A Study of Religious Symbols and

their Relevance in the 21st Century.

Aims.
To find out how many, out of a random sample of people recognise a random selection of religious symbols, their names and their meanings. 

Introduction.
What’s this study about? 

The relevance of religious symbolism to the old and young – to whom does it mean the most if anything and why?

Methods. 
What was done…

Took a sheet of ten religious symbols with no names or descriptions on it. 
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Kept another sheet with full names and descriptions on it hidden from view of the interviewees in order to compare answers given with correct answers. 

	(1)
	Menorah

The menorah is one of the oldest symbols of the Jewish faith. The seven branched candelabra probably originated as a version of the Babylonian world tree- the seven arms likely represent the seven days of creation and the seven visible planets.

The Menorah was the most important ritual object in the Temple of Jerusalem until it was stolen by the Romans. According to tradition, during the rededication of the temple in the second century BCE, the lamps of the menorah burned for eight days on one day's worth of oil. This is the origin of the nine branched menorah, or Hanukiyah, with one branch for each of the eight days, plus one central light used to light the others during the Hannukah festival. Curiously, the name given to the central light is "Shamash," the name of the Babylonian Sun God, who is related to a similar ancient symbol.
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	(2)
	Star of David 
(Magen David, Shield of David)

The Star of David is the primary modern emblem of the Jewish religion. How it came to be such is a matter of some debate. Legend has it that the emblem was used by the Biblical King David (hence the name 'Magen David,' or shield of David).

In reality, it was not associated specifically with the faith until the middle ages, when it began to appear on flags, tombstones, and synagogue decorations. It is probably not coincidental that the symbol was important to the flourishing kabbalistic tradition of the same time period. Kabbalistically, the hexagram symbolizes the six directions of space, the divine union of male and female energy, and the four elements.

The Star of David is also important in the Rastafarian and Messianic Christian religions.
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	(3)
	Latin Cross (Christian cross) 

The most well known cross is the Latin cross, which to Christians, represents the cross of Christ's crucifixion. When shown with the image of Christ, it is called a crucifix.

The shape of a true Latin cross, when folded, creates a cube, an esoteric symbol of earthly authority. 

The cross of Christianity was a later symbol of the faith, replacing the lamb, fish, alpha/omega, and phoenix as emblems. 

The original Christian cross, today called the Greek cross, is shaped like an X. The Greek Cross was an abbreviation of the name "Christ," not a representation of the cross of the crucifixion. The Chi-Ro monogram of Constantine is closely related to this symbol. The latin cross came into favour later, when the wife of Constantine, empress Helena, claimed to have discovered the "true cross" of the crucifixion, the beginning of an endless trade in holy 'relics.'
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	(4)
	Asclepius Wand

This asclepius wand, often confused with the Caduceus wand of Hermes, is the true symbol of the medical profession. It dates to antiquity, and was a symbol of the Greek God of healing, Asclepius. 

The symbol of a serpent entwined staff also appears in the biblical book of Exodus, wherein Moses is instructed to erect a brass pole with a serpent; whoever looked upon it was healed.
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	(5)
	Vesica Pisces 
(Ichthus, Jesus Fish, Mandorla) 

This symbol, called the vesica pisces or "Jesus fish," has an unusual history. Used almost exclusively to denote membership in the Christian religion, the symbol once held a very different meaning. The shape of the Vesica Pisces (literally 'vessel of the fish') is derived from the intersection of two circles, a pythagorean symbol of the intersection of the world of the divine with the world of matter. 

In Pagan times, this glyph was associated with the Goddess Venus, and represented female genitalia. How it came to be associated with Christianity isn't entirely clear, but early depictions of Christ depict him as an infant within the vesica (usually called a mandorla, meaning 'almond shaped.'), which represented the womb of Mary. As such, it is also a doorway or portal between worlds, and symbolizes the intersection between the heaven and the material plane. Curiously, the New Testament story of the loaves and fishes secretly reveals the geometric formula for the fish shaped device.
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	(6)
	Yin Yang (yab yam)

Definition: Taoist symbol of the interplay of forces in the universe. In Chinese philosophy, yin and yang represent the two primal cosmic forces in the universe. Yin (moon) is the receptive, passive, cold female force. Yang (sun) is masculine- force, movement, heat. The Yin Yang symbol represents the idealised balance of the forces; equalibrium in the universe. 

Taoism/Daoism

Taoism (also known as Daoism)is both a religion and a philosophy, and an influence on Asian society for two thousand years. 
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	(7)
	Star and crescent of Islam

This emblem, commonly recognized as the symbol of the Islamic faith, dating back to the early Sumerian civilization, where it was associated with the sun God and moon Goddess. The symbol remained in near constant use, and was eventually adopted into the battle-standard of the Ottoman Dynasty. As the Dynasty was also the political head of the faith, it was inevitable that their symbol would be associated with Islam as well. It should be noted that there is no mention of such a symbol in the Koran, the Holy book of Islam, nor is there any relationship between the crescent and star and the Prophet (whose flag was black and white, inscribed "Nasr um min Allah," "with the help of Allah.") 

Today, the star and crescent is widely accepted as a symbol of the Islamic faith. It is, however, not accepted by all Muslims- many Muslims consider it un-Islamic and even blasphemous.
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	(8)
	Swastika (fylfot cross)

The swastika is a type of solar cross, with arms bent at right angles, suggesting a whirling or turning motion. Long before the symbol was co-opted as an emblem of Hitler's Nazi party, it was a sacred symbol to Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist religions, as well as in Norse, Basque, and Celtic Paganism. 

The swastika appears on every continent and is as old as humankind. A marker of the sun's travels, it can be seen on pictish rock carvings, adorning ancient Greek pottery, and on Norse weapons and implements. It was scratched on cave walls in France seven thousand years ago. It marks the beginning of many Buddhist scriptures, and is often marked on the soles of the feet of Buddha in statuary. In the Jain religion, it is a symbol of the seventh Jina (saint), Suparsva. To native Americans, it is a symbol of the sun, the directions, and the four seasons.
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	(9)
	Celtic cross (Ionic cross)

The Celtic cross (Ionic cross) has it's roots in a pre-Christian variation of the Solar cross. Examples of the Celtic cross date back as far as 5000 years BCE. Its origins are not known, but it was known to be an early symbol of the sun god Taranis.

After the conversion of the Celtic people to Christianity, the Celtic Cross became an emblem of the Celtic Christian Church. Irish legend holds that the cross was introduced to Ireland by St. Columba, so it is sometimes referred to as Columba's cross, or the Ionic cross, after his monastery on the isle of Iona.
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	(10)
	Scientology Cross

The Cross of Scientology is an emblem of the Church of Scientology. Designed by founder L. Ron Hubbard, it give away its origins with its obvious resemblance to the Golden Dawn's Rose Cross. 

The scientology cross has four arms and four rays emanating; these represent the "eight dynamics" or "parts of life" in Scientology's basic theology: 

1)Self

2)Creativity, sex, and procreation (family)

3)Group, society, community

4)Species survival (humankind)

5)Life forms 

6)Matter

7)Spirit

8)Infinity or Supreme being 

The horizontal beam of the symbol represents material existence, the vertical represents the spirit, a Rosicrucian idea.
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Asked thirty interviewees if they recognised the symbols. 

Recorded on a tally sheet… 

(1) If they could correctly name the symbol. 

(2) If they could provide the correct meaning of the symbol. 

Results. 

Analysed the results by including answers in tables and then graphing the results. 

	Table 1: Listing the number of randomly selected individuals (out of thirty) that successfully identified ten religious symbols.

	Religious symbols
	Yes
	No

	1
	Menorah
	3
	27

	2
	Star of David
	11
	19

	3
	Latin Cross (Christian cross) 
	28
	2

	4
	Asclepius Wand
	7
	23

	5
	Vesica Pisces (Ichthus, Jesus Fish)
	17
	13

	6
	Yin Yang (yab yam)
	13
	17

	7
	Star and Crescent of Islam
	9
	21

	8
	Swastika (fylfot cross)
	27
	3

	9
	Celtic cross (Ionic cross)
	6
	24

	10
	Scientology Cross
	2
	28


[image: image21.emf]Figure 1: Illustrating the number of interviewees able to successfully identify 

the following religious symbols...
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	Table 2: Listing the number of randomly selected individuals (out of thirty) able to successfully provide the meanings of ten religious symbols.

	Religious symbols
	Yes
	No

	1
	Menorah
	1
	29

	2
	Star of David
	2
	28

	3
	Latin Cross (Christian cross) 
	21
	9

	4
	Asclepius Wand
	3
	27

	5
	Vesica Pisces (Ichthus, Jesus Fish)
	4
	26

	6
	Yin Yang (yab yam)
	5
	25

	7
	Star and Crescent of Islam
	2
	28

	8
	Swastika (fylfot cross)
	2
	28

	9
	Celtic cross (Ionic cross)
	1
	29

	10
	Scientology Cross
	2
	28


[image: image22.emf]Figure 2: Illustrating the number of interviewees able to successfully provide 

the meanings of the following religious symbols...
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Discuss which methods of displaying the results gave the clearest presentation and why. 
Discussion. 

Why are the results what they are? Why do you think so many people recognised or failed to recognise the symbols presented? Were they common symbols and therefore easily recognised or were they unusual and therefore difficult? Or is it because religion is not as relevant in modern society as it once was? 

Maybe the results were not conclusive because the subjects questioned were not representative of society as a whole.

Conclusions. 

Bullet point the discussion in about three points… 

· Xx out xx people recognised the symbols successfully; this is displayed most effectively using the (i) tables or (ii) the graphs. 

· It is therefore reasonable to conclude that religion has little, or, still has great significance in early 21st society. 

· The appropriate theological bodies (i.e., Church of England, Roman Catholic Church or Jewish faith) need to improve communications with their target audience – perhaps young people. 


