore (635-639 C.E.); a priest, Theodore; or a benefactor named either
Theodose ot Theodore. Each of these names are attested for by Piccitillo in Mosases of
Jordan, 124, 151, 203, 252, 288, 304-307, 311, 313.

%Personal communication with Sofia Kalopissi (email, April 4, 2004). See also M. Avi-
Yonah, Abbreviations in Greek Inseriptions, QD APSup 9 (London: Oxford University Press,
1940), 69.

ZTA four-line inscription in a zabula ansata to the right of the entrance to the Memorial
of Moses on the western spur (Siyagha) has been reconstructed with this same
abbreviation. A three-line inscription in the Zabuls ansata set in the mosaic pavement of the
lower layer in the Chapel of Priest John in the village of Nebo contains the complete
abbreviation (Di Segni, 428).

*Yiannis Meimaris lists thirty-two occurrences of references to George the Martyr
(Sacred Names, Saints, Martyrs and Church Officials in the Greek Inscriptions and Papyri Pertaining
10 the Christian Charch of Palestine [Athens: National Hellenic Research Foundation, 1986), 66,
68, 118, 124-128, 187).

Y Avi-Yonah, 96-97.
¥Meimaris, 187-201.
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nave mosaic of the Esbous North Chutch. For smooth expression of line two,
we have also assumed that a kot 1 follows TpeaButepov.

Line Two—youjerou tou owtnpiw Sjamavn ket ko)

[n]youpevouv. We have assumed an 1 at the end of line one, which is to be
attached to youpevou. The term nyoupevov can be translated as “one who
governs, father superior, or abbot.”* Meimaris notes that the term 1youpevog
comes from the verb ndeopat, meaning “to precede” and was given to the
leader or the superior presbyter of a Christian community. He lists thirty
sources, in which the term is so used.®

t[o]v. The inscription of this word poses two problems.® First, the middle
letter is difficult to tead in the original. Second, the form does not agree with
the dative of the next noun. If the middle letter is indeed an “O,” then one
possibility is that the form is an abbreviation for toutw.* If this is the case,
then the form would agree with the next noun.

owtnpLw. Two options present themselves for translating this word. On
one hand, owtnplw might indicate that George was a presbyter and abbot in
behalf of the Savior.*® On the other, the word owtnpiw could refer not only
to “salvation,” but also to “maintenance, preservation, keeping safe
(custody),” ot to “acting in a way conducive to well being.”* With this
understanding, cwtnpiw could be used in an adjectival sense, describing the costs
and labor put into constructing the church building. The Phase A Chancel
Inscription of the North Chutch at Hisban contains the phrase, “for the salvation
of those who gave.”®

8[oamavn]. The second line concludes with most of a A. Part of the letter’s
right line is faint and part of it is missing. The rest of the word is reconstructed,
based upon similar usage in other Byzantine dedicatory inscriptions, where it has

3Suggested by InnoKentios (ptivate interview, June 2001). H. G. Liddel, R. Scott,
and H. S. Jones note that the word fiyolpevog refers to “an official title, president,
Roman governor, subordinate officials, or an abbot” (A4 Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed.
with rev. supp. [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996]). The Patristic Greek Lexicon
defines the word as “the office of a monastic supetior, abbacy, bishop, monastic
superior” (ed. G. W. H. Lampe [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968]).

2Meimaris, 239.

PKalopissi stated that this word “makes no sense to me” (email, April 11, 2004).
%*Avi-Yonah, 105

35Suggested by InnoKentios (private interview, June 2001).

%See Liddel, Scott, and Jones, s.v. owtnpLw.

YSee Lampe, ed., A Patristic Greek Lexicon, s.v. 0wTnpLw.

3Lawlor, “The Esbous North Church in Its Strateigraphic and Historical
Contexts” (unpublished version), 69.
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¢

been translated as “cost,” “having to do with money,
one who pays.””

at the expense of,” ot “the

Line Three—(ko)uotoe avevewbn n exkA(noLe)

(ka)uetoe. Probably to render a smooth sentence, the second line probably
concluded with kat, with ko to be added to the letters at the beginning of line
three in order to make the word kapatog.* It is difficult to understand why the
letter “€” concludes this word, which neither makes sense as a concluding letter
to the word kopatoc, nor as the first letter of the next word avevewdn. One
suggestion is that the letter is supposed to be a “C” (sigtna) and that the middle
horizontal line is the result of later damage to the lintel. The interpretation of
later damage makes sense because the letter is shaped differently than all the
other epsilons on the inscription. The word kapatog conveys the meaning of
“labor” or “that which is the product of toil.”*

avevendn. Avevewdn is translated “restored” or “renovated.”* The word
is also suggested for the reconstruction of the Phase A Chancel Insctiption of
the North Church and translated by Lawlor as “renewing.”*

1 ekkA[noia]. A reconstruction that seems quite obvious. The word means
“church.”

Line Four—&* unvy centeuPpiw mpotn 1v(Stktov)

<&, Sylvester J. Saller and Bellarmino Bagatti note that “most of the birds
represented in mosaics do not seem to have a special meaning, but only the
general one of glorifying God. . . . The tepresentation of birds in the mosaics
of Palestine are so numerous that one need not expect new subjects” each time
one is used.* It has also been noted that the symbol of a partridge is found all
over Jordan as the sign of a good life.®®

unvL. Though much of these four letters has been destroyed, a sufficient
remnant of their lines makes their reconstruction clear. The term is attested in

¥Four experts identified the word: Kalopissi, Stefanos Alexopoulos, and David
Jenkins (Notre Dame University); Elly Economou (Andrews University); and
InnoKentios. Liddel, Scott, and Jones define Samavaw as “to spend upon a thing,
deftay all expenses.”

“As attested by Kalopissi, Alexopoulos, Jenkins, Economou, and InnoKentios.

“opatog is translated as “labot” (A Patristic Greek Lexicon); “the product of toil”
(Liddel, Scott, and Jones); and “carried in his own arms” (InnoKentios).

“As attested by Kalopissi, Alexopoulos, Jenkins, Economou, and InnoKentios.
*Lawlor, “The Esbous North Church,” 132.

“Sylvestet J. Saller and Bellatmino Bagatti, The Town of Nebo With a Brief Survey of
Other Ancient Christian Monuments in Trangjordan (Jerusalem: Franciscan Press, 1949), 108.

“Suggested by InnoKentios (private interview, June 2001).
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other inscriptions and is translated as “month” or as “moon.”*

gentepPpiw. This term denotes the Roman calendar name of the month
used by the Greeks, “September.”*’ The expression unut emteuppiw appears in
amosaic inscription found in the Chapel of the Martyr Theodore, dated 562 C.E.*®

mpotn. This word is translated as “first.”

w(diktou}. An “indiction” is a petiod of fifteen years. Indictions were
initiated with Emperor Diocletian, who imposed a fifteen-year cycle of property
taxes. Constantine and others maintained the concept. The word “indiction”
comes from the Latin word “indictio,” which literally means “institution,
proclamation, appeal, announcement.” An “indiction” was an edict of the Roman
emperors used to determine land tax throughout the Roman Empire. Gradually
the word came to denote not only an imperial proclamation, but also a fifteen-year
cycle and the first day of this cycle. Though originally an indiction was used
exclusively for fiscal and tax purposes, it slowly began to be used for determining
the vatious dates of civil life. The first day of the indiction was September 23
because that was the day on which Caesar Augustus was born, but under
Constantine the Great (306-337 C.E.) it was changed to the first of September. ¥

The Fathers of the First Ecumenical Council in Nicea (325 C.E.) adopted the
first of September as the beginning of the New Church Year, a practice continued
to the present in the orthodox church. The Roman Church, during the reign of
Pope Pelagious II (579-590 C.E.), adopted the indiction for establishing the dates
of documents, a practice followed until 1097 C.E. The fitst indiction in 313 C.E.
was followed by the second in 314 C.E,, the third in 315 C.E., and so on until the
fifteenth indiction in 327 C.E. Then the cycle began again. This complete cycle
continued for a total of eighty-six repetitions until the practice was stopped in
1602.%°

The lintel inscription is dated in the month of September of the first
indiction of a fifteen-year cycle. It is suggested that the lintel date can be chosen
from one of the eighty-six first indiction dates.

Observations

Several issues complicate determining just what the lintel tells us. It was found
with little context as it was not located among large building material. Rather

“Mnvi is translated as “month” by Di Segni, 430, 443, 447; and Piccitillo, The
Mosaics of Jordan, 110.

“W. Arndt and F. Gingtich, 4 Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other
Early Christian Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 754.
g 8 ty

“®Piccirillo, The Mosaics of Jordan, 109, 117.

“American Numismatic Association, Newsktter 48, September 6, 2002
(<www.money.org/yn/ynnewsletter 200248.html); cf. Medical Dictionary Search Engine
(www.skypoint.com/~waltzmn/MSDating, html>), s.v. “Indiction” and “Dating
Systems and Dates of Manusctipts.”

*bid.
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it was located in the midst of rubble that could have easily been thrown from
the top of the acropolis. The letters in line one are difficult to read and the right
end of the lintel is missing. In addition, there is no record of a presbyter or
abbot at Hisban by the name of George.

What is obvious is that a church was built. While the lintel could have been
used secondarily at a later time, it could also indicate the existence of a third
church at Esbous. The chutch renovation was probably funded by George, a man
described as God-fearing (pious) and as a presbyter, pethaps a supervising
presbyter.

Several clues assist in dating the inscription. The word “presbyter”
belonged to the standard vocabulary of ecclesiastical hierarchy during the
fourth to seventh centuries.’ During the same period, abbteviations were used
for the purpose of conserving space and effort. The inscription font style is
similar to that of the mosaic inscriptions of the North Church, e.g., both used
() for Q and “C” for “Z.” Yet the fonts are also different in that the mosaic
font did not have a “V” for “Y” nor a “8“ for “Oy.” However, the similarities
are sufficient to select a fifth- ot sixth-centuty-C.E. date, especially noting the
usage of similar words on the lintel and mosaic inscriptions, €mL Tov,
TpeaPuTEPOL, GWTNPLW, and aveVvewdr).

A more precise date for the lintel can be suggested by examining all the first
indiction dates of the fifth and sixth centuries, of which there are 13: 508, 523,
538,553, 568,583,598, 613, 628,643, 658, 673 and 688 C.E. Further precision can
be suggested either by using Stotfjell’s dates for the Acropolis Church or Lawlor’s
dates for the North Chutch. The cotresponding first indiction date for Storfjell
is 538 C.E., and for the Lawlor the dates are 658, 673 or 688 C.E.

Further research is necessary to discover how the name “George” is to be
connected with Tall Hisban. Hopefully, further digging in and analysis of Field
M may provide a better understanding of the immediate surrounding area in
which the lintel was found.

S'Lawlot, “The Esbous North Church,” 144.
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Map 1. Regional map of the Madaba Plains Project—Tall Hisban.



LINTEL INSCRIPTION: TELL HESBAN 259

F.h &l. AT
Figure 1. Standing, left to right: three local workers, Melissa Sahlin (Square Worker),
Theodore Burgh (Field Supervisor), Adeib Abushmais (Department of Antiquities
Representative), Oystein LaBianca (Director). Kneeling, left to right: local worker, Keith
Mattingly (Administrative Director and Assistant Field Supervisor), Aren LaBianca
\ssociate Square Supervisor), Lauralea Banks (Square Supervisor).
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Figure 2. Front view of lintel inscription.
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Figure 3. Art

Figure 4. Approximate end view of lintel.





