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EDITORIAL: STATISTICS AND “THE LOST TOMB OF JESUS”

By STEPHEN E. FIENBERG

Carnegie Mellon University

What makes a problem suitable for statistical analysis? Are historical and reli-
gious questions addressable using statistical calculations? Such issues have long
been debated in the statistical community and statisticians and others have used
historical information and texts to analyze such questions as the economics of
slavery, the authorship of the Federalist Papers and the question of the existence of
God. But what about historical and religious attributions associated with informa-
tion gathered from archeological finds?

In 1980, a construction crew working in the Jerusalem neighborhood of East
Talpiot stumbled upon a crypt. Archaeologists from the Israel Antiquities Author-
ity came to the scene and found 10 limestone burial boxes, known as ossuaries, in
the crypt. Six of these had inscriptions. The remains found in the ossuaries were re-
buried, as required by Jewish religious tradition, and the ossuaries were catalogued
and stored in a warehouse. The inscriptions on the ossuaries were catalogued and
published by Rahmani (1994) and by Kloner (1996) but there reports did not re-
ceive widespread public attention.

Fast forward to March 2007, when a television “docudrama” aired on The Dis-
covery Channel entitled “The Lost Tomb of Jesus”! touched off a public and reli-
gious controversy—one only need think about the title to see why there might be a
controversy! The program, and a simultaneously published book [Jacobovici and
Pellegrino (2007)], described the “rediscovery” of the East Talpiot archeological
find and they presented interpretations of the ossuary inscriptions from a number
of perspectives. Among these was a statistical calculation attributed to the statisti-
cian Andrey Feuerverger: “that the odds that all six names would appear together
in one tomb are 1 in 600, calculated conservatively—or possibly even as much as
one in one million.”

At about this time, Feuerverger submitted a paper to The Annals of Applied Sta-
tistics (AOAS) for review, but its contents remained confidential and only a rough
outline of the details of his calculations was publicly available [Mims (2007)].
Commentary regarding Feuerverger’s statistical calculation quickly appeared on
the web. Was it really a Bayesian calculation? On what assumptions were the sta-
tistical arguments based? Most criticism focused not directly on the actual statis-
tical arguments but on how they were portrayed by the documentary’s producers
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