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THE IMAGE OF ANTIOCH  

 

Modern sindonology, drawing substantially upon the Mandylion Theory,1 appears 

to have established, within a reasonable degree of certainty, a substantial portion of the 

medieval biography of the Turin Shroud,2 commencing with its historical debut, between 

5443 and 569,4 as the Image of Edessa; however, the relicôs whereabouts during the 

Missing Ancient Centuries, the half-millennium spanning its disappearance from Christôs 

tomb to its reappearance in sixth-century Edessa, remain the subject of debate. 

The authorôs 1999 hypothesis,5 that the Shroud was taken, in apostolic times,6 to 

the Syrian city of Antioch, concealed and lost in 362,7 rediscovered in ca. 530,8 and 

conveyed to Edessa9 when Antioch was destroyed in 540,10 is supported by historical 

records which evidence the presence of a Christ-icon in both fourth-century Syria and 

sixth-century Antioch.11 

In the fourth century, Athanasius, the Bishop of Alexandria (ca. 328-373), 

affirmed that a sacred Christ-icon,12 traceable to Jerusalem and the year 68, was then 

present in Syria:13 
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ébut two years before Titus and Vespasian sacked the city, the faithful 

and disciples of Christ were warned by the Holy Spirit to depart from the 

city and go to the kingdom of King Agrippa, because at that time Agrippa 

was a Roman ally. Leaving the city, they went to his regions and carried 

everything relating to our faith. At that time even the icon with certain 

other ecclesiastical objects were moved and they today still remain in 

Syria. I possess this information as handed down to me from my 

migrating parents and by hereditary right. It is plain and certain why the 

icon of our holy Lord and Savior came from Judaea to Syria.
14

 

 

This icon, which goes unmentioned after Antiochôs Church treasures are 

concealed from the pagan plundering of the Golden Basilica, seemingly reappears during 

the period ca. 526-540, in the Cherubim district of Antioch. In the year 70, Titus, 

attempting to placate rising anti-Semitic sentiments, placed, atop the cityôs South gate, 

figures of cherubim seized from the Jerusalem Temple.15 This entry thereupon became 

known as the Gate of the Cherubim, and the adjoining district, which encompassed the 

old Jewish Quarter, or Kerateion, was called the Cherubim (Figure 1).16 In approximately 

430, Theodosius II extended the southern city wall and installed a gate in the new wall;17 

however, the old wall remained intact and sections of it could still be seen well into the 

late sixth century.18 St. Symeon Stylites the Younger, born in 52119 and just prior to the 

onset of the several calamities which destroyed the cityôs walls,20 spent his boyhood in 

the Cherubim21 where, in an incident datable to ca. 527-53322 and reported in his late 

sixth-century biography,23 he witnessed the appearance of Christ24 ñon the old wall of the 

Cherubimò.25 Professor Glanville Downey, the preeminent historian of Antioch, 

acknowledges the unique position held by the Cherubim in the years intervening between 

the great earthquake of 526 and the Persian conquest of the city in 540: 

The Kerateion at this period was regarded as having special religious 

associations. It possessed an image of Christ - whether a statue or 

other representation is not clear from the Greek term eikon that is 

used to describe it - which was an object of particular venerationé26 
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FIGURE 1 

THE CHERUBIM GATE, THE WALL OF THE CHERUBIM (TIBERIUS),  

AND THE KERATEION (JEWISH QUARTER)  
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This Antiochene Christ-icon is mentioned by John Moschos, a Byzantine monk of 

the sixth and seventh centuries,27 in connection with an incident involving a Kerateion 

social worker who had chastised a poor man for having obtained four linen 

undergarments: 

The next night, the supervisor of the social service saw himself standing in 

what is called the Place of the Cherubim. It is a very sacred place and 

those who know say that in that place there is a very awesome icon 

bearing the likeness of our Saviour, Jesus Christ. As he stood there in 

deep thought, he saw the Saviour coming down to him out of the icon and 

censuring him especially on account of the four garments which the poor 

man received. Then, falling silent again, Christ removed the tunic he was 

wearing and showed him the number of under-garments while saying: 

ñBehold, two; behold, three; behold, four. Do not be dismayed; inasmuch 

as you provided those things for the poor man, they became my raiment.
28

 

 

Several observations of sindonic import may be made with respect to the ñvery 

awesomeò Image of Antioch which was venerated in the Cherubim: (1) in 362, the 

clerical custodian of the Shroud may have attempted to prevent its confiscation by 

concealing it above the cityôs south Gate under the scripturally-traditional protection of 

cherubim;
29

 (2) the sixth-century rediscovery of the Shroud in a niche located above the 

Gate of the Cherubim may well be the factual basis of the tenth-century Byzantine claim 

that the Mandylion was rediscovered in a niche located above the main gate of Edessa;
30

 

(3) the sixth-century veneration of the Shroud ñin the Kerateionò may well be the factual 

basis of the tenth-century Byzantine claim that the Mandylion was rediscovered along 

ñwith the Keramionò;
31

 (4) the sixth-century locus, within the Kerateion, of the sepulcher 

of the Maccabees, famously associated with the miracle of unextinguished oil, may well 

be the factual basis of the tenth-century Byzantine claim that the Mandylion was 

rediscovered along with an unextinguished oil lamp;
32

 (5) the wearing of a linen garment 

by the Christ who emerged from the icon may be indicative that the icon itself was made 
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of linen; (6) during the Persian attack of 540, the Roman army and some Antiochenes 

escaped through the cityôs south gate ñfor from this gate alone the Persians kept away 

while the others were seizedò,
33

 thus substantiating the opportunity and means for the 

transfer of a Kerateion Christ-icon to Edessa; and (7) in the very first historical reference 

to the sixth-century Image of Edessa, a Syriac poem datable to 569, the iconôs 

accommodations in the cityôs new Hagia Sophia cathedral are described thusly: 

In its midst is set the platformé.The pillar that is in the place of the 

platforméabove it is fixed a cross of light like our Lord between the 

robbers. In it too lie open five gatesé.Ten pillars bearing the cherub of 

the sanctuary are formed like the ten Apostles who fled at the time that 

our Saviour was crucified.
34

 

 

Ian Wilson has observed that, in constructing this cathedral to house the icon, 

ñreligious messages wereéconveyed by symbolism in the architecture, every feature 

having a particular significanceò.
35

 Given that (1) Antioch was served by precisely five 

gates,
36

 one guarded by cherubim, and (2) in the cathedral, ñthe only images permitted, as 

in the Temple, were cherubim topping the pillars of the sanctuaryò,
37

 one cannot help but 

wonder whether the Edessenes, in creating a new abode for the Shroud, not only 

employed five gates to symbolically reference its prior home in Antioch, but also added 

cherubim to represent and simulate its former hiding place in that cityôs old south gate. 

THE PORTRAIT OF EDESSA  

Mindful of the painted Christ-portrait (Figure 2) mentioned in the Doctrine of 

Addai,
38

 a Syriac legend rooted in the late third century,
39

 some would first place the 

Shroud in apostolic-era Edessa and then, adopting a tenth-century Byzantine 

embellishment of that tale, consign it to a niche above that cityôs main gate until its 

alleged rediscovery in the sixth century (Figure 3).
40
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FIGURE 2 

THE PRESENTATION OF THE LEGENDARY  

PORTRAIT OF EDESSA TO KING ABGAR UKKAMA  

 

 

 

 
FIGURE 3 

THE LEGENDARY DISCOVERY OF THE MANDYLION  

ABOVE EDESSAôS MAIN GATE 
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Although frequently invoked as filler for the gaping hole in the Shroudôs ancient 

biography,
41

 the Abgar Legend is simply not historically sustainable. J. B. Segal, ñthe 

best modern authority on Edessaò,
42

 has labeled it ñone of the most successful pious 

frauds of antiquityò,
43

 astutely noting both that the conversion of a ruling monarch would 

not have been ignored in Christian literature for almost three hundred years,
44

 and also 

that the actual occurrence of such an event would have made the Edessan Church so 

apostolically-preeminent that it would never have subordinated itself, as it did in the year 

200, to the Church of Antioch.
45

 Professor Robert Drews has concluded that the 

Byzantine accretion ñcannot withstand critical scrutinyò,
46

 characterizing it as a blatant 

attempt to ñexplain how a divinely created icon could have gone uncelebrated for so 

many centuriesò
47

 and noting the ñsheer improbability that the cloth and its case could 

have emerged unspoiled after five hundred years in the wallò.
48

 

If, as the author suggests, the Shroud was brought to Antioch in the first century 

and remained there throughout the balance of the Missing Ancient Centuries, is it not, 

then, to be identified as the Portrait of Edessa, and does it have, then, no connection 

whatsoever to that city in ancient times? To the contrary, and as will be demonstrated, the 

relic did, in fact, play a brief, but critical, role in the evangelization of Segalôs ñBlessed 

Cityò. 

THE EVANGELIZATION OF EDESSA  

 

The arrival of Christianity in Edessa is recounted only in the ancient Abgar 

Legend and, although Segal has concluded that this account is chronologically and 

historically deficient, he has acknowledged that it ñmay well have a substratum of factò.
49

 

If so, several important identification markers lie just beneath the surface of the Syriac 
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narrative, inasmuch as its protagonist king (1) is the contemporary of Pope Zephyrinus, 

Bishop Serapion of Antioch, Bishop Palut of Edessa,
50

 and King Narsai of Adiabene,
51

 all 

personages of the late second century; (2) has a son, Severus, who is responsible for the 

death of the disciple Addai;
52

 and (3) permits the erection of a Christian church in 

Edessa.
53

 This ñsubstratumò of historical fact implicates but one Edessan monarch - 

Abgar the Great (Figure 4), a contemporary of the clerics and the king identified in the 

legendôs text, the father of a son and successor named Severus,
54

 and the ruler of Edessa 

when its Christian Church was partially destroyed in a devastating flood.
55

 This Abgar 

was a holy man, most pious and learned, and a believer,
56

 who employed Christian 

imagery on his coinage
57

 and reportedly permitted a Christian synod to meet in his 

kingdom.
58

 

Most modern scholars agree that Edessa was evangelized during the reign of 

Abgar the Great;
59

 however, a satisfactory fixation of the circumstances underlying the 

event has remained elusive, and, in the resultant historical vacuum, speculation has 

abounded that the Gospel was first brought to the city by some unknown missionary from 

Nisibis,
60

 Palestine,
61

 or Antioch.
62

 Whatever the case, it is self-evident that the Shroud 

did not arrive in Edessa in advance of a Christian missionary, and logic defies the belief 

that such a missionary could have appeared, completely uninvited, in pagan Edessa, and 

managed to convert the city and baptize its king. 

Fortunately, two medieval texts appear to explain how this historic event 

transpired.
63

 A sixth-century entry in the Liber Pontificalis
64

 records that Pope 

Eleutherius (Figure 5), whose papacy extended from approximately 174 to 189, "received 

a letter from British King Lucius [Britannio rege Lucio] asking that he might be made a 

Christian through his agencyò.
65

 In 731, the Venerable Bede reiterated this precise account  
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FIGURE 4 

KING ABGAR VIII  

(ABGAR THE GREAT)  

 

 
 

 

FIGURE 5 

POPE ELEUTHERIUS (ca. 174-189) 


