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This week we celebrate St. Jude’s feast day. We recently put a statue of St. Jude in St. William Church. St. Jude was known as Judas Thaddaeus, and was probably a cousin of Jesus. He may also have been a brother of the apostles Matthew and James the Less, and the son of Alphaeus, aka Cleopas. Cleopas was the husband of Mary, wife of Cleopas, who was at the foot of the cross and may have been the Virgin Mary’s sister or cousin. Cleopas was a farmer and was also martyred for being a Christian. Jude may also be the author of the Epistle of Jude. Jude preached in Judea, Samaria, Turkey, Syria, Libya, Beirut, and Edessa. He was martyred around 65 AD in Beirut, Lebanon with an axe or club. He is the patron of lost causes and impossible cases because many people never asked for his intercession out of fear of mixing him up with Judas Iscariot, Jesus’  betrayer. So, many people forgot about Jude. 
One fascinating story of St. Jude is the legend of the Image of Edessa. King Abgar of Edessa, which is in modern day Turkey, heard of Jesus’ miracles and wrote to Jesus, asking him to come and cure him of an illness.  Jesus wrote back, declining the invitation, but promising a future visit by a disciple. With the letter, Jesus also sent a piece of cloth containing the miraculous image of his face on it, the first icon.  Later, St. Jude came to Edessa spreading the Gospel of Christ, and King Abgar was miraculously healed.  He then converted to Christianity along with many of his subjects. The image of Edessa was moved to Constantinople and then Paris, where it disappeared in the French Revolution.  This story is why St. Jude is almost always depicted holding an image of Jesus. 
To really understand the Image of Edessa, we need to understand what icons actually are.  Firstly, icons are written, not made. The writer must pray while writing the icon, and tries to portray silence and stillness. Icons are made to avoid emotions and are artistically minimal.  They are made to be flat and one dimensional, and sometimes distort reality to emphasize a point or teaching. They also are never signed by the writer since it is not a 
 
personal work of art, but meant to be a window to the Divine. Icons are also popularly called, “windows to heaven,” and are thought to be lenses from which the saints look to us. For example, to pray with an icon of St. Jude, sit in front of it and imagine him looking at you through the eyes on the icon. This gives us humans a physical sign of the spiritual reality that the saints are alive and with us, always open to friendship with us. 
Additionally, there was a heresy in the Church about icons called the iconoclast heresy. The Muslim belief that any attempt to depict God or divinity at all was blasphemy had penetrated the Byzantine empire. Many believed venerating icons was idolatry, so iconoclasts would go through churches destroying all images. Finally, the empress  Theodora put an end to the destruction and restored the veneration of icons in the Eastern Church. The iconoclast heresy resurfaced during the Protestant Reformation. Lutherans had no problems with icons, but the other Protestant sects claimed it was idolatry.  The Anabaptists and Calvinists were particularly staunch in their belief and tore down and burned many statues and images. Even to this day, most Protestants do not have images or statues in their place of worship.  Let us take a moment to appreciate our Catholic tradition of images and icons and take advantage of them as tools to aid our prayer. St. Jude, pray for us!
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