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The Shroud of Turin is virtually ignored in historical Jesus research. Why? In this paper, I
will seek to provide an explanation for this curious lack of interest and examine ways in
which historical Jesus research and Sindonology might complement each other. Since the
1988 radiocarbon dating test, there has been a general assumption, particularly within the
scientific community, that the Shroud is of medieval origin. 1 The 1988 test results have
largely been regarded as “decisive proof that the Turin Shroud is a forgery.” 2 Recent
studies, however, indicate that those results are in need of reevaluation. 3 This paper will
identify a number of distinctive features of the Shroud that have yet to be explained and
will correlate these features with historical Jesus research.
So why is the Shroud virtually ignored by historical Jesus scholars? The most obvious
explanation for this apparent professional negligence is that most biblical scholars have
concluded, no doubt as a result of the 1988 radiocarbon dating test, that the Shroud is a
medieval forgery. John Dominic Crossan, for example—one of the world’s leading
authorities on the historical Jesus—regards the Shroud as a “medieval relic-forgery” and
wonders not whether it may be real or not, but “whether it was done from a crucified
dead body or from a crucified living body. That is the rather horrible question once you
accept it as a forgery.”4 Crossan also proposes that Jesus’ crucified body was not buried,
but thrown in a common grave and eaten by dogs. 5
The problem with this explanation, however, is that New Testament scholars were
ignoring the Shroud long before the 1988 radiocarbon dating test. This is all the more
puzzling in that the first photographic negative of the Shroud was produced in 1898,
clearly revealing the ghostly body-image and blood stains of a crucified man. What was it
about the Shroud and/or New Testament scholarship that could have justified this almost
complete lack of interest and serious engagement for almost a century? 6
Today, biblical scholars tend to ignore the Shroud since they are not trained in
medicine, anatomy, spectrometry, botany, physics, ancient textiles, forensic pathology,
image analysis, or art history. Biblical scholars are trained in ancient and modern research
languages, historical criticism, literary criticism, and theology; they are not qualified to
evaluate the research of experts in other highly specialized fields. Consequently, they
prefer to withhold judgment on matters they cannot adjudicate, especially when there
may be risk of professional embarrassment. This is also a question of authority: biblical
scholars regard the “historical Jesus” as their research subject.
A third and undoubtedly the major reason why biblical scholars are not more engaged
in Sindonology, is methodological constraint.7 Biblical studies, like all scientific fields of
study, operates under the presupposition of methodological naturalism. Methodological
naturalism assumes the non-existence of any supernatural or paranormal phenomena
influencing historical events. Since the Enlightenment, the discipline of scientific history
has emphasized objectivity, the critical use of historical sources, and a general
assumption of naturalistic causation. Pre-modern approaches to writing history
emphasized moral lessons, the non-critical use of sources, and a pre-critical acceptance of
both natural and supernatural causative factors in historical processes. The “Quest for the
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Historical Jesus” emerged during the Enlightenment as an attempt to question and
challenge theological dogma and religious authority. The Gospels began to be seen as
historical human products, not inerrant, “gospel truth,” and significant differences
between the Jesus of the Church councils and creeds and the Jesus of history began to
emerge. The Shroud of Turin, as a medieval Catholic relic displaying the image of the
suffering, crucified, (and possibly resurrected) Jesus, did not seem to have very much to
add to the Quest. Scientific historical method requires utilizing the earliest (textual)
sources, since they tend to be the most reliable sources of information. In the case of the
Shroud, the apparently late medieval Catholic provenance of the Shroud justified the
largely Protestant enterprise of the historical Jesus quest in ignoring the Shroud in its
scientific analyses of gospel sources, forms, and traditions. Today, most biblical scholars,
whatever their personal faith-commitments and affiliations might be, do not rely on
theological arguments—or medieval relics--to settle historical problems.
This creates special problems in Sindonological research, for while the Shroud is
indeed a physical, archaeological artifact, it is also linked to faith-claims about the
resurrection of Jesus. True, many New Testament scholars affirm the resurrection of
Jesus; but many do not, and there is considerable debate whether the resurrection should
even be regarded as an historical problem, i.e. an event in time and space. At the same
time, the resurrection is intimately linked to theological claims about Jesus.
Early Christian faith revolved around a belief in Jesus’ resurrection. 8 The resurrection
provided the framework, motive, and much of the material for the composition of the
Gospels, their editing, and proclamation. 9 Yet the debate over the historicity of the
resurrection illustrates how biblical scholarship is characterized by different
methodological approaches, philosophical presuppositions, and theological
commitments.10 Historical inquiry is governed by a naturalistic worldview that excludes
God and the “miraculous.” 11 Yet this constraint also undermines our ability to understand
a variety of phenomena not currently understood in scientific terms. 12 In any case, the
scientific study of the Shroud, like the scientific study of the historical Jesus, does not
depend on, and cannot prove, the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus.
Whose “Historical Jesus?”
The historical Jesus is not the Jesus of history. When Biblical scholars use the phrase—
“the historical Jesus”—they do not mean the man, Jesus, who walked along the Sea of
Galilee two thousand years ago. Rather, the phrase refers to Jesus as he can be
reconstructed with historical evidence. Historians use a variety of criteria to determine
what is plausible, possible, and probable evidence for the life of Jesus. Some scholars
utilize a “framework of facts.”13 Others rely on certain sayings or deeds attributed to
Jesus. Apologetically motivated scholars tend to maximize the historical correspondences
between the Gospels and their historical Jesus. Liberal scholars tend to emphasize the
differences. So the question among biblical scholars is not whether Jesus existed, but
whose historical Jesus is the most accurate historical reconstruction?
The last twenty-five years have seen a veritable explosion of historical Jesus
research.14 While many different models have been proposed—including Jesus the
Galilean miracle-worker, the eschatological prophet, the “peasant Jewish Cynic,” and so
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on— the most distinctive feature of this most recent Quest is an emphasis on the
Jewishness of Jesus.15 This has resulted in more realistic appraisals of the social, political,
and economic realities of life in first-century Judea than in previous periods of research. 16
Biblical scholars now utilize the social sciences of far more in their work, and the Shroud
can rightly be regarded as an archaeological artifact, a kind of “text” that can be read,
analyzed, and “translated” into scientific language. Yet there continue to be questions
regarding what kind of Jew Jesus was.17 We cannot just say that “Jesus was a Jew” and
leave it at that. First-century Judaism was a diverse and internally conflicted tradition and
Jesus is a complex figure.18 Nor can we simply say that Jesus was dissimilar to Judaism. 19
Jesus challenged his Jewish contemporaries, but these were still Jewish disagreements.20
This contemporary resurgence in Jesus Research coincided, in part, with the founding
of the Jesus Seminar in 1985. The Jesus Seminar is infamous for their voting methods,
their public profile, and, perhaps most problematically, for their rationalistic approach to
Jesus. In contrast to the traditional portrait of the Churches, the Jesus Seminar sought to
present to the public a “Scholars’ Jesus” without informing the public that their view of
Jesus had little in common with other scholars’ views of Jesus. For example, according to
the Jesus Seminar, which was co-founded by John Dominic Crossan, Jesus was not
resurrected, was not a messianic figure, and did not perform any miracles. The severe
skepticism of the Jesus Seminar is not supported by most biblical scholars.
None of the members of the Jesus Seminar deny that Jesus was crucified; they just
have a hard time explaining why. Why would a teacher of wisdom, even subversive
wisdom, be regarded as a threat to the state? Jesus’ crucifixion was the result of a Roman
accusation of sedition: Jesus was crucified as a would-be “King of the Jews.” What this
means is that a royal, i.e. a messianic charge lies behind his execution. The Shroud, of
course, contains the image of a man who has been crucified and who apparently wore a
“cap” of thorns, an unusual feature in Roman crucifixions. The Shroud, in other words,
supports the Gospel accounts of Jesus being mocked and “crowned” as “king.”
But what kind of messianic figure was Jesus? According to many scholars, the Jewish
messiah, i.e., the “anointed” king from the line of David, would overthrow Israel’s
enemies, gather the lost tribes, restore the political throne, and inaugurate an age of
universal peace. Jesus did not do any of these things. So was Jesus a failed messiah? This
dissonance between Jesus and the traditional messianic portraits of a popular king has led
many scholars to conclude that Jesus was not a messianic figure at all.
This leaves us with a serious problem. Jesus was executed as a would-be “King of the
Jews,” but he does not seem to have intended to mount a political, let alone a military
campaign against Rome. The Gospels clearly portray Jesus as the Davidic messiah, but
each of the Evangelists has to work very hard to qualify Jesus’ failure to perform the
expected messianic deeds and prove that he really was Israel’s messiah. Nonetheless, if
there is one thing we do know about Jesus, it is that he was crucified. Similarly, the most
obvious fact about the Shroud is that it contains the image of a crucified man.
One of the most interesting aspects of contemporary Jesus Research is our ability to
utilize new sources from early Christianity. The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Nag Hammadi
library, for example, have given scholars access to many ancient texts that are very useful
in reconstructing Christian origins. This most recent phase in Jesus Research also focuses
more on Jesus’ family, especially James, the “brother of Jesus,” and Mary Magdalene,
who is featured in the Gospel of Mary. These first-century disciples of Jesus open a
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window into the world of Jewish Christianity, that constituency of the Jesus movement
which maintained (and combined) loyalty towards Jewish law with reverence for Jesus
and who may or may not have been ethnically Jewish. 21
Why is Jewish Christianity important? The most obvious reason is because Jesus was
Jewish, his family was Jewish, and his first followers were Jewish. Yet these Jewish
followers and family members, i.e., the earliest Christians, were marginalized by the
largely non-Jewish, or Gentile, church-communities, and their traditions, gospels,
records, genealogies, and family histories were lost, along with precious information
about the early Jesus movement. Ultimately, Jewish Christians were declared heretics by
the Church. What this means is that we have an incomplete account of the early years of
the Jesus movement. The Gospels, after all, were all written between 40-70 years after
Jesus’ death. This absence in the historical record serves as a constant reminder that even
though history is written by the winners, which in this case were Gentile Christians, the
historical Jesus was a first-century Jew who must conform to the cultural and social
contexts of first-century Judea.
Most of the ancient Jewish Christian texts, gospels, histories, and communities have
disappeared, but there are enough surviving fragments preserved in the writings of the
early Church Fathers that enable us to piece together a small part of the larger puzzle.
One of these “lost gospels” is known as the Gospel of the Hebrews. We know it existed
because a number of early Church Fathers quoted from it. 22 The Gospel of the Hebrews
mentions a “linen cloth” (sindonem) that Jesus gives to a “servant of the priest”:
Dominus autem cum dedisset sindonem servo sacerdotis,
ivit ad Iacobum et apparuit ei.
And when the Lord had given the linen cloth to the servant of the priest,
he went to James and appeared to him.23

The Gospel of the Hebrews also tells us that Jesus’ brother James, the leader of the
Jerusalem community, was the first to see the risen Jesus. The Gospel of the Hebrews
does not prove that Jesus gave the Shroud (of Turin) to Peter, nor does it establish the
historicity of any “servant of the priest” receiving it. 24 But what the Gospel of the
Hebrews—an early second-century Jewish Christian text—does tell us is that a “linen
cloth” (sindonem) belonging to Jesus was associated with the Jerusalem community. 25
Most biblical scholars do not regard the Gospel of the Hebrews or the Shroud of Turin
to be reliable data for reconstructing the historical Jesus, because the Gospel of the
Hebrews seems to date from the second century, and the Shroud is commonly regarded as
a medieval forgery. But if the Shroud of Turin could be identified as the original burial
shroud of Jesus, it would revolutionize historical Jesus research. Unfortunately, biblical
scholars have generally not kept up to date with Sindonological research, and recent
studies indicate that a thorough reassessment of the Shroud is required. It is important,
therefore, to briefly review what we now know about the Shroud.
(1) The Shroud is not a painting.
The most vocal proponent of the Shroud-as-painting-theory has been microscopist Walter
McCrone. McCrone examined fibril samples from the Shroud and found minute traces of
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both hematite (iron oxide), commonly used in the Middle Ages for red ochre, and
mercuric sulphide, a constituent of vermillion paint. McCrone subsequently announced
that an artist had painted the body-image by using iron oxide pigment (red iron earth
pigment) with red vermillion added to the blood-mark areas suspended in a gelatin
binding medium. 26 McCrone’s critics admit that both iron oxide and mercury have been
found, but the problem is that they are not found in sufficient quantities to form a visible
image. On the other hand, iron oxide is also a component of blood and the only place
where iron oxide is found on the Shroud is in the areas where blood is present. 27
Miniscule particles of rust (iron oxide) and mercuric sulphide can also be found in
dust, particularly in churches and cathedrals with frescoed walls, ceilings and paintings. It
is well known that numerous artists created replicas of the Shroud by placing their
paintings directly onto the Shroud for consecration. The Shroud was also subject to fire,
burned, and then doused with water in 1592. Any pigment, paint, or dye would have
undergone chemical alterations as a result, yet no changes occurred in the color of the
image-fibrils adjacent to the areas that were burned, nor did the water damage dissolve
any pigments or make colors run. Whatever produced the image on the Shroud is
insoluble in water and capable of sustaining fire and scorching.
Furthermore, no traces of paint-pigment or brush-strokes have ever been found on its
surface, nor has anyone ever been able to explain how the image was made or duplicate it
under controlled scientific conditions. The image, which is visible to the naked eye, was
not painted on the surface of the linen. Even the highest magnifications of the Shroud
reveal no particles or other solid matter that could have produced the image; each fiber
appears to be separate from the next, with nothing binding it to its neighbor, which would
not be the case if a binding agent, i.e. paint, had been used. The images are found only on
the topmost fibrils of the linen’s threads, whereas any paint, dye, pigment or liquid agent
would have soaked the entire thread and matted the fibrils together. On the Shroud, each
colored-image fibril is distinct from the next. The image itself is superficial while the
blood-stains penetrate the cloth. It is inconceivable that any medieval artist would have
been able to paint each individual image-fibril only on the topmost of the thread.28
If the Shroud is a medieval forgery, then who created it? And how? No one has come
forth with a scientifically satisfactory answer. 29 A medieval artist would have needed a
thorough knowledge of “light negativity, light spectometry, microscopy, radiology,
human physiology, pathology, hematology, endocrinology, forensics and archaeology” in
order to create such a sophisticated image. 30 The Shroud-image is the result of a colorproducing chemical change to particular areas of some of the cellulose fibers of the linen.
This chemical change can be described as an oxidation, dehydration, and conjugation of
the polysaccharide structure of the fibrils. The image is thus remarkably similar to a
photographic negative, with darker and lighter tones producing details as a result of the
density of the altered fibers, yet with the tones reversed. 31
Ray Rogers has also argued that the image is a straw-yellow “discoloration” of a very
thin starch layer which coated the outer fibrils, which is a by-product of how ancient
linen was made. This “discoloration” is the result of a chemical change in the linen. More
recently, Rogers has also argued that a “gum coating” was found on the Raes samples
adjacent to the C-14 testing sample-area, but not anywhere else on the Shroud. According
to Rogers, this indicates that the 1988 samples were taken from an anomalous area of the
Shroud and were not representative of the entire Shroud.32
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(2) The Shroud’s image-formation process remains unknown.
To date, scientists have been unable to explain how the image on the Shroud was created.
It has long been suspected that some form of low-energy “radiation”—whether protons,
alpha particles, long-wave X-rays, or ultraviolet rays—produced the image on the
Shroud.33 But whatever the mechanism was that created the image, it operated uniformly
over the entire body and “encoded” the presence of different types of organic material,
such as skin and hair. Furthermore, the image was formed in vertical, straight-line paths,
“as if every pore and every hair of the body contained a microminiature laser.”34 Yet
unlike the blood areas, where blood has penetrated the fibrils and caused them to stick
together, the body-image is superficial, and the individual image-threads are completely
separated and unmatted. The body-image appears to have been created by the linen’s
exposure to more radiation the rest of the cloth. Furthermore, the light or radiation that
created the image seems to have come directly from the body.35 According to Rogers, the
image may also have been formed by a natural mechanism in which chemicals from the
body caused a “Maillard reaction,” changing the starch coating around the linen fibrils. 36
(3) The Shroud contains real human blood and medically accurate bloodstains.
An exhaustive series of tests have demonstrated the presence of genuine human blood on
the Shroud.37 Immunological, fluorescence, and spectrographic tests as well as Rh and
ABO typing of blood antigens have confirmed that the stains are from Type AB human
blood.38 Furthermore, human DNA with both X and Y chromosomes are present in the
samples. 39 The blood is from an adult human male. It also contains degraded DNA, which
is characteristic of ancient DNA. Moreover, serum has been identified around blood
flows on the Shroud, which indicates that blood coagulated while the man was in a
vertical position. 40 Most of these blood flows occurred while the man was alive. On the
other hand, post-mortem blood flows have a deeper color and a more viscous
consistency. 41 From the angles of the numerous flows and rivulets, forensic experts have
determined that the blood flowed while the man was upright with his arms slightly raised.
Many of the stains have the distinctive forensic mark of clotting with red corpuscles near
the edge of the clot, and a clear yellow halo of blood serum. Some of the blood flows
were venous and some arterial. Additional post-mortem blood flows have been detected
running toward the heels and onto the cloth. The clots, the serum separations, the
mingling of bodily fluids, and the directionality of the flows are impossible to recreate by
brushing, daubing, or simply pouring human blood on the cloth. The blood is also rich in
bilirubin, a bile pigment that the body produces under extreme trauma.
(4) The Shroud exhibits features consistent with a Roman execution.
The Shroud displays accurate anatomical and medical knowledge of crucifixion wounds
unknown in the Middle Ages.42 Dozens of dumbbell-shaped welts and contusions
indicate that the man had been repeatedly flogged with a whip of short leather thongs
tipped with bits of lead, bronze, or bone which tore into flesh and muscle, an instrument
identical to the ancient Roman flagrum. There are also numerous puncture-wounds on the
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head, indicating that a cap, not a “crown” of thorns was placed on his head. The wound in
the right chest also conforms to that which would have been produced by a thrust from a
Roman lance.43 Medical authorities who have studied the Shroud agree that the man died
while on the cross and various indications of rigor mortis have been identified.
(5) The Shroud may contain (Judean) pollen and calcium (limestone).
In the 1970s, Max Frei obtained pollen samples from the Shroud. 44 A criminologist,
botanist and expert in Mediterranean flora, Frei identified fifty-eight different pollen
grains in his samples.45 Sixteen of these were from plant species that do not grow in
France or Italy. Frei also discovered pollen grains of seven different plants that grow
among rocky hills, such as those around Jerusalem, but not in France or Italy. All of the
non-European pollen species, except three, grow in Jerusalem. 46 Forty-five of the fiftyeight pollen samples identified are consistent with plants known to have existed in
Jerusalem. This suggests that the Shroud originated, or had at least once been, in
Jerusalem. 47 These findings have been confirmed in recent years by Avinoam Danin, a
botanist at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Uri Baruch, a pollen specialist at the
Israel Antiquities Authority, and Aharon Horowitz, Israel’s leading pollen analyst.48
In addition, a fiber taken from the foot-area of the Shroud’s body-image was tested for
calcium and was found to match the chemical composition of limestone found in
Jerusalem, in particular the limestone found at the burial sites of the Church of the Holy
Sepulcher and the Garden Tomb. 49 Textile experts have confirmed that the weave of the
linen itself is consistent with a first-century date and there are numerous examples of
even older linen having survived, especially in dryer climates like Egypt.
(6) Evidence suggests that the Shroud is older than the fourteenth century.
There is good reason to believe that the Shroud is older than the fourteenth-century. The
Gospels themselves describe a linen cloth or “shroud” (σινδών) in which Jesus was lain.50
Ian Wilson has also provided a cogent reconstruction of the Shroud’s whereabouts
between the first and fourteenth centuries. 51 Wilson argues that the Shroud, once known
as the Mandylion, or Image of Edessa, was taken from Constantinople in 1204 and
brought to France, where it remained hidden until its appearance in the 1350s. Wilson’s
hypothesis is not without its critics, 52 but a significant amount of medieval Christian art
and iconography depicting Jesus does resemble the face of the man on the Shroud.53 We
must keep in mind that there were many forged relics, “shrouds,” and artistic
reproductions of relics and that we have no way of verifying which particular relic was
seen at any given time. We must also keep in mind that the Shroud—if it was known to
have been the burial shroud of Jesus—would certainly have been carefully protected and
perhaps even hidden by those who possessed it. There may even be clues to this hidden
tradition in the seventh-century Greek Acts of Thaddaeus, where Jesus is reported to have
asked to wash himself, and a towel/cloth (τετράδιπλον) was given him,
and when he had washed himself, he wiped his face with it,
and his image (εικων) having been imprinted upon the linen (σινδών),
he gave it to Ananias, saying ‘Give this, and take back this message,
to him that sent thee: peace to thee and thy city!’
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Here Jesus’s image or εικων is reported as miraculously appearing (during Jesus’
ministry) on a σινδών that is τετράδιπλον, i.e, a cloth “folded in four” or “folded four
times.” Wilson argues that this is a description of the Shroud having been “folded” so as
to display only the face of Jesus. This cloth—allegedly miraculously imprinted with the
image of Jesus—was located in Edessa, a city known for its association with Thomas
traditions, and that the earliest Thomas traditions seem to have originated within the
Jerusalem community of James and Jesus’ family. 54 It may be that the existence of the
Shroud—perhaps kept a close secret for fear of its loss, theft, or damage—precipitated
the invention of the Abgar legend, i.e., the actual existence of a τετράδιπλον/σινδών was
retrospectively projected onto Jesus’ ministry to explain the existence of the Shroud. This
proposal is supported by the eighth-century John of Damascus, who claims that Jesus’
face was imprinted on a “large cloth,” the account of Evagrius Scholasticus, who reported
that a miraculous image of Christ’s face was processed around the city of Edessa in 544,
and the account of the Archdeacon of Constantinople in 944, Gregory Referendarius, who
mentions that the “Image of Edessa” bore the “side wound” of Christ and was “not made
by human hands” (ἀχειροποιήτος).55
In addition, the Hungarian “Pray” manuscript (or Pray Codex) in Budapest (ca. 1192)
contains an illustration of the burial of Jesus which shows similarities to the Shroud of
Turin. Jesus is depicted as naked, with his hands folded across his pelvis, with no visible
thumbs, as in the Shroud. The burial shroud also seems to depict the Shroud’s distinctive
herringbone pattern (or “ziz-zag” pattern) and the L-shaped “poker holes” which predate
the 1532 fire. This may be evidence for dating the Shroud prior to the fourteenth
century.56 Furthermore, in 1211, Gervase of Tilbury writes how
The story is passed down from archives of ancient authority that the Lord prostrated
himself with his entire body on whitest linen, and so by divine power there was impressed
on the linen a most beautiful imprint of not only the face, but the entire body of the Lord. 57

In another manuscript dating to the early 1200s, the campaign memoirs of Robert de
Clari, a French soldier who participated in the sack of Constantinople in 1204, describes
his visit to the Church of St. Mary of Blachernae in 1203, claiming that this was
where there was the shroud in which Our Lord had been wrapped, which every Friday
raised itself upright, so that one could see the figure of Our Lord on it.58

The Shroud of Turin enters the historical record in the fourteenth century in a
memorandum written by Pierre d’Arcis, the bishop of Troyes. In 1389, D’Arcis told Pope
Clement VII that the previous bishop of Troyes claimed that an artist admitted to having
“cunningly painted” the Shroud.59 Yet d’Arcis fails to provide any information about the
artist, let alone how the Shroud was so “cunningly painted.”60
We cannot know for certain where the Shroud was before the mid-1300s, when it first
appeared in France. It is perfectly plausible that Jesus’ burial shroud could have been
collected and treasured by his earliest Jewish Christian disciples and transported—
possibly in secret—by his Jewish Christian and Transjordanian followers. This “shroud”
would then have left no clear record or trace in Western Christian history. In any case, it
is the physical evidence of the Shroud itself—not its alleged absence in the historical
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record—that should determine its standing in the scientific community as well as its
relationship to the “real Jesus” of history.
(7) The results of the 1988 radiocarbon testing are unreliable.
The results of the 1988 test indicated that the Shroud was made between 1260 and 1390,
but this contradicted much of the research conducted during the previous ten years of
scientific analysis. 61 Since 1988, however, the test itself has come into question. 62
A major problem with the 1988 test is that pre-established scientific protocols were
not followed. The original protocol called for a blind test to be conducted with three
different samples taken from three different locations of the Shroud to be tested by seven
different labs. This would have guaranteed a range of tests to be performed on as wide a
range of surface area of the Shroud as possible. Taking several different samples would
have insured that the labs would arrive at reliable results. Instead, one piece of linen from
one specific spot on the Shroud was divided into three smaller parts and sent to only three
labs, none of which conducted a blind test. The problem with this failure to follow the
original protocol is that since all three labs used the same cleaning technique, if the
samples were contaminated, all three labs would have provided the same, wrong date.
Contamination is a common problem in radiocarbon dating and there have been
numerous cases in which test results have been off by hundreds and even thousands of
years due to both known and unknown contamination factors.63 Carbon-dating tests are
generally conducted under the assumption that the organic material to be dated has
remained stable and its composition constant over time, but the Shroud has not been
stable. In 1532, it was almost destroyed by fire and was drenched with water.64
The most significant recent discovery is that the area of the Shroud from which the
sample was taken came from a scorched area of the linen near a medieval mending that
had also been subject to centuries of physical handling.65 There is now compelling
evidence that the sample tested was not representative of the main cloth, but contained
major portions of an “invisible reweave” conducted in the sixteenth century. In 2005,
American chemist Ray Rogers concluded that
the material from the radiocarbon area of the shroud is significantly different
from that of the main cloth. The radiocarbon sample was thus not part
of the original cloth and is invalid for determining the age of the shroud.66

This new discovery suggests that the 1988 radiocarbon test results were scientifically
accurate, but based on a test sample that was not representative of the Shroud.

Conclusion
The Shroud of Turin features an anatomically accurate imprint of the physical features of
a crucified man who bears an uncanny resemblance to Jesus, both as described in the
passion narratives of the Gospels and in medieval portraiture. There is no doubt that the
Shroud contains real blood from an adult male wearing a cap of thorns who has been
crucified, pierced with a Roman-style lance, and whipped with a Roman-style flagrum.67
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Jesus was a first-century Jewish teacher executed as a messianic figure; the Shroud
preserves the image of a man crucified and crowned with thorns. This convergence of
historical Jesus research and Sindonology not only promises to revolutionize historical
Jesus research, it also requires that we re-examine our most basic assumptions about this
mysterious man of the Shroud. Given the 1988 radiocarbon dating test’s demonstrated
unreliability, a new radiocarbon dating test is clearly in order. The scientifically
established (first-century) authenticity of the Shroud would not be able to prove Jesus’
divinity, virgin birth, or resurrection, but it would make significant contributions towards
resolving numerous historical questions regarding Jesus’ existence, physical appearance,
and the general reliability of the gospel passion narratives of Jesus’ death.
This re-discovery of the man, Jesus, in and through the Shroud, would bring us that
much closer to fulfilling the goal of centuries, if not millennia, of questing for Jesus.
The “historical” Jesus, again, is not the “real” Jesus. The “historical” Jesus is an
academic construct and different scholars interpret the historical data differently. The
reason for this, of course, is that our primary sources—the Gospels and letters of the New
Testament—are theological testaments of faith, not eyewitness accounts. Let us take, for
example, John Meier’s A Marginal Jew, a now four-volume work on the historical Jesus,
to illustrate several problematic issues with this enterprise. First, it is important to note
that John Meier is both a biblical scholar and a Catholic priest. Second, Meier, like many
historians, identifies Jesus’ resurrection as an event beyond historical reconstruction. This
approach towards the central historical and theological affirmation of early Christianity is
not “doing history” in the sense of trying to determine “what really happened,” but rather
applying methodological rationalism to the historical Jesus. 68
The Enlightenment ideal of scientific history, i.e., the claim that an historian could
pursue a neutral, objective, or value-free interest in a subject has been repeatedly
challenged in contemporary historiography. 69 Postmodern theory, in its emphasis on the
social location, subjectivity, ideology, and interests of the inquiring subject, as well as the
(re)constructed nature of the historical past, has put to rest the myth of the objective
observer. After all, Fr. John Meier presumably affirms the resurrection of Jesus while
maintaining that the historical Jesus was only a “marginal” Jewish prophet. The fact that
Meier can hold both perspectives simultaneously signifies a methodological divide
between history and theology. In other words, scientific history does not aim to
reconstruct “what really happened” so much as it imposes upon history a rationalistic
framework within which historical events are reconstructed. This is why Meier can
reconstruct the historical Jesus while affirming conservative faith-commitments.
Meier, like most biblical scholars, does not regard the Shroud as evidence for the
historical Jesus. This is not because Meier has publicly evaluated contemporary
Sindonological research. Meier ignores the Shroud because an historical Jesus can be
reconstructed (albeit in naturalistic terms) without the Shroud. For most historians, the
question of whether the Shroud should be used as evidence for the historical Jesus can be
answered with an emphatic no—at least until it can be definitively dated to the firstcentury and linked to Jesus of Nazareth. Clearly, this has not yet occurred.
History, however, deals with probability as well as certainty. 70 The discipline of
history is as much an art as it is a science; consequently, as different lines of evidence
converge with increasing explanatory power, hypotheses build force until they are
regarded as viable theories. In this case, there are so many facts about the Shroud that
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have yet to be adequately explained that it is becoming increasingly more difficult to
maintain, let alone prove, that the Shroud is a medieval relic. If we examine the Shroud
historically, we certainly must acknowledge its first appearance in the historical record,
but we must also account for its creation and accurately describe the past event that gave
rise to its image-formation and physical characteristics.
The Shroud represents the actual crucifixion of an adult human male. There are
compelling parallels between the image and physical characteristics of the Shroud and the
gospel accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion. Methodologically speaking, a first-century dating
of the Shroud—and/or its affirmation as the burial shroud of Jesus—does not require
positing a “supernatural” explanation of its image. Yet the fact remains that the image of
the Shroud can only be explained by positing a genuine Roman (or pseudo-Roman)
crucifixion of an adult human male. Clearly, further scientific testing is in order, as there
is sufficient evidence to suggest that the 1988 radiocarbon testing results are misleading
and inconclusive. The physical characteristics of the Shroud are consistent with the
gospel portrayals of Jesus; this suggests that we should begin to regard the Shroud not as
an anomalous relic of medieval Catholicism, nor merely as potential evidence for the
“historical” Jesus, but as the very key to reconstructing the “real” Jesus of history.
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