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“While we too always seek other signs, other wonders, we do not realize that he is the real sign, God made flesh; he is the greatest miracle of the universe: all the love of God hidden in a human heart, in a human face.”

POPE BENEDICT XVI
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1 Corinthians 13:12  For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.



This book is a companion to a prior one, and the relationship between them matters. In The Merkabah in the Tomb: Symbol, Glory, and the Resurrection of Christ in Thomistic Theology (Moonball Press, 2026), I attempted something deliberately restrained. That book set out the doctrinal and symbolic grammar by which it is possible to think faithfully about the Resurrection without explaining it away: Aquinas's account of divine causality as the sole sufficient cause of the Resurrection; the four qualities of the glorified body, among which claritas names a radiance that is ontological before it is optical; the symbolic function of Merkabah imagery as theophanic gesture rather than mechanistic description; and the theological category of the acheiropoietos, the image not made by human hands, as sign rather than proof. The guiding conviction of that work was stated early and held throughout: to explain too much is as dangerous as to say too little.

This book has a different approach. It is more evidential, more historically detailed, and more willing to let the physical data of the Shroud of Turin sit alongside the theological argument rather than subordinating one to the other. It engages the science of the image, the archaeology of crucifixion, the Pauline theology of the soma pneumatikon, and the tradition of luminous apparitions. It is, in short, an apologetics work, written for readers who want to take the Shroud seriously as evidence and not only as a symbol.

The question that must therefore be answered before a single chapter is read is this: does the apologetic approach of this book contradict the Thomistic restraint of its predecessor? The answer is no, and the preface that follows exists to explain why.

In The Merkabah in the Tomb, Chapter 7 makes an argument that might seem to stand in tension with the project of this book. The argument runs as follows. Any attempt to explain the formation of the Shroud's image by appeal to radiation, energy, or any created cause commits a category error of the first order. The Resurrection belongs to the order of divine action, not to the order of natural change, however extraordinary. To treat the Shroud's image as the residue of an energetic event is to smuggle the Resurrection back into the register of the explicable, and that move, however sophisticated in its presentation, is theologically incoherent.

That argument stands. Nothing in this book withdraws it. But it requires a distinction that The Merkabah in the Tomb did not need to draw, because its scope did not demand it. The distinction is between the cause of the Resurrection and the effects of the Resurrection; and it is, in its essentials, a Thomistic distinction.

Aquinas is clear that the Resurrection of Christ is accomplished by divine power alone. No created agent, whether angelic, human, or physical, can be the efficient cause of a body being raised from death to glory. This is not a restriction placed on divine freedom from outside; it is a consequence of what the Resurrection is. The passage from mortality to claritas, from the soma psychikon to the soma pneumatikon, is a movement that transcends the entire order of created causality. Aquinas insists on this in the Summa Theologiae (ST III, q.53, a.4): the Resurrection is the work of the Trinity acting directly, and the humanity of Christ is its instrument in the order of merit, not in the order of physical causation.

Aquinas equally insists that divine action in the world is not without secondary effects in the created order. The Resurrection was a real event occurring in a real body located in a real tomb. That body, in the moment of its glorification, was wrapped in linen cloth. If the claritas of the glorified body is (as Aquinas teaches in ST III, q.54, a.2) a radiance flowing from the soul's participation in divine glory and expressed through the body as its perfected instrument, then there is no theological incoherence in asking whether that expression left any trace on the material surface nearest to it. The cause of the image, if image there be, is not a mechanism. It is not radiation as a natural process. It is the overflow of claritas into the created order, permitted by God, received passively by the cloth. The distinction is between a physical cause and a divine effect in the physical order. This must not be understood as the emission of any created physical energy or radiation. Claritas, in the Thomistic account, belongs to the order of being and not to the order of measurable processes. Any material trace that may have resulted is therefore not the product of a mechanism, but the passive reception in matter of an effect whose cause remains wholly divine and transcendent to the natural order.

This distinction, properly maintained, is what allows an apologetics of the Shroud to proceed without reducing the Resurrection to a mechanism. The moment one says that a burst of radiation caused the Resurrection, or that the image is the product of a process that operated independently of divine action, the Thomistic framework breaks. The moment one says instead that the transformed body of Christ, in its glorification by divine power alone, expressed the claritas Aquinas describes, and that this expression was received by the cloth around it as a passive material sign, the framework holds.


ST III, q.54, a.2  The clarity of the risen body will flow from the glory of the soul. Hence... the body will be obedient to the soul in respect of clarity.


The Merkabah in the Tomb was written to prevent a particular failure: the failure of theological language to remain theological. Its target was the tendency, present in both devotional and scientific writing about the Shroud, to press the Resurrection into the service of explanation, to make it legible on terms that nature sets rather than on terms that revelation gives. That failure takes many forms. It can be the naive credulous form, in which the image is treated as a photograph taken by God. It can be the sophisticated scientific form, in which a plausible-sounding mechanism is proposed and the Resurrection is quietly reduced to its purported mechanism. It can even take the form of an apologetics that, in its eagerness to defend the faith, forgets that the faith does not ultimately rest on physical evidence.

This book takes none of those forms. It takes the Shroud seriously as evidence without making it the foundation of faith. It engages the science without allowing the science to set the theological agenda. It uses Pauline resurrection theology and the Merkabah tradition to interpret the physical data, rather than using the physical data to replace the theological framework. In this it follows the method of The Merkabah in the Tomb, which held throughout that symbolic language must be governed by doctrine and that doctrine must be governed by revelation.

Where the two books differ is in register and audience. The Merkabah in the Tomb speaks primarily to readers already within the house of faith, whose temptation is excess in speculation or reduction in scepticism. This book speaks also to readers standing at the threshold, who want to know whether the physical evidence is coherent with the theological claim, and who deserve a serious answer. The apologetic register is not a lower register. Rightly practised, it is the Thomistic enterprise of the Summa contra Gentiles: bringing reason and evidence into the service of a faith that does not depend on them.

A word that recurs throughout The Merkabah in the Tomb is witness. The Shroud, if authentic, is a witness. It does not prove the Resurrection. Nothing does, because the Resurrection is an act of God and not the conclusion of an argument. What the Shroud may do, and what this book argues it does, is bear the material signature of a real event: a body that was dead, wrapped in cloth, and raised to glory in a manner that the cloth, purely passively, received.

The language of signature is deliberate. A signature is not its author. It does not explain the person who wrote it. But it is real evidence that the person was present, and it carries information about the act of writing that would not be available without it. The Shroud, on this reading, is not the Resurrection; it is the trace of the Resurrection in matter. The trace no more exhausts the event than a fossil exhausts the creature that made it. But the trace is real, and it is worth examining.

This is precisely the position of The Merkabah in the Tomb on the Shroud, stated in Chapter 7: the Shroud "does not explain the Resurrection; it gestures toward it. It does not resolve mystery; it protects it." This book asks what the gesture is pointing at and tries to describe it more fully. It does not seek to dissolve the mystery. It seeks to see it more clearly.

Readers of The Merkabah in the Tomb will recognise the theological method at work in the chapters that follow. The primary frame is Pauline and Second Temple Jewish: the kavod tradition running from Ezekiel through the Hekhalot literature to Paul's account of the soma pneumatikon in 1 Corinthians 15. This frame is theological before it is historical; it reads the Shroud in the light of the resurrection theology that the first Christians actually held, rather than in the light of later framework disputes about the nature of physical evidence.

The Thomistic framework from the prior work operates here as a regulative principle rather than a constructive one. It does not build the argument; it guards it. It ensures that when evidence is examined, it is examined as evidence for a theological claim, not as a substitute for one. It ensures that when the word light is used, it is used as Aquinas uses it in the doctrine of claritas: as a term whose primary reference is ontological, whose secondary reference is optical, and whose tertiary reference is evidential. It ensures, above all, that when the Resurrection is spoken of, it is spoken of as Aquinas speaks of it: as an act of God, whole and entire, whose effects in the created order are real but whose cause transcends every created category.

To those who have read The Merkabah in the Tomb: this book is its companion, not its correction. It stands on the ground that the prior work prepared. To those who have not read it: the argument of this book is self-contained, but the deeper theological architecture is available, and I commend it as the framework within which the evidence examined here should ultimately be held.

At the end of The Merkabah in the Tomb, I wrote that theology's final task is not mastery, but fidelity. That conviction governs this book as well. The Shroud of Turin is not a problem to be solved. It is, potentially, a sign to be read, and reading signs is a different discipline from solving problems. Signs require attention, patience, and a willingness to be surprised. They reward those who bring prior knowledge to them, but they do not surrender their full meaning to expertise alone.

What follows is offered in that spirit: as an act of reading, conducted with as much rigour as the material permits, within a theological framework that the prior work laid out, and in fidelity to a faith that does not stand or fall on what the Shroud turns out to be. If the reading is right, it should deepen both the faith and the wonder. If it is wrong in any of its particulars, the faith remains.

He is risen. That is the proclamation from which everything else follows, and to which this book, in the end, returns.

Terry R. Lynch

BSc Econ (Hons.), LLM

London, 2026
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Chapter One
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A Cloth, a Claim, and a Method

Introduction: Evidence, Theology, and the Limits of Explanation


John 20:6-7  He saw the linen cloths lying there, and the face cloth, which had been on Jesus's head, not lying with the linen cloths but folded up in a place by itself.




1 Corinthians 15:17  And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.



Throughout this work, any use of terms such as light, radiation, or emission in connection with the Resurrection is strictly analogical and intended to describe possible material effects, not the divine act itself. The Resurrection, as an act of God, remains wholly outside the order of created causality.

In a controlled environment in Turin, under conditions of supervised scientific access granted only twice in the twentieth century, a team of forty researchers spent five days in October 1978 examining a length of linen cloth approximately four metres forty centimetres long and one metre ten centimetres wide.7 They brought X-ray fluorescence spectrometers, ultraviolet and infrared reflectography equipment, photomicroscopes, and chemical sampling apparatus. They worked around the clock. At the end of five days, they had produced data that took years to analyse and that has never been fully explained.

The image on the cloth, showing the front and back of a crucified man, is not a painting. The colouring agent is not a pigment, dye, or any applied substance so far identified. It resides in a layer of chemically degraded cellulose so thin that it affects only the outermost surface of individual linen fibres, without penetrating the thread beneath. No artist's technique, no known natural process, and no proposed mechanism has been shown to replicate all of its characteristics simultaneously.9

The question this cloth poses is not primarily scientific. The question is theological. If the image is authentic, if it is the burial cloth of the man described in the Gospel passion narratives, then it is the closest material approach to an event that stands at the centre of the Christian faith: the Resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. And the Resurrection, as this book will argue, is the only context within which the full strangeness of the Shroud makes sense.

This book is a companion to The Merkabah in the Tomb: Symbol, Glory, and the Resurrection of Christ in Thomistic Theology (Moonball Press, 2026).1 That work was written to prevent a particular theological failure: the reduction of the Resurrection to a mechanism. It established, on the authority of St Thomas Aquinas, that the Resurrection of Christ is accomplished by divine power alone, that no created cause, whether physical, angelic, or natural, can be its efficient cause, and that symbolic language concerning the Resurrection must be governed by doctrine rather than pressed into explanatory service.

The prior work's treatment of the Shroud was deliberately restrained. It described the Shroud as a passive witness: a material sign whose significance, if any, must be read theologically rather than mechanically. It resisted accounts of the Shroud that treated the image as the product of radiation, energy, or any process operating independently of divine action. That position is not withdrawn here.

What the prior work did not do, and did not need to do, was examine the physical evidence in detail. Its argument was architectural: establishing the framework within which the Shroud can be approached without theological error. This book builds on that architecture. It examines the evidence, engages the science, and makes an apologetic argument. The Thomistic framework remains the governing structure; the evidential material is what it governs.

Readers who have not read The Merkabah in the Tomb will find this book self-contained. But the deeper theological foundations, particularly the account of divine causality and the doctrine of claritas as ontological rather than physical radiance, are available there, and the argument of this book presupposes them without always restating them.

Paul states the matter with complete precision in 1 Corinthians 15:17: if Christ has not been raised, the faith is futile. He does not say the faith is improbable, or that it requires revision, or that it may be held in some spiritualised form that survives the dissolution of the bodily claim. He says it is futile, empty of content, without foundation. The Resurrection is not one doctrine among others that can be adjusted without affecting the whole. It is the load-bearing wall of the entire structure.

This is why the question of evidence for the Resurrection cannot be treated as peripheral or as a concession to an unbelieving culture's demand for proof. The apostolic preaching was itself an evidential argument. Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 recites a list of witnesses: Cephas, the twelve, more than five hundred brethren at one time, James, all the apostles, and finally himself. This is not the language of private spiritual experience. It is the language of testimony, of men and women who claimed to have seen something and were prepared to suffer for the claim.6

The question this book addresses is whether the Shroud of Turin, approached within the theological framework the prior work established, constitutes a further form of that testimony. Not a replacement for apostolic witness. Not a proof that compels belief. But a material sign, coherent with what the apostles proclaimed, that the body of Jesus Christ was transformed in a manner that left a trace on the cloth in which it was wrapped.

To make that argument responsibly requires a method, and the method requires stating at the outset what it will and will not do.

Apologetics, in its classical sense, is not the defence of faith against attack. It is the discipline of giving reasons, of showing that Christian claims are not unreasonable, that they cohere with what is otherwise known about the world, and that the evidence, examined honestly, points in their direction. Aquinas himself practised it in the Summa contra Gentiles: a sustained engagement with the grounds of belief addressed to those who do not share its premises.19

Apologetics does not prove faith, and it does not substitute for it. Faith, in the Catholic and indeed the broadly Christian understanding, is a theological virtue: a gift, a response, an act of the whole person ordered toward God. No argument compels it. No relic authenticates it. No scientific finding establishes it. The Church has always held this, and the restraint of the prior work insists upon it.

What apologetics does is remove obstacles and illuminate coherence. It shows that the Christian claim is not the product of wish-fulfilment or credulity, that those who hold it are not required to ignore evidence, and that the evidence, when examined within an appropriate framework, supports rather than undermines what faith already holds on other grounds. In this sense, the examination of the Shroud is an apologetic act: it is the attempt to show that the physical evidence is coherent with the resurrection theology established in the prior work and with the apostolic proclamation it expounds.

The governing rule, drawn from Aquinas, is this: the evidence is examined as evidence for a theological claim, not as a substitute for one. Where the evidence is strong, it is acknowledged. Where it is contested, the contest is described honestly. Where it falls short of proof, the shortfall is not concealed. And where it points beyond itself to what no physical evidence can establish, the pointer is followed with appropriate humility.

The principle that governs this book was established in The Merkabah in the Tomb and is restated here because its implications for the evidential argument are direct. Aquinas holds, in Summa Theologiae III, q.53, a.4, that the Resurrection of Christ is caused by divine power alone.2 No created agency, however elevated, is its efficient cause. The humanity of Christ is the instrument of divine action in the order of merit, not in the order of physical causation. The Resurrection belongs, in Aquinas's technical vocabulary, to the order of miracles that exceed the capacity of any created nature.

This principle has a specific implication for the Shroud. If the image on the cloth is connected to the Resurrection, it cannot be connected to it as an effect of a mechanism that operated independently of God. It cannot be the product of a natural process, however extraordinary; nor of an angelic intervention working on the body; nor of some energy released by the transformation of the body as though that transformation was a physical event of the ordinary sort. Any such account would reduce the Resurrection to a cause within the natural order, which is precisely the error the prior work identified and refused.

What can be said, within the Thomistic framework, is this: the glorified body of Christ possesses the quality that Aquinas calls claritas, the radiant expression of the soul's participation in divine glory through the body as its perfected instrument. (ST III, q.54, a.2)3 This claritas is ontological before it is optical: it belongs to the order of being, not to the order of electromagnetic radiation. But it is expressed through the body. And if the body, in its moment of glorification, expressed claritas in a way that was passively received by the material surface nearest to it, the image that resulted would be an effect of divine action received in matter, not a mechanism operating independently of God. The cause remains divine. The effect is physical. The distinction holds.

This is the theological hinge on which the apologetic argument turns. It must also be said that any such effect, if present, is not a necessary consequence of the Resurrection itself, but a contingent sign permitted by divine will. The Resurrection does not require manifestation in matter, nor does its truth depend upon such manifestation. If a trace exists, it exists as sign, not as intrinsic component of the act.

It is borrowed from the prior work, where it was established at length. It is stated here as a premise, not argued for, because the argument for it belongs to the prior work's domain: speculative theology in submission to doctrine. This book works from it.

The argument of this book is organised in three parts that mirror the three movements of the passion, burial, and resurrection narratives.

Part One, of which this chapter is the introduction, is concerned with the death. It examines the physical evidence of the Shroud against the background of what is known about Roman crucifixion practice in first-century Palestine. The blood evidence, the wound patterns, the evidence of scourging and crowning with thorns, and the forensic indicators of cause of death are each examined in turn. The argument of Part One is that the man whose image appears on the Shroud was crucified in a manner consistent with the Gospel passion narratives and inconsistent with any medieval forgery hypothesis.12

Part Two is concerned with the cloth. It examines the textile evidence, the pollen evidence, the evidence of the Sudarium of Oviedo as a corroborating witness, and the 1988 carbon dating controversy, including the subsequent challenges to the sampling methodology and the Rogers thermochimica evidence for the anomalous character of the tested sample.15 The argument of Part Two is that the cloth is consistent with a Palestinian origin in the first century and inconsistent with a fourteenth-century provenance.

Part Three is concerned with the risen Lord. It is the theological heart of the book. It engages Paul's account of the soma pneumatikon in 1 Corinthians 15, the Merkabah tradition and its christological fulfilment, the evidence of analogous material imprints at sites of apparition including Guadalupe and Manoppello, and the convergence of the scientific image data with the theology of claritas developed in the prior work. The argument of Part Three is that the image on the cloth is coherent with, and on the Thomistic framework can be understood as a passive material effect of, the glorification of the body of Jesus Christ.

The argument moves from the historical to the theological, and the theological framework governs the historical evidence throughout. This is not the reverse of the proper order. It is the proper order. Evidence does not determine theology; theology determines what counts as evidence and how it is to be read. The prior work established the theology. This book reads the evidence.

Two failures are possible in any treatment of the Shroud, and both must be named at the outset.

The first is the reductionism of the sceptic. This holds that the Shroud is either a medieval forgery or a natural phenomenon, that the image has an explanation within the order of ordinary causality, and that the question of the Resurrection is therefore not raised by it. This position is not unreasonable as a starting point, but it becomes unreasonable when it persists in the face of the evidence. The STURP findings, the VP-8 three-dimensional analysis, the forensic blood evidence, the textile and botanical data, and the absence of any identified formation mechanism are a body of evidence that deserves a more adequate response than dismissal.11

The second failure is the reductionism of the enthusiast. This holds that the Shroud proves the Resurrection, that the image is explained by a burst of radiation at the moment of rising, and that sceptics are simply refusing to follow the evidence. This position is equally inadequate, but its error is theological rather than historical. It reduces the Resurrection to a physical event with a physical cause, mistakes an effect in matter for an explanation of a divine act, and thereby commits the category error that The Merkabah in the Tomb identified and refused. The Resurrection does not require the Shroud, and the Shroud does not explain the Resurrection.

Between these two failures lies the position this book attempts to occupy. The evidence is real and deserves serious examination. The theological framework is non-negotiable and governs the examination. The Shroud, if authentic, is a sign: coherent with the apostolic proclamation, consistent with the theology of the glorified body, and incapable of being explained on terms that exclude the divine. It is not a proof. It is not a mechanism. It is a witness, and witnesses, in the tradition of both law and theology, are to be heard.

A word must be said about the epistemic register of this book's conclusions, because the prior work's emphasis on restraint and mystery might be thought to sit in tension with any argument that takes evidential probability seriously.

The tension is not real, and dissolving it is straightforward. The Merkabah in the Tomb was concerned to prevent the replacement of theological certainty by empirical probability. The Resurrection is held by faith, which rests on divine revelation and the authority of the Church, not on the outcome of carbon dating or image analysis. If the Shroud were tomorrow demonstrated beyond doubt to be a medieval forgery, the Resurrection would remain what it is: a dogma of faith, held on theological grounds that no laboratory finding can touch.

This book does not disturb that priority. It argues instead that, within the domain of empirical probability, the evidence supports the authenticity of the Shroud; that the Shroud, if authentic, is coherent with the resurrection theology of the prior work; and that this coherence is apologetically significant. Probability in the empirical domain and certainty in the theological domain are not competitors. They operate at different levels. The prior work established the theological level. This book works at the empirical level, in service of the same faith.

What is not claimed here is that the evidence is conclusive in the scientific sense, because it is not. What is claimed is that it is serious, that it has not been adequately answered by those who dismiss the Shroud, and that when read within the Thomistic theological framework, it coheres with the resurrection proclamation in a manner that is neither accidental nor trivial.

The Catholic Church has not pronounced definitively on the authenticity of the Shroud of Turin. It permits veneration, study, and contemplation. It does not require assent to any particular view of the cloth's origin. This reserve is not reluctance; it is theological wisdom, and it governs this book.

No claim in the pages that follow requires the reader to hold that the Shroud is certainly authentic. The argument is conditional throughout: if the Shroud is what the convergence of evidence suggests it may be, then it is coherent with the resurrection theology established in the prior work and with the apostolic proclamation that theology expounds. The conditional is not a hedge. It is the proper theological form for a discussion of a sign that the Church holds open.

Aquinas teaches that signs are ordered toward what they signify, not substituted for it.2 The Shroud, on this reading, is ordered toward the proclamation: Christ is risen. Its value lies not in what it establishes independently, but in the direction it points and the depth it illuminates in what faith already holds. To approach it in any other spirit is to misunderstand both the cloth and the claim.

The aim of this book is to show that the physical evidence associated with the Shroud of Turin, examined honestly and in its full complexity, is coherent with the Thomistic theology of the Resurrection established in the prior work, and that this coherence constitutes a serious apologetic argument for the truth of the resurrection proclamation.

It does not seek to prove the Resurrection. It seeks to show that the evidence does not count against it, that on the contrary it supports it, and that the theological framework within which the evidence is most intelligible is the framework of bodily resurrection and glorification that Aquinas articulates and Paul proclaims.

It is written for Christians who want to take the evidence seriously without abandoning the theological discipline the prior work established, and for honest enquirers who want to know whether the physical record is coherent with the claim. To both audiences, the same answer is offered: it is more than coherent. It is suggestive, in the way that all genuine signs are suggestive, pointing beyond themselves toward a reality that exceeds them, and that no amount of examination will finally contain.

The chapters that follow proceed from this commitment. Part One begins with the body.

––––––––
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