The Laminin Argument: Pareidolia or Evidence?
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$28,000.  The dollar amount an online casino, GoldenPalace.com, paid to purchase a bitten-off grilled cheese sandwich on eBay in 2004.  Why?  The sandwich’s cook apparently saw an image of the “Virgin Mary” on one side of the toast.  


1 million visitors.  In the past decade, over a million visitors have traveled to Clearwater, Florida to view the glass façade of a building.  Why?  An image of Mary was reported to have appeared in the stained glass now called the “Clearwater Virgin.”


“NunBun.”  The name given by the press for a cinnamon bun bought at Bongo Java in Nashville, Tennessee in the 1990’s.  Why?  Someone believed they saw the face of Mother Teresa in the cinnamon bun and the store used it as a marketing ploy.
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Examples such as those above are quite common.  They are present not only in the Catholic community, but to adherents of various faiths.  People have claimed to see the faces of religious icons and symbols in everything from clouds to tortillas.  Some use these sightings as a form of personal evidence for their faith.  Yet, clearly, this is a quite subjective form of evidence.  Steven Goldstein, in 1994, coined this psychological phenomenon where we take a vague, random stimulus and perceive it as significant by the term “pareidolia” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pareidolia). 
“Pareidolia” is defined in Michael Cox’s New Age: Glossary as “…the perception of seeing a distinct image in a collection of formless matter.  An example would be seeing faces or shapes in a cloud.”  This phenomenon not only occurs among proponents of Christianity, but other world religions.  Muslims have claimed sightings of the word “Allah” in Arabic on various natural objects (fish, eggs, animals’ coats).  Even more recently, in September of 2007, thousands traveled to Jurong West New Town, Singapore to pay homage to the calluses on a tree some claimed looked like the “Monkey God,” a deity from Chinese mythology.  
With the Internet making visual communication so easily accessible, such images and the stories surrounding them may now be easily forwarded to your inbox.  Often, it is for the mere entertainment value of the story.  Most of us probably let out a light-hearted chuckle at the idea of someone seeing the Virgin Mary in their toasted cheese. Yet, others forward these images on to their friends as a means of providing evidence to unbelievers.  In reality, the e-mailer puts a relative interpretation on a piece of abstract art and expects others to come to the same conclusion.  This is not the Biblical method for persuasion and only reinforces the idea, for skeptics, that Christians are ignorant and illogical.  For this reason, we need to be careful to distinguish between what is true evidence and perceived evidence (pareidolia).  

For example, I recently received an e-mail from a denominational (Christian Church) preacher with a link to an excerpt of a sermon by Louie Giglio.  His e-mail simply said, “This will preach.”  This link was later sent to me from a couple other Christians too.  So, like any preacher looking for a good sermon idea, I went to the link and listened to the 8-minute excerpt.  I typed out the entire text of his message, but because of the use of visuals and his conversational style it would be better if you googled “Louie Giglio Laminin” and listened to the speech on Youtube or Godtube yourself.  However, for those who do not know what it means to “google” it, I will summarize Mr. Giglio’s message.
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First, Louie Giglio is a terrific speaker.  He can be both passionate and pleasant as he speaks and captivates the attention of his audience with the help of modern lighting, instrumental music in the background and a powerful media presentation.  Giglio’s main theme in this excerpt, taken from passages like Psalm 33 and Colossians 1:17, is that God “holds all things together.”  While these texts are true, the evidence Louie tried to use to substantiate these texts is dangerous.  
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His main piece of evidence was a scientific diagram of the cell adhesion molecule called “laminin.”  In his speech, he explains the purpose of “laminin.”  He says, “…It’s (laminin’s) organized into this certain structure and it tells the cell what its job is in the body and this one is a cell adhesion molecule…it’s like the rebar in the human body, the steel they put in the concrete when they lay the foundation of things.  It holds things together.  It’s the glue in the human body.”  Now, while this is a true and interesting study in molecular biology, Louie takes it a step further.  He uses the projection system to display a scientific diagram of “laminin.”  Later, he also displays a visual of an electron microscopic image of an actual laminin protein molecule. Both of these visuals look similar to Christian icons of a T-shaped cross.  In fact, after showing these visuals, Giglio says, “How crazy is that?  That’s the stuff that holds our bodies together…that’s holding the lining of your organs together…that’s holding your skin on…it’s in the perfect shape of the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  The conclusion Giglio makes is that God purposefully made “laminin” in the shape of the cross to symbolize how Jesus “holds all things together” by His blood shed on a cross (Colossians 1:20).  This, according to Giglio himself, was his “big left hook,” his primary, most powerful argument.  
Here is the danger of believing Giglio’s argument.  It is no different than many of the other subjective forms of “proof” that have surfaced over a variety of faiths and religions.  What is the difference between Giglio believing he sees the “cross” in laminin and some house wife thinking she has found proof for the worship of Mary in her grilled cheese?  If we can believe Giglio’s interpretation of laminin why should we not also believe in the Chinese interpretation of the “monkey tree” in Singapore?  What makes Giglio’s perception greater than anyone else’s?  In these cases, one’s subjective proof is as good as another’s.  Therefore, it is not truth.  It lacks the distinctive character of truth. Laminin, as interesting as it may seem, is not evidence at all.  It is pareidolia.  Christians are mocked and laughed at as they use pareidolia as evidence.  In this case, it will be no different from a world of skeptics.  Though many are deceived by the “smooth words and flattering speech” of Giglio’s argument, many thinking skeptics will see his proof for what it really is—full of gaping holes and forced logical leaps.
It is possible to use the sciences as evidence.  After all, we would expect what the Bible says about God and the history of His creation to agree with scientific proof. Yet, the laminin argument is mere pseudo-science.  Pseudo-science and relative, biased interpretations placed on perceived images will not convince our unbelieving friends.  Only the “truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32).  Such “truth” is found in God’s Word (John 17:17).  This truth has been “written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:30-31).  The eyewitness testimony of Jesus Christ recorded by His apostles should be an ample confirmation of the veracity of the gospel message (2 Peter 1:16-20).  By this, we may “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).
Joshua Welch

Pull-quote p. 3: “Pseudo-science and relative, biased interpretations placed on perceived images will not convince our unbelieving friends.”
