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The Shroud is arguably either the greatest relic or the 
greatest hoax of Christendom. 

I. I 'j 
I ' I 

\ 

I Going Beyond the Bible 

an Wilson suggests some of the cloth's history in his - 
book The Shroud of Turin: The Burial Cloth of Jesus Christ. The 
Shroud surfaced officially, but unassumingly, in 1357 in 
France as an object of veneration for pilgrims. It eventually 
was deeded to the House of Savoy, the cradle of the kings of 
Italy. 

Today the Shroud's legal owner is the exiled King of 
Italy, Umberto II, who resides in Portugal. The Archbishop 
of Turin-presently Cardinal Anastasio Ballestrero-is the 
Shroud's custodian. For the past 400 years the cloth has been 
in Turin except for a brief time during World War II. It rests 
in a chapel of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, rolled up 
and locked in three fitted caskets: wood, metal, wood. 

And its history before the 14th century? Wilson's fas­ 
cinating reconstruction traces the Shroud from Jerusalem 
following Jesus' death to Turkey (Edessa and Constan­ 
tinople), and includes kings and princes of the Church, 
crusaders and Knights Templar, the low and the high, the 
devout and the skeptic. 

The Wilson account also hypothesizes that the Shroud's 
real nature (as burial cloth) was concealed since it had been 
folded many times and-with just the face showing-was 
venerated as an image of Jesus. It became a source for many 
of the early "portraits" of Jesus. 

To bring the Shroud and the questions it raises into 
religious and theological focus, I interviewed three theolo­ 
gians from the University of San Francisco. Father Paul 
Bemadicou is chairman of the theology department, one of 
the finest in the United States: A native Californian, 
Bemadicou is a Jesuit, European-trained, with a doctorate in 
Biblical Spirituality. 

Since relics and relic devotion are often said to belong to 
an era now past (an era perhaps more superstitious than our 
own), emphasis on the Shroud at first seems wrong, accord­ 
ing to Father Bernadicou. 

"Questions on the Shroud don't appear to be central to 
our Christian belief," he remarks. "But let's look at it again: 
The Shroud has to do with the Resurrection of Jesus in some 
way. What do we really believe about the Resurrection? If we 
know what people think resurrection is, then we can get an 
idea of what they believe the Resurrection of Jesus was all 
about. Do we think of a physical moving of a dead body, a 
raising of a corpse to life? That would be a literal interpreta­ 
tion. Or are we perhaps saying something about experienc­ 
ing Jesus as truly alive with us, within the Church? That 
might be called a symbolic interpretation." 

The priest has found most people do not approach the 
Resurrection with an understanding of the Bible in the full­ 
est sense, as thec:ilogical literature. Instead, many think 
Scripture is simply biography or history, and that what is 
said about Jesus and his Resurrection must be understood 
literally. But if we look upon the Bible as theological litera­ 
ture, the Resurrection stories must be seen as symbolic and 
literary accounts. From this viewpoint, maintains 
Bernadicou, it would not be necessary to trace the Shroud 
back to Jesus since the Shroud is not needed for one to be­ 
lieve in Jesus and the claims of Christianity. 

The Shroud exists in a place where science and religion 
meet, can disagree or agree, part friends or walk comfortably 
together, separate but equal, declares Bernadicou. "This 
poses a problem for many people," he reflects. "Look at the 
Book of Genesis. It does not give us a scientific account of the 
origins of the universe; it is not a videotape of what hap­ 
pened at the dawn of creation. What it is is a kind of epic 
poetry which expresses the conviction and hope of the 
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"Even if the Shroud were proved to 
be the cloth from which Jesus was 
raised, it would give evidence for 
a type of resurrection about which 
the Gospels say nothing directly." 

-Father Paul Bemadicou, S.J. 

Jewish people about the blessedness of life, and how 
humankind can relate to the world God made." 

Father Bemadicou points out that the Resurrection 
stories and the Genesis story, though different in many 
ways, share many of the same literary qualities. "They are 
not realistic descriptions of what happened, where it hap­ 
pened, or even how. They are speaking rather from a van­ 
tage point of religious hope and belief, and not in the factual 
style of a newspaper report or a natural science experiment. 

"The underlying conviction of the Resurrection stories is 
that this man Jesus who had died is alive! They don't eluci­ 
date how the Resurrection happened scientifically and em­ 
pirically. So to claim that the Shroud may give some kind of 
historical and scientific testimony to Jesus' Resurrection is to 
wander outside the evidence given in the Bible. Even if the 
Shroud were proved to be authentically the cloth from which 
Jesus was miraculously raised, it would give evidence for a . 
specific type of resurrection about which the Gospels say 
nothing directly." 

I Analyzed by Modem Science 

t what is this Shroud? Is it a wonderful piece of 
"poetry," someone's artistic representation of Jesus caught 
at the moment of death; or some hard data to be used for a 
hypothesis about the nature of the Resurrection? 

Two who found the Shroud an irresistible mystery were 
John Jackson and Eric Jumper, friends and Air Force officers 
together in the mid-70's. Trained scientists (physics, en­ 
gineering,· aerodynamics)-serious, generally skeptical­ 
they knew of the few previous occasions when the Shroud 
was approached in order to explore "scientific" questions. 
Perhaps the most significant (and the earliest) was in 1898 
when an amateur photographer was permitted to take a pic­ 
ture of the Shroud. When Segundo Pia developed his photo- 

. graph, to his astonishment the negative plate proved to be a 
positive-strikingly clear, anatomically detailed and precise. 
This meant that the image on the Shroud acted as a sort of 
photographic negative. 


