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Introduction

We live in a time when rational thought and enlightened endeavor have given us wonders heretofore scarcely imaginable—ranging from such advancements in health and medicine as the conquering of dread diseases like smallpox and the ability to replace a defective heart, to such technological developments as the capability of instantly viewing important happenings around the world and of traveling to the moon and beyond. Elsewhere in the intellectual arena, we have replaced concepts of demon possession with psychological understanding and primitive authoritarianism with enlightened democracy.

Yet there are those whose beliefs and actions run counter to a rationalist ideal. Often seemingly contemptuous of science, or at best willing only grudgingly to acknowledge its benefits, they view the world in terms that hark back to the “Dark Ages,” holding beliefs in myriad phenomena—from apparitions to weeping statues—that might generally be described as “miraculous.”

The term miracle has been variously defined. According to Webster’s Third International Dictionary, a miracle is “an extraordinary event taken to manifest the supernatural power of God fulfilling his purposes” or “an event or effect in the physical world deviating from the laws of nature.”1 The Anglican writer C. S. Lewis defined a miracle succinctly as “an interference with Nature by supernatural power.”2

A term related to miracle, and thus one that may cause confusion, is paranormal This refers to the supposed existence of things beyond the range of normal experience and nature—typically applied to such diverse phenomena as flying saucers, Bigfoot and other monsters, ghosts, spontaneous human combustion, and the like, as well as to certain alleged abilities such as levitation and extrasensory perception (ESP). The latter is typically subdivided into additional categories, including telepathy (thought transference or “mind reading”), clairvoyance (or “clear seeing,” the alleged psychic ability to perceive things beyond the knowledge of one’s senses), and psychokinesis (or “mind over matter,” the reputed capability of influencing physical objects by mental power alone).

Paranormal is therefore a broad term inclusive of potentially natural phenomena. For instance, although it appears unlikely that Bigfoot exists, if it does it is assumed to be a physical creature like any other in nature. Supernatural is a more limited term, referring to a supposed existence beyond the natural world—whether applied to “occult” forces like witchcraft or satanism, or to “divine” manifestations, such as angels. The latter category—supernatural phenomena believed to have a divine origin—is generally referred to as miraculous.

The late D. Scott Rogo, a prominent researcher of reputedly paranormal phenomena, was careful to distinguish the broader category from the narrower one, although he did so in a way that skeptics are quick to take issue with. He believed (despite powerful evidence to the contrary) that the reality of paranormal phenomena such as telepathy and psychokinesis had been established in the laboratory.3 That was his basis for stating: “Miracles are therefore events that are qualitatively different from those we can observe and which seem to indicate the intervention of some supernatural force into the affairs of human life.”4 But even if we question the “qualitative” aspect of Rogo’s definition, we can nevertheless agree with the need to distinguish between types of phenomena.

Just such a distinction between the paranormal and the miraculous has long been made by the Catholic Church. In the 1730s Prospero Lambertini (later Pope Benedict XIV) addressed the issue in his De canonizatione, a treatise on miracles that still represents the Church’s official view on the subject. Lambertini felt that it was necessary to separate the paranormal from the miraculous in order to determine whether an event was actually attributable to God. Lambertini therefore rejected not only such phenomena as clairvoyance, but he also disallowed most healings. In contrast, his definition of miraculous allowed the inclusion of certain nontraditional healings, as well as such additional phenomena as stigmata, levitation, wondrously appearing images of Christ, appearances of the Virgin Mary (if seen simultaneously by multiple witnesses), and the like.5

But is there proof of the actual occurrence of miracles? The philosopher David Hume thought not. In his treatise “Of Miracles” Hume stated:


A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined…no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle unless the testimony be of such a kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavors to establish.6



Scott Rogo, on the other hand, answered in the affirmative. He stated, in response to Hume: “It is my hope to show…that the evidence authenticating the existence of miracles is indeed so strong that its collective falsehood would be, quite literally, miraculous.”7 Here, Rogo is following an approach that is popularly known as the “faggot theory.” This “theory” holds that while one reported mystical occurrence may be discredited, just as a single stick may easily be broken, numerous reports withstand attack, just as a bundle of sticks (i.e., a faggot) resists breaking.

The problem with such a notion is readily apparent. If one case at a time can be disproved, or dismissed for lack of evidence (take an Elvis Presley sighting, for example), then the mere quantity of such cases means little if anything. (Often a rash of reports turns out to be nothing more than an original misperception or hoax, followed by what psychologists call “social contagion” or “mass hysteria.”)

If Hume, then, is viewed as a priori dismissive, Rogo is to be faulted for the opposite extreme of being entirely too credulous. C. S. Lewis was pessimistic that the situation could ever be otherwise. Pointing out that our own experiences cannot be conclusive, since our senses are fallible (a “ghost,” for example, may turn out to be “an illusion or a trick of the nerves”), Lewis states:


If immediate experience cannot prove or disprove the miraculous, still less can history do so. Many people think one can decide whether a miracle occurred in the past by examining the evidence “according to the ordinary rules of historical inquiry.” But the ordinary rules cannot be worked until we have decided whether miracles are possible, and if so, how probable they are. For if they are impossible, then no amount of historical evidence will convince us. If they are possible but immensely improbable, then only mathematically demonstrative evidence will convince us: and since history never provides that degree of evidence for any event, history can never convince us that a miracle occurred. If, on the other hand, miracles are not intrinsically improbable, then the existing evidence will be sufficient to convince us that quite a number of miracles have occurred. The result of our historical enquiries thus depends on the philosophical views which we have been holding before we even began to look at the evidence. The philosophical question must therefore come first.8



But surely Lewis’s position is a prescription for bias. W. I. B. Beveridge, in his treatise, The Art of Scientific Investigation, cautions against bias and urges the “intellectual discipline of subordinating ideas to facts.” He quotes Claude Bernard, who stated: “Men who have excessive faith in their theories or ideas are not only ill-prepared for making discoveries; they also make poor observations.” Warning that, “Unless observations and experiments are carried out with safeguards ensuring objectivity, the results may unconsciously be biased,” Beveridge cites instances in which such bias occurred in science, including the experimental work of Gregor Mendel whose expectations colored his results. Beveridge adds:


The best protection against these tendencies is to cultivate an intellectual habit of subordinating one’s opinions and wishes to objective evidence and a reverence for things as they really are, and to keep constantly in mind that the hypothesis is only a supposition.9



So let us not put the cart before the horse by deciding, antecedent to inquiry, whether or not miracles exist. As with other mysteries, let us agree that they should neither be fostered nor dismissed, but rather that they should be approached in a rigorous, yet fair, manner—an investigative manner. The tools for such an approach come readily to hand.

The investigator begins by adopting a critical attitude toward the data he encounters. This helps insure that evidence is neither dismissed out of hand nor too readily accepted.

The investigation continues by following some accepted precepts. One is that the burden of proof lies on the asserter of fact, which protects the inquirer from the unfair requirement of trying to prove a negative. (Suppose, for instance, that instead of challenging someone to prove his or her assertion that there is an angel on the church roof, you attempt to disprove the claim. You go outside and point to the roof and the absence of any angelic form. But the contender may retort: “It flew away!” or “I can see it; why can’t you?”)

Another accepted precept concerns the standard of proof required when one is dealing with claims of the supernatural. It is expressed by the maxim that “extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof—that is, that the level of proof that is requisite to establish a particular claim must be commensurate with the claim being made; the more remarkable the assertion, the higher must be the level of proof needed to confirm it.

Still another valuable precept is the principle known as “Occam’s Razor” (after the fourteenth-century philosopher William of Occam), which is used to discriminate between competing hypotheses. Also referred to as “the maxim of parsimony,” Occam’s Razor postulates that the simplest tenable explanation—that is, the one with the fewest assumptions—is most likely to be correct and therefore is to be preferred.10

In addition, the investigator must be wary of a number of human limitations that can affect witnesses and belie a correct determination in a case. These include tricks of memory, the problems of perception, faulty reasoning, and similar factors.

For example, Elizabeth Loftus, in her book Memory: Surprising New Insights Into How We Remember and Why We Forget, explains:


Memory is imperfect. This is because we often do not see things accurately in the first place. But even if we take in a reasonably accurate picture of some experience, it does not necessarily stay perfectly intact in memory. Another force is at work. The memory traces can actually undergo distortion. With the passage of time, with proper motivation, with the introduction of special kinds of interfering facts, the memory traces seem sometimes to change or become transformed. These distortions can be quite frightening, for they can cause us to have memories of things that never happened. Even in the most intelligent among us is memory thus malleable.11



As to perception, legal experts Leo Levin and Harold Cramer point out: “Eyewitness testimony is, at best, evidence of what the witness believes to have occurred. It may or may not tell what actually happened.” The many problems that can plague accurate perception of people and events “all contribute to making honest testimony something less than completely credible.”12

As already mentioned, bias is another problem for the investigator—not only his own, as we have seen, but also that of those offering evidence. For instance, theologian A. E. Garvie said of testimony in favor of saints’ miracles that not only was the character of such miracles “such as to lack probability,” but:


Further, these records are imitative. As Christ and the apostles worked miracles, it is assumed that those who in the Church were distinguished for their sanctity would also work miracles; and there can be little doubt that the wish was often father to the thought.13



Faulty reasoning is another frequently encountered problem. For example, when one encounters the assertion that something is true because it cannot be proved untrue (an attempt to shift the burden of proof, as discussed earlier), the proper response is to point out the fallacy involved—that of an argument ad ignorantiam (i.e., literally an appeal “to ignorance”). Another common fallacy is the assumption that a cause-and-effect relationship has been proven before alternative possibilities have been fully considered. (For example, it would be fallacious to interpret moisture on a religious statue as evidence of miraculous “weeping,” until the possibilities of condensation and outright hoaxing have been decisively eliminated.14)

To illustrate how faulty recall, bias, and other factors can betray even the most credible and sincere witness, consider the case of Sir Edward Hornby, a Shanghai jurist. He related how, years before, he had been awakened one night by a newspaperman who had arrived belatedly to get the customary written judgment for the next day’s edition. The man refused to be put off, and—looking “deadly pale”—sat on the bed. Eventually Judge Hornby gave a verbal summary, which the man took down in shorthand in his pocket notebook, whereupon he left. The judge then explained what had happened to Lady Hornby. The following day the judge learned that the reporter had died during the night and—more importantly—that his wife and servants were positive he had not left the house; yet with his body was discovered the notebook, containing a summary of Hornby’s judgment!

This apparent proof of preternatural occurrences was reported by psychical researchers. However, the tale soon succumbed to the light of truth thrown on it by an investigator. As it happened, the reporter did not die at the time reported (about 1:00 A.M.) but much later—between 8:00 and 9:00 in the morning; the judge could not have told his wife about the events at the time since he was then between marriages; and, finally, although the story depends on a certain judgment that was to be delivered the following day, no such judgment was recorded.15

Confronted with this evidence of error, Judge Hornby admitted: “My vision must have followed the death (some three months earlier) instead of synchronizing with it….” Bewildered by what had happened, he added: “If I had not believed, as I still believe, that every word of [the story] was accurate, and that my memory was to be relied on, I should not have ever told it as a personal experience.”16

If the lapse of only a few months or years can so remarkably distort reported events, how much more potential is there for error in records that have filtered down from antiquity. For example, consider some of the miracles related in the Bible. Which version of the miracle of creation, if any, is correct: is it the one in Genesis 1:1-2:3, which relates how the earth and its creatures were created over six days, with fish being brought forth from the waters, and culminates with the creation of man; or is it the version in Genesis 2:4-25, which has creation compressed into a single day, with first man and the other creatures being formed out of dust?

The disparity comes as little surprise when we realize that Genesis is a composite work deriving in part from Babylonian and Persian creation myths.17 That is why the story of Noah and his ark so closely resembles the much earlier Mesopotamian myth, related in the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh which is complete with a great flood sent by God as punishment for men’s sins; a giant ark; a mountaintop landing; and birds sent out successively until one fails to return, thus signaling that it is safe to emerge from the ark. Funk & Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology and Legend, commenting tactfully that the earlier flood tale is “strangely parallel to the Biblical version,” observes that it was “evidently inspired by the phenomenon of seasonal floods which so frequently work havoc in Mesopotamia.”18 Not surprisingly, such stories entered Hebrew mythology at the end of the Babylonian Exile (about 500 B.C.).19

Similar problems arise when we look at accounts of the miracles of Jesus. For example, here is one commentator’s plausible hypothesis for the miraculous calming of the storm (Matt. 8:23-27; Mark 4:35-41; Luke 8:22-25):


The winds coming over the hills west of the Sea of Galilee sometimes swept down onto the surface stirring up sudden storms. The Valley of Doves acts like a funnel for the violent westerly winds and causes them to swirl over the surface of the shallow water. This happens in summer or winter, and lasts only a short time. Jesus knew what to expect and watched the calm part of the sea. When the calm approached the ship, Jesus said something about it being peaceful and still. After [the story] was told and retold, Jesus was made to say, “Peace, be still.”

Perfectly natural actions were misunderstood and turned into supernatural events. No miracle took place in the story.20



A complete critical look at biblical miracles lies beyond the scope of this book (and is left to other works already available on the subject21); however, the foregoing examples are, hopefully, sufficient to indicate the difficulty in citing ancient stories as evidence of the miraculous. It is the intent of this study, rather, to look at modern “miracles”—those which, by being more recent, can more successfully be investigated. The biblical or post-biblical background of certain alleged phenomena will occasionally be considered, but the main focus will always be on the question of whether or not miraculous events are part of the reality of today’s world.

I have long been concerned with this question. As a former professional stage magician and private investigator for an internationally known detective agency, I have learned the importance of investigating magical claims. For over twenty years, I have seen how easily illusion can pass for reality—a harmless enough situation when mere entertainment is involved, but of serious import when relating to such profound possibilities as are represented by miraculous claims.

What are these claims? They begin with assertions treated in Chapter 2 concerning the Shroud of Turin (that it is tangible proof of Jesus’ resurrection), the Image of Guadalupe (a supposedly miraculous self-portrait of the Virgin Mary), and other “miraculous” pictures; they continue in Chapter 3 with icons that supposedly weep, bleed, and are otherwise animated.

Chapter 4 examines “mystical relics” like the periodically liquefying blood of Saint Januarius, the reputedly “incorruptible” bodies of certain other pious figures, and additional relics that offer “evidence” of their efficacious powers and that supposedly prove the sanctity of saints.

In Chapter 5, we investigate certain “charismatic gifts of the spirit.” Supposedly divinely bestowed, these powers include speaking in tongues, prophesying, and being impervious to serpents and other harmful things.

Chapter 6 explores faith healing—including the claims made for “miracle” cures at Lourdes—and examines how the “cures” actually work. It also exposes the hype and even outright hoaxes that many so-called healers employ, sometimes with tragic results.

In Chapter 7 we take a close look at Marian apparitions—the claims that the Virgin Mary has appeared, often to peasant children, at such remote places as Fatima, Portugal, and Medjugorje, Yugoslavia.

And finally, in Chapter 8, we examine “sanctified powers,” the supposed abilities of saints and mystics who—through allegedly divine sanction—may exhibit luminosity, levitation, bilocation, stigmata, inedia (the ability to go without food), the power to exorcise demons, and the production of “apports,” that is, objects out of thin air.

In brief, we will look behind a myriad of claims of the miraculous (defined earlier as supernatural phenomena believed to have a divine origin), ranging from the philosophically challenging to the literally life-and-death aspects of faith healing. These are issues that must matter to all of us, and they must be approached in the serious, critical manner that they deserve.
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Miraculous Pictures

An interesting class of reputed miracles consists of icons, divine portraits, or other images that are supposed to have been supernaturally produced. They include the Edessan Image, a reputed “self portrait” of Christ; the Holy Shroud of Turin, said to bear the miraculous imprint of Christ’s crucified body; the image of Guadalupe, a likeness of the Virgin that many believe appeared spontaneously on a peasant’s cloak; and many others, including magical images of Jesus or the Virgin Mary that have appeared in such unlikely forms as rust stains on a soybean-oil storage tank and skillet burns on a New Mexican tortilla.


The Edessan Image

As early as the sixth century there appeared certain images of Jesus that were reputed to be acheiropoietoi, or “not made with hands.” There were different versions of these, and as many legends to explain their allegedly miraculous origin.

One such legend—concerning the “Image of Edessa”—is related in a mid-fourth-century Syriac manuscript known as The Doctrine of Addai.1 This tells how King Abgar of Edessa (now Urfa, in southcentral Turkey), being afflicted with leprosy, supposedly wrote a letter to Jesus.2 The king sent his “greetings to Jesus the Savior who has come to light as a good physician in the city of Jerusalem,” and who, he had heard, “can make the blind see, the lame walk…heal those who are tortured by chronic illnesses, and…raise the dead.” Acknowledging that Jesus must either be God or the son of God, Abgar entreated Him to “come to me and cure me of my disease.” Further observing that he had heard of the Jews’ plan to harm Jesus, Abgar stated: “I have a very small city, but it is stately and will be sufficient for us both to live in peace.”

According to the story, Abgar instructed his messenger, Ananias, that if Jesus refused to accompany him to Edessa, he was at least to bring back a portrait. Jesus, who divined Ananias’s mission and the contents of the letter he carried, replied with a missive of his own. He wrote, “Blessed are you, Abgar, in that you believed in me without having actually seen me.” Although Jesus went on to explain that his mission on earth did not permit a visit, he promised that he would later send a disciple to cure Abgar’s illness as well as to “also provide your city with a sufficient defense to keep all your enemies from taking it.” Giving the letter to Ananias,


The Savior then washed his face in water, wiped off the moisture that was left on the towel that was given to him, and in some divine and inexpressible manner had his own likeness impressed on it.3



In this version of the tale, Ananias is given the towel to present to the king as “consolation” for his disease.

However, there is another version of the story, given in an official account of the Image dating from the tenth century.4 According to this version, the image was supposedly imprinted with Jesus’ bloody sweat during his agony in the garden of Gethsemane (Luke 22:44):


They say that when Christ was about to go voluntarily to death he was seen to reveal his human weakness, feel anguish, and pray. According to the Evangelist, sweat dropped from him like drops of blood. Then they say he took this piece of cloth which we see now from one of the disciples and wiped off the drops of sweat on it. At once the still-visible impression of that divine face was produced.5



Jesus gave the cloth to his disciple Thomas to be safeguarded until after Jesus had ascended to heaven, whereupon “the divine portrait of Christ’s face” was to be taken by Thaddeus to King Abgar. Reputedly, upon receiving the magical cloth and touching it to the afflicted parts of his body, he was cured of his leprosy.

The distinguished historian, Sir Steven Runciman, denounces both versions of the story as apocryphal. As he states, “It is easy to show that the story of Abgar and Jesus as we now have it is untrue, that the letters contain phrases copied from the gospels and are framed according to the dictates of later theology.”6

In fact, in one revealing fourth-century manuscript of The Doctrine of Addai, the Edessan Image is not even described as having a miraculous origin. Instead it is merely attributed to Ananias, who “took and painted a portrait of Jesus in choice paints, and brought it with him to his lord King Abgar.”7

Yet another strain of the proliferating legend distinguishes the impressed cloth from the Image of Edessa (later called the Mandylion), terming it “Veronica’s Veil.” According to legend, Veronica was a pious woman of Jerusalem who so pitied Jesus struggling to carry his cross to Golgotha that she used her veil (or kerchief) to wipe his face. Thus she obtained a portrait of the Messiah imprinted with his bloody sweat.8 (Variant tales have Veronica giving the veil to Jesus so that he can wipe his brow, and he—in return for her generosity—miraculously imprints the cloth with his holy visage.)9

It should come as no surprise that there were numerous such portrait veils, known, fittingly enough, as “Veronicas.” (Some sources state, however, that the name may be a corruption of the words Vera icon, or “true image.”10 In what appears to be a further corruption, dating from the fifteenth century, the cloth is occasionally referred to as “the holy vernicle [sic] of Rome.”11) According to Thomas Humber, these “veronicas” were “supposedly miraculous, but, in fact, painted.”12 Humber adds:


Soon the popular demand for more copies representing the “true likeness” of Christ was such that selected artists were allowed or encouraged to make duplications. (There was, conveniently, another tradition supporting the copies: the Image could miraculously duplicate itself.)13



As to the belief that the Veronicas represented the “true likeness” of Jesus, we should take note of the fact that there is not a single clue to his appearance anywhere in the New Testament, and all that is said of the Messiah in the Old Testament is Isaiah’s statement that “He hath no form nor comeliness” (Isa. 53:2), and the supposedly prophetic passage in Psalms (45:2) that “Thou are fairer than the children of men….” Because of that, and no doubt partly due also to the Old Testament prohibition against making graven images, it is not until the mid-third century that we find the earliest known representation of Jesus: a fresco painting depicting him as youthful, beardless, and with cropped hair. From then on, there are varying conceptual portraits of Christ, yet none having any claim to accuracy.14 So it was in the early fifth century that St. Augustine lamented, “We do not know of his external appearance, nor that of his mother.”15 Eventually, however, a Semitic representation prevailed as a matter of rigid artistic convention, and so it is that today people instantly recognize a portrait of Jesus, although the conceptual likeness is based on no more than a collective guess.

Therefore, any such depiction of Jesus as the Veronicas pretend to represent is prima facie suspect. Yet today controversy continues over just such a “self-portrait of Christ": the notorious “Holy Shroud.”




The Shroud of Turin

Housed in a reliquary on the high altar in the Royal Chapel of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Turin, Italy, is a fourteen-foot length of linen cloth known as the Shroud of Turin. Although some forty cloths have been reputed to be the Holy Shroud, the Turin cloth bears the front and back imprints of an apparently crucified man, leading many to believe it is the actual burial shroud of Jesus. At least, it does tap the same acheiropoietos tradition as the Edessan Image.

The earliest-known appearance of the “shroud” dates from the middle of the fourteenth century. About 1355, it turned up at a little collegiate church in Lirey, a town in the diocese of Troyes, in northcentral France. Its owner, a soldier of fortune named Geoffroy de Charney, claimed it was the true Holy Shroud, and it was depicted as such on a pilgrim’s medallion of circa 1357. While pilgrims flocked to view the cloth—which was reputed to effect miraculous cures—a skeptical bishop named Henri de Poitiers launched an investigation of the “relic.” As a consequence it was hidden away, only to resurface in 1389 to be reinvestigated—this time by Bishop Pierre d’Arcis and again with negative consequences (as we shall see presently).16

Eventually, the granddaughter of Geoffroy de Charney, Margaret, used a pretext to gain control of the shroud and took it on tour, where it met various challenges to its authenticity. Finally, in 1453, although she would be excommunicated for it, Margaret sold the cloth to the Royal House of Savoy (later the Italian monarchy). (Authenticity advocates like to say that Margaret “gave” the cloth to the duke and duchess, which is true if we note that in return they “gave” her the sum of two castles.)

The shroud was now reputed to have additional powers. According to Ian Wilson: “In the earliest days with the family it was carried about with them on their travels, like a holy charm to safeguard them against the dangers of a journey.”17 In later centuries the shroud would be reputed to provide protective powers over whatever city housed it; yet in the year 1532, came ample evidence that the shroud could not even protect itself: It was nearly destroyed in a chapel fire which resulted in burn marks and water stains that marred the image. In a shrewd political move to relocate the Savoy capital, the shroud was taken in 1578 to Turin, where it has remained ever since.

The cloth’s modern history begins in 1898, when it was photographed for the first time by Secondo Pia. As he developed his glass plates, Pia was astonished to discover that the image’s darks and lights were essentially reversed. Thus, although the shroud’s history had suggested it was the handiwork of a medieval artist, proponents were now asking how it was possible that a mere medieval artist could have painted a negative image—centuries before photography was even conceived.

One possible explanation is known as the “contact theory,” which suggests that the body was covered with oils and spices that naturally transferred to the cloth. The prominences would thus be imprinted while the recesses would remain blank; this would be the opposite of a positive image in which raised areas (such as cheekbones) are in highlight and the recessed ones (e.g., the hollows of the eyes) are in shadow. However, attempts to produce shroudlike images by imprinting from fully three-dimensional figures—bodies or statues—resulted in grotesque wraparound distortions, the results naturally expected due to the laws of geometry.

It was also soon recognized that not all of the features that imprinted would have been in contact with a simple draped cloth. Therefore, shroud proponent Paul Vignon concluded the imaging process must have acted across a distance—that is, it must somehow have been projected. Thus was born the “vaporography” concept—that body vapors (weak ammoniacal vapors from the fermented urea in sweat) interacted with spices on the cloth (which was likened to a sensitized photographic plate) to produce a vapor “photo.” Unfortunately, vapors do not travel in perfectly straight (vertical) lines but instead diffuse and convect, and therefore—as shown by experiments I conducted in 1977—the result will simply be a blur.18

Undaunted, shroud proponents next suggested a miracle, although, of course, they tried to present it in scientific-sounding terms. Some members of the Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP)—whose leaders served on the executive council of the Roman Catholic Holy Shroud Guild—proposed that the image resulted from “flash photolysis.” This was described as a “short burst” of “radiant energy” such as Christ’s body might have produced at the moment of resurrection. In brief, the image was hypothesized to be a “scorch picture.” Yet one STURP scientist later admitted, “I incline toward the idea of a scorch, but I can’t think how it was done.” He added, “At this point, you either keep looking for the mechanism or start getting mystical.”19

Reasons for doubting radiation-scorching as a mechanism are numerous. For one thing, real scorches on linen (such as those on the shroud resulting from the fire of 1532) exhibit a strong reddish fluorescence, while the shroud images do not fluoresce at all. In addition, examination of the cloth’s threads show the image stain to be confined to the topmost fibrils, and there is no known radiation that—traveling various distances from body to cloth—would act uniformly superficially. Moreover, not only is there no natural source for any such radiation but, even if there were, there is no means by which it could have been focused to produce an image like that on the shroud.20

Just as claims that the shroud image was produced miraculously are untenable, so are claims that it is an authentic burial cloth. Take its iconography, for example. (Iconography refers to the study of artistic representation.) It is most suspicious that the shroud should turn up after thirteen centuries with its portrait looking just like more contemporary artistic representations of Jesus. Moreover, the shroud seems the culmination of a lengthy tradition of “not-made-with-hands” portraits: From the sixth century came images reputedly imprinted by the bloody sweat of the living Christ, and by the twelfth century there were accounts of Jesus having pressed “the length of his whole body” upon a cloth; already (by the eleventh century) artists had begun to represent a double-length (but non-imaged) shroud in paintings; and by the thirteenth century we find ceremonial shrouds bearing full-length images of Christ’s body in death (even with the hands folded over the loins, an artistic motif dating from the eleventh century). Thus, from an iconographic point of view, these various traditions coalesce in the Shroud of Turin and suggest it is the work of an artist of the thirteenth century or later.21

Ian Wilson attempts to put the proverbial cart before the horse by suggesting the shroud and the ancient Edessan Image are one and the same! Although the latter bore only a facial image, Wilson supposes that it was really the shroud in disguise, folded in such a way that only the face showed! To explain how both an Edessan Image and a purported Holy Shroud are mentioned separately on certain twelfth- and thirteenth-century lists of relics, Wilson opines that the “other” Edessan cloth was a copy, made from the genuine—hypothetically folded—shroud!

In fact, the shroud’s provenance (or historical record) tells against it. The New Testament makes no mention of Jesus’s shroud being preserved. (Indeed, John’s gospel describes multiple cloths, including a “napkin” over the face—a description that is incompatible with the shroud.) In fact, there is no mention of this particular “shroud” for some thirteen centuries; then a respected bishop reportedly uncovered an artist who confessed to having created it. In a letter of 1389 to Pope Clement VII, Bishop Pierre d’Arcis reported on an earlier investigation:


The case, Holy Father, stands thus. Some time since in this diocese of Troyes the dean of a certain collegiate church, to wit, that of Lirey, falsely and deceitfully, being consumed with the passion of avarice, and not from any motive of devotion but only of gain, procured for his church a certain cloth cunningly painted, upon which by a clever sleight of hand was depicted the twofold image of one man, that is to say, the back and the front, he falsely declaring and pretending that this was the actual shroud in which our Savior Jesus Christ was enfolded in the tomb, and upon which the whole likeness of the Savior had remained thus impressed together with the wounds which He bore. This story was put about not only in the kingdom of France but, so to speak, throughout the world, so that from all parts people came together to view it. And further to attract the multitude so that money might cunningly be wrung from them, pretended miracles were worked, certain men being hired to represent themselves as healed at the moment of the exhibition of the shroud.



D’Arcis continued, speaking of the earlier bishop who conducted the investigation:


Eventually, after diligent inquiry and examination, he discovered the fraud and how the said cloth had been cunningly painted, the truth being attested by the artist who had painted it, to wit, that it was a work of human skill and not miraculously wrought or bestowed. (Emphasis added.)



In response, the shroud’s owner, Geoffroy de Charney, was unable—or unwilling—to say how he had acquired the most significant relic in Christendom. As a consequence, Pope Clement judged the shroud an artist’s “representation” and permitted it to be exhibited only as such. (As we have seen, however, de Charney’s granddaughter would in later years ignore the prohibition, touring with and finally selling the “Holy Shroud” which she unfailingly misrepresented as genuine.22)

Additional evidence against authenticity is found in the “blood” flows. While shroud proponents argue that they are amazingly accurate, there are critical, fundamental problems. For example, they are decidedly “picturelike,” consistent with an artist’s rendering. Dr. Michael Baden, a distinguished pathologist, pointed out that the “blood” had failed to mat the hair and instead flowed in rivulets on the outside of the locks. Another problem is that dried blood, as on the arms, should not have transferred to the cloth at all. Moreover, the stains are suspiciously still red, unlike real blood that blackens over time.

Anatomical details represent another category of flaws. For instance, the imprint of one leg shows it to be outstretched rather than bent at the knee as it would have to have been to produce the bloody footprint that is also depicted. In addition, the hair hangs down on either side of the face as if the figure were standing rather than reclining. Further, the physique is so unnaturally elongated (resembling the figures in gothic art) that one pro-shroud pathologist concluded that Jesus must have suffered from the rare disease known as Marian’s Syndrome (which is characterized by an excessive length of the extremities).

Among realistic details supposed to be beyond the knowledge of a medieval artist were flagellation marks on the body image (but medieval paintings depict contemporary flagellations), nail wounds in the wrists rather than the hands (but only one such wound shows and it seems clearly to be located in the base of the palm), and “Roman coins” over the eyes (the result of wishful imagining, say skeptics). “Pollen fossils”—which the late Max Frei claimed he found on tape samples he lifted from the shroud and which supposedly proved the cloth had been in Palestine—failed to appear on another set of tapes taken by STURP scientists, thus raising suspicions about Frei’s work.23

Instead, what the STURP tapes did show were traces of paint pigments. After the pieces of special sticky tape were pressed to the shroud to remove fibers and other surface materials, they were then stuck to microscope slides and given to Walter C. McCrone, a world-famous microanalyst who served on the STURP team. McCrone conducted a “blind” study which separated the thirty-two tapes microscopically into two groups: one consisting of tapes with red pigment on the fibers, another of tapes without pigment. He discovered that the red pigment appeared on image ("body” and “blood”) areas only, not on control tapes (from non-image areas), thus proving the pigment was a component of the image. He identified the pigment as red ocher.

McCrone also found in the “blood” (which had failed earlier forensic tests) the same red ocher, as well as small amounts of another red pigment, vermilion. He determined the “blood” was actually tempera paint. Two other STURP scientists, John Heller and Alan Adler, challenged McCrone’s findings, but their claims were rebutted by forensic analyst John F. Fischer. At the 1983 conference of the International Association for Identification, Fischer explained how results similar to theirs could be obtained with tempera paint, and he demonstrated why spectral data were inconsistent with their claims.24 As it happens, neither Heller nor Adler is a forensic serologist or a pigment expert, thus raising the question why they were chosen for such important work. Heller admitted that McCrone “had over two decades of experience with this kind of problem and a worldwide reputation. Adler and I, on the other hand, had never before tackled anything remotely like an artistic forgery.”25

McCrone’s work answered crucial questions but raised others. For example, he concluded that the image on the shroud was a painting, without explaining why the “body” image areas did not penetrate into the threads as the blood (which soaked through to the back of the cloth) had done. McCrone also discovered that another component of the shroud image is a straw-colored stain which he attributed to a tempera binder, but the samples were taken from him before he had completed his analyses. (McCrone alleges that he was “drummed out” of STURP.) Several scientists—both proponents and skeptics—thought the yellow stain might merely be the result of cellulose degradation caused by the presence of foreign substances.

As an alternative to the painting hypothesis, some two years before McCrone published his findings, I reported the results of my own successful experiments in creating shroudlike “negative” images. The technique involved wet-molding cloth to a bas-relief (used instead of a fully three-dimensional statue to minimize distortion), allowing it to dry, then rubbing on powdered pigment using a dauber—much as one would make a rubbing from a gravestone. This technique automatically yields “negative” images (or rather, just like the shroud, quasi-negative images, since the hair and beard are the opposite of what would be expected). It also produces numerous other shroudlike features, including minimal depth of penetration into the threads, encoded “3-D” information, and other similarities, some of which specifically pointed to some form of imprinting technique.26 (See Figure 1.)

Final proof that the shroud dated not from the first century but from medieval times was reported on October 13, 1988, after samples from the cloth were carbon-dated. Postage-stamp-size samples were snipped from one end and transferred to laboratories at Oxford, England; Zurich, Switzerland; and the University of Arizona in the United States. Using accelerator mass spectrometry, the labs obtained dates in close agreement: The shroud dated from about 1260-1390, and the time span was given enhanced credibility by correct dates obtained from a variety of control swatches taken from ancient cloths of known date.27

But would shroud defenders accept such results? Of course not: they rushed to challenge the carbon-14 tests.


They argued that the three labs had been given pieces of cloth taken from a much handled, much contaminated corner of the Shroud. Since only threads were needed, different parts of the Shroud could and should have been included, such as the “pristine” material next to the charred areas under the patches. Another major objection was that all three labs had agreed to use the same newly developed and relatively untested cleansing solvent. Since the contamination from centuries of handling is the most important obstacle to an accurate C-14 date, this procedure seemed to critics to be extremely careless.28



Or so it “seemed” to shroud devotees. Actually, their numerous criticisms of the carbon dating are little more than sour grapes, given the close proximity of the C-14 dates, the accuracy in dating the control swatches, the fact that the samples were thoroughly cleansed before testing, and other reasons—as I pointed out in an article commissioned by the prestigious science magazine, Science et Vie.29

Not surprisingly, some shroud adherents are again invoking the miraculous to rationalize the devastating results of the carbon-dating tests. They suggest that the imagined burst of radiant energy at the moment of resurrection altered the carbon ratio! Will wonders never cease?

I say this response is not surprising because shroudologists have consistently begun with the desired answer and worked backward to the evidence. Lacking any viable hypothesis for the image formation, they offered one explanation for the lack of provenance (the cloth might have been hidden away), another for the forger’s confession (the reporting bishop could have been mistaken), still another for the pigments (an artist copying the image could have splashed some on), and so forth.30

In contrast, investigators allowed the preponderance of prima facie evidence to lead them to the following conclusion: The “shroud” never held a body, and its image is the handiwork of a clever medieval artisan. The evidence is appropriately corroborative as well. For example, the confession is supported by the lack of prior record, the red “blood” and presence of pigments are consistent with artistry, and the carbon dating is consistent with the time frame indicated by the iconographic evidence. Indeed, skeptics had predicted the results of the carbon dating virtually to the year—a measure of the accuracy both of the collective evidence and of the technique of radiocarbon testing.




The Image of Guadalupe

Another supposedly miraculous portrait is Mexico’s Image of Guadalupe, a sixteenth-century depiction of the Virgin Mary which—according to pious legend—miraculously appeared as a “sign” to a skeptical bishop as an inducement for him to build a shrine to her. “Yearly,” according to Jody Brant Smith’s The Image of Guadalupe, “an estimated ten million bow down before the mysterious Virgin, making the Mexico City church the most popular shrine in the Roman Catholic world next to the Vatican.”31

This image of the Virgin is so popular that:


You will find every imaginable representation of her in the churches…. You may find her outlined in neon as part of a downtown spectacular, chalked into a hillside, on a throwaway advertising a mouth-wash, pricked out in flowers in public parks; clowns and hucksters will distribute booklets about her as a preliminary to hawking patent medicines…. Bullfighters have her image woven into their parade capes; she is a popular tattoo subject; almost everyone wears her medal.32



Because the cloth was accompanied by a supposedly contemporary account of the “miracle,” and because the image itself was amenable to analysis (if not made available for full scientific testing), John F. Fischer and I conducted a two-pronged investigation, as reported in full in our “The Image of Guadalupe: A Folkloristic and Iconographic Investigation.”33

First we looked at the legend itself. It is related in the sixteenth-century Nican Mopohua ("an account”), written in the native Aztec language and sometimes called the “gospel of Guadalupe.” According to this account, in early December of 1531 (some ten years after Cortez’s defeat of the Aztec Empire), a recent Christian convert named Juan Diego supposedly left his village to attend Mass in another. As he passed the foot of a hill named Tepeyac, he heard birds singing, saw a bright light atop the hill, and heard a voice calling “Juanito.”

The peasant climbed to the top of Tepeyac, where he encountered a young girl, radiant in golden mist, who identified herself as “the ever-virgin Holy Mary, mother of the True God.” She said: “I wish that a temple be created here quickly, so I may therein exhibit and give all my love, compassion, help, and protection, because I am your merciful mother….” She instructed Juan Diego to hasten to Father Juan de Zumarraga, bishop of Mexico, and tell him of her plans. The peasant complied, hastening to the bishop’s palace and pleading to his servants for an audience. Finally, on bended knee, Juan Diego conveyed the message to the skeptical prelate and was then dismissed.

After reporting to the Virgin at Tepeyac, Juan Diego was again sent to the bishop, who now asked for a “sign” so that he might believe what he had been told. After a brief delay, caused by the illness of an uncle whom the Virgin then “cured,” Juan Diego was instructed to gather flowers. Although it was not the season for them, they were blooming miraculously, and Juan Diego gathered them in his cloak to carry to the doubting bishop.


He then unfolded his white cloth, where he had the flowers, and when they had scattered on the floor, all the different varieties of rosas de Castilla, suddenly there appeared the drawing of the precious Image of the ever-virgin Holy Mary, Mother of God, in the manner as she is today kept in the temple at Tepeyac, which is named Guadalupe. When the bishop saw the image, he and all who were present fell to their knees.



Convinced at last, Bishop Zumarraga placed the miraculous portrait in his private chapel “until the temple dedicated to the Queen of Tepeyac was erected where Juan Diego had seen her.”34 (See Figures 2 and 3.)

The alert reader will have noted in the legend a number of motifs from the Old and New Testament, including a divine command for the building of a place of worship (Exod. 25:8), miraculous blooms (Num. 17:8, Isa. 35:1), and an apparition’s ultimate ability to convince a doubter with tangible “signs” (John 20:25-30). And when the Virgin tells Juan Diego to cease worrying about his sick uncle, saying, “Let not your heart be disturbed,” she echoes Christ’s words to his disciples in John 14:1.

Moreover, statements of specific religious dogma have been put in the mouth of the Virgin when—in the Nican Mopohua—she describes herself as “the ever-virgin Holy Mary.” As Marcello Craveri explains in his The Life of Jesus:


About the end of the fourth century, John Chrysostom proposed the definition of Mary’s “perpetual virginity"; since her physical intactness had not been impaired by the birth of Jesus and she had maintained her virginity to the end of her life, she was to be called a virgin ante partum, in partu, post partum [before giving birth, while giving birth, after giving birth]. This formula was to become dogma at the Lateran Council of 649 and was to be confirmed by the Tolentino Council of 675, because not everyone had freely accepted it.35



The legend also incorporates hyperdulia—the ecclesiastical term for the special veneration given to the Virgin Mary. As Craveri points out, it was after the Council of Ephesus (in 431) that a cult of the Virgin originated, and Mary eventually “assumed the functions of divinity.”36 And so, in the legend it is the Virgin who appears to Juan Diego, the Virgin who is all-seeing and able to work miraculous cures, the Virgin to whom the temple is to be built, and the Virgin whose image appears for veneration. Christ is scarcely mentioned.

Indeed, the Guadalupan legend itself appears to have been borrowed. The very name Guadalupe (which had been given to the Tepeyac site by 1556, the date of the report of a formal investigation of the cloth) arouses suspicion. As historian Jacques La Faye observes, the Mexican tale is quite similar to an earlier Spanish legend in which the Virgin appeared to a shepherd and led him to discover a statue of her. The Spanish site was even on a river known as Guadalupe (that is, “hidden channel”), strongly suggesting that the Mexican tale was derived from the Spanish one.

Then there is the “not-made-with-hands” tradition of the miraculous portrait—a tradition of pious frauds. Even separated from the legend, the Virgin of Guadalupe is linked to another tradition of “miraculous” representations of Mary. It is of the “dark-colored, ancient Greek Madonnas,” which, says A. B. Jameson, “had all along the credit of being miraculous.”37 And Smith points out that the Mexicans have dubbed the Guadalupan Image “La Morena”—i.e., “the dark-complexioned woman”—because of the brownish flesh tones.38

To these disturbing elements in the legend—the familiar motifs; the suspiciously similar story and the transposed name, Guadalupe, together with the scandalous, “not-made-with-hands” portrait tradition and the blatant elements of religious dogma—we must add one further element that smacks of deliberate legend manufacture. As Smith states: “The Shrine which held the Image of Guadalupe had been erected on a hill directly in front of the spot where there had been an important temple dedicated to the Aztec Virgin goddess Tonantzin, ‘Little Mother’ of the Earth and Corn.”39 Thus the Christian tradition became grafted onto the Indian one (a process folklorists call syncretism).

Turning now from folkloristics to iconography, we again discover considerable borrowing. Even without knowing anything of the pious legend, one would at first sight recognize the image as a portrait of the Virgin Mary. That recognition factor is not without considerable significance, since—as St. Augustine observed in the fifth century—it is impossible to know what the Virgin actually looked like. We recognize her in a given picture because the likeness has been established by artistic convention.

In iconographic terms, the Image of Guadalupe is a devotional (as opposed to a narrative) portrait. The golden rays and crescent moon in the picture (see Figure 2) are motifs taken from Revelation 12:1, which many believe refer to the Virgin. Other standard artistic motifs that appear in the Image of Guadalupe are the mantle’s forty-six stars, signifying the number of years required for building the temple of Jerusalem; gold fleurde-lis designs that are symbolic of the Virgin Mother; an angel at the Lady’s feet; a decorative tassel; and others, including a possible Aztec motif: a distinctive lower fold of the robe.

In fact, a Spanish painting, a Virgin of Mercy by Bonanat Zaortiza (now in the Museo de Arte de Cataluna in Barcelona), is said to be “of the exact form as the Virgin of Guadalupe” and even has “a similar brooch at the throat,” according to Philip Serna Cailahan, who terms it “strikingly imitative of the Virgin of Guadalupe”40—although it preceded the latter picture by nearly a century!

Defenders of the image’s authenticity hold that all the motifs mentioned thus far are later additions, produced, as Callahan admits, “by human hands” and which “impart a Spanish Gothic motif to the painting.”41 Suggestions that these were made as late as the seventeenth century are belied by the fact that a copy—dating from probably fewer than forty years after the original appeared—is actually “identical with the original” (except for some “more skillfully done” elements).42 In fact, there is no convincing proof that the tell-tale artistic motifs were absent from the original. The overlapping of paint that is observed may merely be indicative of stages in the painting process, not of later “additions.”

By excluding the obvious artistic elements, pro-authenticity writers such as Callahan have suggested the “original” portions are therefore “inexplicable” and even “miraculous,” as Callahan terms the “original figure, including the rose robe, blue mantle, hands and face.”43 Yet while those areas are less thickly painted, evidence that they are painted is abundant. For example, infrared photographs show that the hands have been modified (outlined, and some fingers shortened). Also, close-up photography shows that pigment has been applied to the highlight areas of the face sufficiently heavily so as to obscure the texture of the cloth. Moreover, there is obvious cracking and flaking of the Guadalupan Image all along a vertical seam that passes through the “original” areas of mantle, neck, and robe (as well as the nonmiraculous background areas). (See Figure 4.) There are also anomalous lines that infrared photographs reveal in the robe’s fold shadows that appear to be sketch lines, suggesting that an artist roughed out the figure in the usual way before painting it.

Additional evidence of artistry in the “original,” supposedly miraculous, areas was observed by Glenn Taylor, a professional artist with many years’ experience in an impressive variety of portraiture techniques. Studying detailed photographs, Taylor pointed out that the part in the Virgin’s hair is off-center; that her eyes, including the irises, have outlines, as they often do in paintings, but not in nature, and that these outlines appear to have been done with a brush; and that the Virgin’s traditional likeness, contrapposto stance, and other elements are indicative of European paintings of the Renaissance era. To him, “The detailing of the features exhibits the characteristic fluidity of painting.” Taylor describes the work as obviously “mannered” (in the artistic sense) and suggests it was probably copied by an inexpert copyist from an expertly done original.44

In fact, evidence that the image is indeed merely a painting dates from as early as 1556, when a formal investigation of the cloth was held. Father Alonzo de Santiago testified that the image was “painted yesteryear by an Indian,” and another Franciscan priest, Juan de Maseques, supplied more specific information, testifying that the image “was a painting that the Indian painter Marcos had done.” Indeed, there was an Aztec painter known as Marcos Cipac active in Mexico at the time the Image of Guadalupe appeared.45

In any event, the artist was obviously familiar with one or more Spanish paintings of the Virgin Mary, a fact that suggests that he may have been commissioned to produce the pious fraud. It is certainly well known that “the propagation of Christianity was one of the main purposes of Spanish imperialism, and church and state were closely connected.”46 No doubt as expected, the “miracle” played a “major role” in hastening the conversion of the conquered Indians. Countless thousands came to view the image and, “In just seven years, from 1532 to 1538, eight million Indians were converted to Christianity.”47

In recent years, one of the silliest examples of “scientific research” conducted on the Guadalupan Image—by “several ophthalmologists” and “a computer expert”—has taken the acheiropoietos tradition from the macroscopic to the microscopic level. It concerns “what seems to be the reflected image of a man’s head in the right eye of the Virgin” (as Smith describes it), what was once thought to be Juan Diego’s own portrait in magical miniature, until someone realized that Aztecs of the time were clean-shaven; thereupon, it was reinterpreted as “a bearded Spaniard.” Now with the aid of photo-enhancement techniques (akin to those applied to the Turin “shroud” in hopes of identifying wished-for “Roman coins” over the eyes), still more tiny figures are being “discovered” and assigned to various sixteenth-century Mexican personages, such as Bishop Zumarraga. Meanwhile, the specific methodology is being questioned.48 And at one point in his own discussion of the endeavor, Smith does wonder whether the proliferating wee people represent anything more “substantial than the human shapes as we see in the clouds, the result of what Father Harold J. Rahn once termed a ‘pious imagination.’ ”49 As we shall see presently, such imaginings are widespread.




Other Miraculous Pictures

Of the images of the “pious imagination” that Father Rahn described, a common form is the religious picture that is perceived in random shapes. The tendency to see such pictures is ancient. According to D. Scott Rogo: “Ever since the third century A.D., stories have been recorded of miraculous images of Christ, the Virgin Mary, or other religious figures or emblems, that have suddenly appeared on church walls, windows, or altar cloths.”50

One such image appeared in 1897 on a wall of Llandaff Cathedral in Wales. Two weeks after the death of the dean, John Vaughan, a “damp spot” appeared on the stone west wall of the cathedral and gradually formed into a facial image. Parishioners thought they recognized this as a portrait of the late dean and also made out, as an integral part of the picture, the letters D. V., which were interpreted as standing for Dean Vaughan. The stain—which, it is now thought, may have been “caused by minute fungi”—eventually dried, and church officials covered the spot with a notice board.51

More recently, in 1982, religious spectators at Holden, West Virginia, saw a profile of Jesus in the foliage of a vine-covered tree. The “vision” was reportedly first experienced by one of three youths who were drinking beer. According to a Charleston Gazette columnist, “They said it shook him up so that he quit drinking and joined the church.” For balance, the paper also quoted a sensible (if ungrammatical) sheriffs lieutenant: “I wouldn’t know about any signs, but in my opinion Jesus ain’t going to come in no tree.”52

Yet another tree was the source for a televised news report that began: “Some people think they’re seeing a religious sign in Los Angeles.” There, in a splotch on a tree in a neighborhood back yard, some religious enthusiasts perceived a portrait of the Virgin Mary. They seemed undaunted when a tree expert explained that the effect was simply due to a fungus.53

For a while in December of 1990, a Progresso, Texas, auto parts store claimed the attention of more than a thousand people a day who came to see a reputed image of the Virgin Mary. Making their way past the spark plugs and fan belts, the pilgrims were treated to a foot-wide gray spot in the concrete floor of the shower stall, adjacent to a toilet. “I asked her, ‘Why on the floor? Why the bathroom?’ ” said owner Reynaldo Trevina, a 45-year-old Roman Catholic. He explained that his heart told him to spread the message that the Virgin’s appearance on the floor symbolized how many neglect their Christian faith. “So I started telling every customer who came in,” said Trevino. “Before I sold them a part, I took them back.” But he asked that no one leave money or other offerings. “I don’t want this to be commercialized or anything,” he said.

Officials of the local archdiocese declined to comment on the image, leaving it to individuals to interpret for themselves. The interpretations varied: One middle-aged woman said that viewing the image caused her pain. “We are in a very troubled world right now,” she stated. A fourteen-year-old girl exclaimed, with tears streaming down her face, “She’s so beautiful, so beautiful.” Yet all an Associated Press reporter could say was that “what could be interpreted as facial features are vaguely discernible in the markings.” Mr. Trevino discouraged reporters and others from taking photos, saying, “I want them to take the image home with them in their hearts.”54

Observers in Fostoria, Ohio, in August 1986 were divided over an image that appeared on a 40-foot-high soybean oil tank. According to USA Today, “Whether it represents Christ, or nothing, or as some tourists have claimed, Elvis, depends on the viewer.” However, there was no doubt in the mind of the woman who first witnessed the image. “It just jumps out at me,” said Rita Ratchen, a 54-year-old drapery maker and self-described good Catholic. She claimed to have witnessed an illuminated figure of Jesus, dressed in a white robe, with his hand on the shoulder of a young boy. Among the nonbelievers was Carl Hunnell, managing editor of Fostoria’s The Review Times, who termed the resulting pilgrimage to the site “a combination church revival and block party.” He added: “I can’t take it seriously. You’ve got some people thumping Bibles and some people swilling beer.”

As city officials became concerned about traffic jams, resulting from the hundreds of motorists who lined up to witness the phenomenon, a spokesman for the tank’s owner, the Archer Daniel Midland Company, explained the image as “a combination of lighting, rust spots, fog, and people’s imaginations.” Undeterred, the pilgrims continued their often bumper-to-bumper caravan for a month, until a drunken man, tired of the traffic, obliterated the rust stain with paint-filled balloons.55

Among the least likely places for a sacred image would seem to be a forkful of spaghetti illustrated on a billboard. Yet that is what countless motorists reported in May 1991 in Stone Mountain, Georgia. Shrouded in the spaghetti and sauce was the face of Jesus, complete with deep-set eyes, beard, and other features. It was dubbed “the Pasta Jesus” by one skeptical commentator, who gave the following description:
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