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Preface

Comparative religion is a complex academic field covered in a wide variety of
publications, from specific research studies to broad, general analyses. This book
is not intended to provide comprehensive coverage of the field or even to encapsu-
late the main issues in religious studies. Rather, this is a reference guide that has
been designed to facilitate research. This volume examines global religion through
two separate but interrelated factors: the development and use of religious symbols
and the origins and continuation of religious “mysteries,” defined here as aspects
of religion that are poorly understood or frequently given to misconception.

Symbolism lies at the intersection of culture, art, and language, and the explo-
ration of religious symbols is illustrative of broad cultural patterns. As cultures
blend in an increasingly globalized world society, it is inevitable that individu-
als will more frequently encounter the symbols of other religious traditions. A
basic knowledge of these symbols is like a field guide to this avenue of human
expression and (in the best scenario) can help to facilitate greater cross-cultural
understanding.

The secrets and mysteries associated with the world’s faiths are equally impor-
tant, at times representing the fringes of a religion and at other times the hidden
core of knowledge that religious groups seek to protect from outside corruption.
More importantly, religious mysteries are sources of misunderstandings and fear,
all too often leading to distrust and even animosity between people of different
faiths.

The secrets and mysteries covered in this book include descriptions of such
secret societies as the Nine Unknown Men, the Knights Templar, and the Bizango
sect and investigations of such sacred rituals as the peyote ceremonies of the
American Southwest and animal sacrifice among the African diasporic faiths. We
also examine aspects of religions that provide a unique way of looking at the
universe: the creation of spiritual calendars, numerological systems, and ways of
viewing nature. This book also looks at the lives of such important spiritual figures
as Jesus Christ, Confucius, Buddha, and Zoroaster. These biographical studies

xi
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are included as “mysteries” because they inhabit the space where historical study
and divine belief meet. Each of these individuals is said to have existed as a real
historical figure, and yet the stories of their lives are shrouded in folklore and
supernatural belief.

To explore these separate yet intertwined elements of religion, this book has been
organized into broad categories that are often used in comparative religion research.
For instance, the faiths that evolved in the Indian subcontinent have been grouped
into a section called “Dharmic Religions,” while the religions of China and Japan are
included in a section called “East Asian Religions.” Each section contains descrip-
tions of one or more religions or broader religious groups and is introduced with a
short history and outline of the major beliefs of the tradition. For example, within
the “East Asian Religions” section, readers will find an entry for “Shinto,” a native
religion of Japan, and an article describing the history and beliefs of the Shinto faith.

Each religion is then examined through a series of articles (listed alphabeti-
cally) that cover various aspects of the religion. For example, within the subsec-
tion on Japanese Shinto, readers will find articles on Kagura, Kami, Tomoe, and
the Torii Gate. Some of these articles cover religious symbols, providing informa-
tion on the history, use, and ascribed meaning of these symbols, accompanied
by an illustration for visual reference. In the case of Japanese Shinto, the articles
on Tomoe and the Torii Gate refer to symbols associated with this religion. The
remaining articles cover the mysterious or poorly understood aspects of each tra-
dition. Returning to Shinto, as an example, the articles on Kagura and Kami help
to explain the Shinto approach to divinity and musical worship.

The major world religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism,
Christianity/Catholicism, and Taoism, are explored in the greatest detail because
these faiths are familiar and culturally dominant around the world. Efforts have
been made to address both the major issues and some of the lesser-known facets
of these dominant traditions.

The remaining religions were chosen for different reasons. Some, such as the
African diasporic faiths, were chosen because they help to illustrate key aspects
of cultural evolution, in this case the way that the Atlantic slave trade affected
religious development in the Americas. Other religions, such as Zoroastrianism
and Ancient Egyptian Religion, have been included because they comprise an
important spiritual substrate for the origin of the dominant faiths. Gnosticism, for
instance, which is a relatively minor and unimportant strain of pseudo-Christian
mysticism, has fueled a number of occult spiritual movements and even modern
conspiracy theories, and so it helps to illustrate the origin and evolution of reli-
gious mysteries. A similar justification accounts for the inclusion of a number
of articles on New Age and neo-pagan spirituality, which have become a fecund
source of symbolism and esoteric spiritual beliefs.
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The well-known adage “truth is stranger than fiction,” most often attributed to
Lord Byron’s Don Juan, was a guiding concept for this book, as the authors believe
that the history of the world’s religions, cults, schools, and teachers and the ways
that religious concepts have shaped the world are far more bizarre, meaningful,
and interesting than the often superficial theories that comprise much of popular
mysticism. We recognize that there are many spiritual seekers in the world, search-
ing for meaning amid a plethora of potential options, but this book is not one of
the many aimed at providing spiritual direction or selling mystical knowledge.
Rather, we hope to provide information, background, and history to help readers
of all stripes, from seekers to skeptics, to gain a better understanding of the world’s
complex religious landscape.

We would like to explain the use of the terms “myth” and “mythology” in this
book. There are two generally accepted definitions of “myth” listed in the Oxford
English Dictionary, the first of which can be summarized as a traditional story
relating to the history of a culture and typically involving divine or supernatural ele-
ments. By this definition, the stories of Adam and Eve, Noah’s ark, and the heroic
deeds of Hercules are all myths, despite the fact that there are some who believe one
or more of these stories should be considered historical rather than mythological.
A myth can also be defined as a widely held but false belief, and we will not gener-
ally use this definition unless referring to the way that outsiders view the spiritual
beliefs of another group. The difference between a myth and an historical account
has to do with our ability to verify the events described in a story. Stories involving
divine power and supernatural beings cannot be verified in this way because, as of
this writing, science and scholarship have found insufficient evidence to verify the
existence of these phenomena. Thus, when referring to myths and mythology in this
text, we do not mean to make qualitative judgments about the truth of any specific
religious belief. Rather, we apply the term broadly to the entire family of traditional
stories that form part of the essential substrate of all religions.

The material for this book was partially taken from primary source materi-
als, including studies and papers written in furtherance of research in archaeol-
ogy, sociology, and history. Secondary source materials include books and articles
written for the popular press or for the casual scholarly community. We would
like to thank the public library systems of Philadelphia and San Francisco and
the university libraries of both the University of Pennsylvania, in Philadelphia,
and Washington University, in St. Louis, for providing access to journals, books,
and other research materials. We further extend our thanks to the librarians and
administrators who continue to work in these institutions and to provide excellent
resources for students and independent scholars like ourselves. All of the illustra-
tions in this book, unless otherwise noted, were created by author Micah Issitt, and
we hope that our readers find them aesthetically pleasing and illuminating.
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Each entry in this book is accompanied by a note on further reading that may
be of interest to readers wishing to gain more in-depth knowledge of a particu-
lar subject. In this information age, scholars and students are fortunate to have
access to a variety of online databases and encyclopedias, such as Wikipedia that
can sometimes provide comprehensive and accurate information on a variety of
subjects. A scholarly article or book, like this one, fills a different niche because
a book or article is meant to be experienced as a whole, presenting information
through a specific viewpoint and context. Both online databases and traditional
sources of knowledge are important facets of the modern catalog of information,
and students should attend to all of these sources to enhance their understanding
of any subject.

We would like to thank the editors and staff at ABC-CLIO, especially George
Butler, for their help in finishing this book. The written history of world religions
cannot exist without archaeological and anthropological research, and every his-
torian around the world owes a debt to the pioneers, visionaries, and everyday
researchers in these fields who have contributed to the substrate of historical data.
Finally, we would like to thank everyone who took the time to purchase, borrow,
and read this book. We consider ourselves links in a chain of expanding human
knowledge, and it is our hope that the information in this book will inspire our
readers to take the quest for knowledge further, perhaps exploring fields and issues
previously unimagined.



Introduction: History and Mystery

Pentheus: And these mysteries, what are they?
Dionysius: They are forbidden, unutterable to unbelievers.
—The Bacchae of Euripides: A New Version (459—477/31)

LIFE, THE UNIVERSE, AND EVERYTHING

Spirituality is the belief in or the search for the sacred or divine aspects of real-
ity, and religion is a system for enacting elements of one’s spiritual beliefs. Both
religion and spirituality are tools or methods that can be used to investigate life,
reality, and the universe. Spiritual beliefs can be defined as beliefs that are not
amenable to scientific or physical theories of the universe. The belief in a god
or gods is a spiritual belief, as is the belief in a soul or such unearthly realms as
heaven and hell. There are also a variety of spiritual beliefs that are nonreligious
or quasi-religious, such as the belief in palm reading, ghosts and spirits, or even
the ineffable concept of fortune or luck. The key concept in the spiritual/religious
investigation of the universe is faith, which is a belief based on personal or spiri-
tual understanding rather than evidence or logic.

Consider the existence of the human soul, which is taken as spiritual truth by
many religious adherents but not supported through rational inquiry. Scientists
have been attempting to “find” the soul for centuries, and thousands of pseudosci-
entific theories have been posited to explain the soul in material terms. For instance,
Massachusetts physician Duncan MacDougall reported in 1901 that there was an
unexplained loss of some 21 grams of weight from a human body after death,
and MacDougall believed that this was the result of the soul departing the body.
Subsequent investigations failed to confirm MacDougall’s findings, though many
continue to believe in MacDougall’s 0.046 pound spiritual substance. The belief in
the soul is not empirically supported, nor can it be confirmed through any known
scientific method. The ideation of the soul is a faith-based belief and requires that

XV
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believers make a figurative leap from what can be proven to what they personally
believe to be true of the universe. This “leap of faith” is the characteristic that sets
spiritual/religious beliefs apart from other methods of investigating reality.

Science is another method of investigating the universe, based on the accu-
mulation of knowledge through experimentation and rational hypotheses about
nature. Unlike spirituality, science is not supposed to function by way of faith. This
is not always the case, however, because many scientists develop (necessarily) a
certain faith regarding the efficacy, functionality, or accuracy of science itself, and
this aspect of science overlaps with religion in many key ways. However, unlike
faith-based beliefs, scientific theories must be testable and reproducible. A theory
or hypothesis is not scientific if it requires faith of any kind, and all scientific theo-
ries, to be accepted as scientific truths, must be able to be subjected to independent
repetition to prove that the same conclusion can be reached again and again. Mac-
Dougall’s 21-gram theory, for instance, is an invalid scientific hypothesis because
further research failed to reproduce MacDougall’s results.

Historical research is based on the scientific method. Historians and archae-
ologists throughout time have studied ancient relics, art, and writings and devel-
oped hypotheses about the cultures, religions, and societies of the past. Religious
mythology often contains the belief that religions themselves are divine creations,
transmitted from spiritual forces through messengers and omens. This is the his-
tory of religion based on faith because, in all cases, these miraculous events can-
not be “proven” through the scientific study of nature and history. There is no
physical evidence, for instance, to suggest that a divine being actually spoke to
Muhammad to provide the revelations that became the Koran, nor is there any
evidence suggesting that the patron god of the Aztecs led them to found the city
of Tenochtitlan.

Belief in legendary revelation depends on faith and not on a rational under-
standing of the universe. From time to time, theologians have proposed systems of
“evidence” to support spiritual beliefs. Some believe, for instance, that the intri-
cate interconnectedness of life on earth provides evidence of divine influence or
purposeful design. There are, of course, many ways of explaining the evolution
of ecological interdependence, and divine influence is by no means necessary to
explain natural phenomena.

Historians cannot approach religious history from the faith-based perspec-
tive because this position obscures the connections between religions and their
larger cultural environments. Every religion comes from somewhere (usually from
another religion), and this emergence involves adapting to and coopting elements
of the parent culture (or religion). Just as the stone knife is the ancestor of the
samurai sword, historians must view religions as part of a developmental progres-
sion, rather than as independent occurrences. While a historian may have his or
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her own faith or a personal belief in divine revelation, historical research must
take the nondivine path, attempting to place religion on par with other historical
developments.

RELIGIOUS EVOLUTION

Religious theorists have created a complex system to organize religions into dif-

ferent categories. Monotheistic religions, for instance, are those that involve belief
in one god, while polytheistic religions involve the belief in multiple gods, and
pantheistic religions involve the belief that god and the universe are one and the
same. This type of categorization is helpful for demonstrating the differences
between religions but obscures the fact that most of the world’s religions are as
similar as they are different.

All religions have a concept of “ultimate divinity,” seen as the highest mani-
festation of reality and spiritual truth. The ultimate divinity is often conceived as
a distant entity or force responsible for creation and usually too complex, wonder-
ful, infinite, beautiful, or alien for complete human comprehension. In the Abra-
hamic faiths, this position is given to God, while Buddhism affords this status to
a vague, impersonal cosmic reality underlying the spiritual and physical universe.
All religions also have a concept of “proximate divinity,” which is usually con-
ceived as a divine or semidivine being, book, artifact, animal, or force that bridges
the gap between humanity and the source of divine power. In the Abrahamic faiths,
prophets, angels, and saints are the proximate sources of divinity, while in Bud-
dhism, arhats, Buddhas, and bodhisattvas take up these positions in the religious
hierarchy.

Within all polytheistic religions, there is still a belief in an ultimate god or
force that is the source of all creation and divinity. Polytheistic Greece had the
primal deities Chaos, Gaia, and Uranus, while polytheistic Hinduism has the cre-
ative deity/force Brahma. On the other side of the proverbial coin, all monotheis-
tic faiths have semidivine beings or other objects that bridge the divide between
humanity and the creator god. The Abrahamic faiths have their angels and saints,
while Sikhism has a system of gurus. Even if these semidivine beings are not gods
per se, they are venerated just like the minor spirits and deities of the polytheistic
faiths. Substantively, monotheism and polytheism contain many of the same con-
cepts and goals. The fact that believers consider these two approaches to faith to
be diametrically opposed is largely a matter of perception.

Students of religious history might wonder why some faiths have spread so
successfully across the world while others have languished or remained small.
Most of the world’s dominant faiths—Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Sikhism,
and Judaism—have one important characteristic in common: they are migratory
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religions that have been generalized to such a degree that they can be easily trans-
planted to any location. Early human societies were intimately linked to their
physical environments and were less mobile than modern populations. There-
fore, the earliest religions were highly ecological in character as ancient humans
believed that their specific home territory, country, or ecosystem was the source of
divine power. In Hinduism, for instance, the river Ganges was once worshipped as
a goddess, while among the Peruvian Incans, the Andes Mountains were venerated
as the home of their pantheon.

Over the millennia, religions gradually increased their focus on “humanistic”
faith and reduced their focus on sacred ecology. Judaism provides one excellent
example of this evolution. The early Jews, like their polytheistic predecessors in
the Middle East, believed that the Holy Land was a sacred geographical region
designated by God as their divine home. Some Jewish people still hold this belief,
hence the Zionist movement that resulted in the establishment of the Israeli state
in Jerusalem. Later manifestations of Judaism, including Christianity and Islam,
focused more on the personal, internal relationship with God and far less on the
spiritual potency of their environment. As religions became more humanistic, it
became possible to transplant these faiths to new environments without the sense
of leaving the ecological source of spiritual power.

Another factor in the rise of the dominant faiths has been the intolerance of
the monotheistic worldview. Polytheistic and monotheistic faiths tend to adapt
differently to being transplanted to new areas. For instance, when Greek poly-
theistic paganism was imported to Egypt, the religion simply expanded to absorb
the Egyptian pantheon, resulting in a mixed bag of gods from both Egypt and
Greece. By contrast, monotheism tends to have difficulty absorbing other deities
and spirits because monotheistic faiths often contain the belief that the worship
of other deities is immoral or evil. As Christianity—among the most intolerant
of the monotheistic faiths—was imported around the world, Christian churches
attempted to prohibit and prevent the worship of native gods and often absorbed
indigenous spirits into the faith as demons or representations of evil.

To believers, it might seem that their particular faith is popular because it
is more “true” or “correct” than other religions. Some Christian theorists have
argued that Christianity is the world’s most popular faith because converts simply
recognize the inherent superiority of the Christian approach. However, the success
of Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, and the other dominant faiths has little to do
with perceived spiritual superiority and has more to do with the convergence of
interrelated historical patterns. Christianity succeeded through military conquest
and because the inherent intolerance and migratory generality of the faith made
it an excellent representation of evolving human priorities. Buddhism’s spread
through China followed a similar pattern after the faith was adopted by a series of
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military leaders. Like Christianity, Buddhism is an inherently humanistic faith that
can be easily adapted to new cultures.

SYMBOLS AND SECRETS

Religions emerge from within broader linguistic and artistic traditions, and
nowhere is this more apparent than in the development of spiritual symbolism.
Religious symbols serve a number of purposes simultaneously, providing sig-
nifiers of membership and representing key elements of belief and mythology.
Symbols also link religion with language and with the capacity for artistic repro-
duction. Before there were alphabetic languages, humans communicated through
ideographic and pictographic symbols, and religious symbolism often falls into
this category. Many religious symbols predate written language and therefore rep-
resent the earliest literary impulses of humanity, attempting to symbolize thoughts
and ideas through relatively simple drawings.

The study of religious symbols is illuminating because many symbols are
related to, or derived from, one another, and this creates yet another way to look at
the underlying connections between religions. The most common symbolic motifs
(star, circle, cross, etc.) are simple in design, requiring only a few basic lines or
shapes. Even those who have no artistic talent whatsoever can quickly reproduce
simple graphic symbols, and this reproductive simplicity may be a factor in the
evolution of the world’s most popular symbols. The five-pointed star, for instance,
is so basic that even a young child can easily approximate the design. A more
complex symbol, such as a detailed drawing of a god’s head, would be unlikely to
stand the test of time because few could reproduce it accurately.

Symbols also allow for the transmission of hidden and secret meanings, and
this blends into the development of mystery traditions. For instance, early Chris-
tians used to hide their adherence to the controversial faith by using secret Chris-
tian symbols (like the swastika) on their tombs and avoiding symbols that were
recognized by the Romans as Christian. In essence, Christianity became a “secret
society” within the Roman Empire, organized through surreptitious meetings in
confidential locations. Many early Christian symbols were also, therefore, secret
symbols.

Few aspects of religion arouse more interest than secret societies and hidden
cults, partially because secrecy itself invites curiosity. Many of the world’s best-
known secret societies began as exclusive, members-only clubs. Some emerged
within religious traditions, while others began simply as social or occupational

organizations. Conspiratorial theories about various clubs and cults generally
come from those who are excluded or from social or political rivals who fear
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the growing influence of the organization. Over decades or centuries, secret clubs
often become convenient scapegoats for societal problems and historical myster-
ies that have little, if anything, to do with the organizations.

Secret societies comprise a characteristic type of myth that emerges in cul-
tures around the world and tends to follow a similar pattern. A club or group
emerges, either with religious or social purpose, like the Templar Order or the
White Lotus Society, or simply as a way for men to avoid spending time with their
wives and children, like Freemasonry. The club decides to become “exclusive,”
either because the group is subversive and holds illegal political views, like early
Christianity, or because membership is restricted to some elite group, again, like
Freemasonry (the elite group being affluent white men). If the group begins to
gain a modicum of social, political, economic, or spiritual influence and the orga-
nization chooses to remain members-only and secret, a conspiracy theory is likely
to emerge. Over time, this conspiracy theory will fall out of favor but will remain
a tantalizing bit of mythic history that can be revived and embellished in subse-
quent generations. This is the pattern that led to the seemingly far-fetched linkage
between the Templar Order and the conspiracy to hide extraterrestrial visits to
Earth, to cite one of many examples.

Religion itself often serves as a simplification of the universe, resulting from
the basic human desire to abridge the overwhelming complexity of existence. This
same motivation is behind the popularity of conspiracy theories, pop psychology,
and a variety of other mystical systems. For instance, the complex nature of crime
and morality and the danger that each human faces from human and nonhuman
threats can be simplified by believing in the existence of a devil, demon, or other
objectively evil force that seeks to corrupt or harm humanity. Similarly, the exis-
tence of a secret society controlling the world’s finances is a simplification of the
multifarious economic and political patterns that lead to the fortunes and financial
failures of humans living within society.

Ignorance and lack of familiarity are at the root of nearly all mystery theories,
conspiracies, and mystical conceptions of the universe. Many modern religions
are based on theories of secret, lost knowledge from the ancient world. While it is
true that a vast amount of knowledge from ancient cultures has been lost because
of a lack of documentation, the idea that this loss involved the disappearance of
essential secrets that represent major spiritual and philosophical breakthroughs is
largely a matter of misconception and creative invention. In the West, for instance,
it is common to believe that Eastern philosophy contains transformative secrets
that can unlock a variety of human abilities, from improved emotional balance
to immortality. Eastern philosophy is relatively difficult to comprehend and may
simply seem more “exotic” to those raised in the West, and this contributes to the
perception of secret depth and mysterious power. The same “exotic” appeal may



Introduction | xxi

have contributed to the success of Christianity in Japan, where this foreign faith
seemed alien and mystically potent to those raised in the Eastern mold.

Another interesting factor in religious mysteries is the degree to which mys-
tery, conspiracy, and spiritual secrets have been commodified or transformed
into products for human consumption. Religious and philosophical mysteries
have become a perennial trend in the West, where thousands of books, films,
and self-help programs are marketed under the pretense that they are based on
archaic arcane knowledge. Marketing alleged mystical wisdom is a process that
has been going on since the roots of Western civilization, from the fortune-tellers
and astrologers of antiquity to modern psychospiritual programs that offer to pass
on esoteric wisdom on subjects ranging from Celtic cults to extraterrestrial visi-
tors. While the most basic research can easily disprove the “theories” behind most
pseudospiritual hypotheses, these concepts continue to be popular, and even the
most incredulous spiritual theories can attract a group of ardent followers.

The concept of religious mystery is as old as religion itself, and within many
religions, the idea of “the mysteries” refers to the supernatural aspects of faith,
including miracles, magic powers, and divine mysticism. The mysteries provide
the “evidence” that the supernatural exists and a tantalizing sense that the faith
contains deeper knowledge that is too powerful for the laity and therefore reserved
for those who reach a higher level of awareness or commitment. In some sense, a
religion can never fully divulge its secrets, because once this occurs, there is no
deeper level of understanding to achieve and the process becomes uninteresting.
Having the mysteries in the background provides a goal and an added level of
allure for those who wish to deepen their mystical connection.

Any secret that can be revealed is not, by definition, a secret any longer. The
historical study of religious mysteries does not involve the revelation of divine
truth, but rather looks at how religions develop, hide, reveal, and treat the mysteri-
ous aspects of their faiths. The examination of religious mysteries reveals a great
deal about the origins and development of religion and helps to dispel the miscon-
ceptions that often occur through poor scholarship and fear of the unknown. The
Salem witch trials, the execution of the Templars, and countless other examples
reveal the potentially disastrous consequences when religious differences are mis-
construed as signs of evil or impurity. The revelation of secrecy, even if it removes
some of areligion’s mystical appeal, is therefore a path toward greater understand-
ing. Only by viewing religion as the product of our shared culture and history can
we understand how religion functions in society and how the patterns of religion
bind humanity together as much as they pull us apart.






ABRAHAMIC AND
IRANIAN RELIGIONS

The term “Abrahamic religions” is used in comparative religious studies to refer to
a group of monotheistic religions that originated in the Middle East. The primary
representatives of this category are Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and subreligions
that have emerged from these faiths. In 2012, more than half of the world’s popu-
lation identified themselves as belonging to an Abrahamic faith. The Abrahamic
faiths are also united by a shared mythological tradition that includes the presence
of Abraham, who is variously called “Ibrahim,” “Abram,” and “Abu-ramu” (the
original Assyrian version of the name). Abraham is a major figure of the Book of
Genesis in the Old Testament and is also a minor figure in the Koran and the Torah.
Abraham is considered the first Jew in Jewish legend and is also a major prophet
in Islam and a minor prophet in Christianity. Versions of Abraham’s life and deeds
vary between different faiths.

The Iranian religions are a small group of spiritual traditions that emerged in
Iran and through the migration of cultures that utilize the Iranian languages, which
include Old Persian and Avestan. Most of Iranian traditions, including Zurvanism
and Mandaeism, have become extinct or greatly reduced in the modern era. Zoro-
astrianism is the most significant extant religion that represents the ancient cul-
tures of Iran and is believed by many historians to have been an inspiration for the
development of the Abrahamic faiths.
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Judaism

Judaism is the oldest surviving monotheistic religion and the first of the Abra-
hamic faiths. Over the centuries, Judaism has developed into a unique blend of
cultural and spiritual characteristics, and belonging to Jewish culture no longer
necessitates adherence to the Jewish faith. Some classify Jewish culture as a dis-
tinct ethnic group that is united by the possession of genetic characteristics derived
from the maternal chromosomal lineage. Conversion to Judaism is relatively rare,
and Jewish populations have historically been insular because of persecution,
thereby preserving genetic strains within the larger population. Interbreeding will,
over time, reduce and eventually diffuse these inherited links, but genetic lineages
of Jewish cultures still exist in the 21st century.

There are approximately 14 million adherents of Judaism in the world,
making Judaism the twelfth- to fourteenth-largest religious/cultural tradition
in the world. Because of the complex relationship between Jewish culture and
Jewish spirituality, it is unknown what percentage of the 14 million who call
themselves “Jewish” adhere to the spiritual aspects of Jewish practice. In North
America and parts of Europe, some studies indicate that as many as 50 percent
of self-identified Jews do not believe in God. Atheistic and secular Judaism has
increased as a proportion of the Jewish population in the 20th and 21st centu-
ries, constituting one of the driving forces in the evolution of Judaism in the
modern era.

Origins and Evolution

Judaism emerged in Canaan (now Israel and Palestine) around 2000 BCE, after a
fabled communication between God and Abraham, the first Jew, in which God told
Abraham that the Jews were the chosen people who were intended to demonstrate
the proper life to humanity. God delivered spiritual law to the populace through
another messenger, Moses, to whom God presented the Ten Commandments on
Mount Sinai. What followed was a golden age of Jewish kings and the establish-
ment of Judaism as an influential spiritual/social institution centered around the
First Temple built by King Solomon.
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The Jewish people split into tribes around the 10th century BCE, and this sig-
nificantly weakened the Jewish kingdom. The dissolution resulted in the destruc-
tion of the First Temple around 600 BCE, after which the Jewish people were
thrown into exile. Jews reclaimed the region around 164 BCE, an event celebrated
with the festival of Hanukah, but it was a temporary return to independence as
the Jewish people were again subjugated in the 1st century CE by the Roman
Empire. Rabbinic Judaism, the strain of Judaism centered around adherence to
scriptural law, emerged in the 1st century CE, driven partially by the development
of Christianity and the resulting competition between Jewish and Christian sects
for followers.

The Jews attempted to revolt against the Roman Empire several times, the
first in 70 CE, which resulted in the destruction of the Second Temple. The sec-
ond revolt shortly after resulted in the exile of the Jewish people from Jerusalem.
When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire after the
conversion of the Roman Emperor Constantine, Judaism remained a lesser and
often persecuted tradition throughout most of Europe. As the Jewish people spread
across Europe, a new center of Jewish culture emerged in Spain, which was under
the control of a lineage of Muslim rulers.

Over the centuries, the Jewish people endured an extensive series of persecu-
tions, under Christian leaders during the Crusades and also at the hands of Muslims
in Islamic territories. Judaism never managed to eclipse Christianity, even though
Christianity originally arose as a Jewish sect. The new tradition of Christianity,
split from its parent faith, gained prominence throughout most of Europe and
the entirety of the New World. Jewish populations were repeatedly restricted in
their movements and at times subjected to social and political penalties for their
faith. The persecution of the Jewish people culminated in the events of the Jewish
Holocaust during World War II and the attempted extermination of the Jewish peo-
ple at the hands of the German Nazi movement. In the wake of this tragic period,
European and American authorities cooperated to establish a new Jewish state in
what is now Israel, thus returning the Jewish people to control of the legendary
Holy Land of Jewish Scripture.

Jewish Beliefs

Judaism is a “monotheistic” faith, characterized by the belief in a single god, and
Jewish Scripture forbids “idolatry,” defined as the worship of any other figure
other than God. Jews believe in the primacy of such Jewish prophets as Abraham
and Moses, through whom God delivered prophecies to the Jewish people. Tradi-
tional Judaism is also embodied by adherence to Jewish law, as enshrined in the
Torah and the Talmud, books specific to Jewish spiritual practice. Judaism also
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Forbidden Haircuts

“Payot” are uncut locks of hair worn in front of the ears by some Orthodox Jews
because of an interpretation of a verse in the Torah that says that men should
not shave the “corners” of their heads.

recognizes the original contents of the Old Testament as another source of spiritual
Scripture.

Over the centuries, Judaism has given rise to a variety of different sects and
schools of thought. Orthodox Judaism is the school closest to traditional practices,
and followers of the school attempt to follow the 613 laws laid out in the Talmud.
By contrast, Reform Judaism is a modernized version of the faith that has removed
such traditional practices as animal sacrifice and the segregation of women and
men. Liberal Judaism and Jewish humanism represent further modernization of
Judaism, in some cases doing away with the worship of God altogether for a more
humanist approach.

Judaism has also given rise to several strains of mysticism, including Kabbalah,
a mystical practice and theory believed to have been a part of the original Jewish
practice transmitted by God in the 13th century BCE. Kabbalah has experienced a
resurgence in the 20th and 21st centuries, becoming a “new age,” generalized form
of mysticism that is most popular in North America. While some Jewish tradition-
alists reject Kabbalah and other forms of mysticism, others believe that mysticism
is an essential element to Jewish tradition and culture.

As the oldest of the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism has evolved through the cen-
turies, traveling the spectrum from orthodox adherence to the modern humanis-
tic and atheistic approaches to the faith. A similar phenomenon can be seen in
Hinduism, one of the oldest religious traditions, which has also evolved into a
range of approaches from traditional adherence to an almost atheistic approach.
Even as Jewish culture is now represented by a growing population occupying
the Holy Land, the modern evolution of the faith is marked by a reduction in tra-
ditionalism in favor of the view that Judaism is a cultural rather than a spiritual
institution.

Further Reading

Jewish Virtual Library. American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise. 2013. Web. January 2,
2014.

Satlow, Michael L. Creating Judaism: History, Tradition, Practice. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006.
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CHAI SYMBOL
Symbol of Life

The chai symbol has become a popular decorative motif in Jewish architecture and
sacred objects. It is used to decorate mezuzot, jewelry, and other items to “adver-
tise” allegiance to Judaism or Jewish culture. While the chai symbol has ancient
origins, the symbol did not become a popular representation of Jewish culture
until the 20th century.

Life in Jewish Culture

The word “chai” is a Hebrew term meaning “life”” and is often taken to symbol-
ize the Jewish focus on the value of life. The protection of life is considered
one of the principle tenets of Judaism. Some interpretations of Judaism hold
that the focus on life is a representation of the Jewish belief that all humans
are descended from the same individual and therefore every life symbolizes all
lives and the whole of humanity. The focus on life is therefore seen as a repre-
sentation of wholeness in Jewish culture and of the interconnectedness of all
beings.

Though there are 613 commandments listed in the Talmud, traditional Jewish
law “requires” that an individual violate almost all of the commandments if doing
S0 is necessary to save or preserve someone’s life or health. Pregnant women and
the elderly are not supposed to fast on Yom Kippur, for instance, though this is
a commandment for all others. Similarly, medical professionals are permitted to
answer emergency calls on the Sabbath, though it is a commandment that all oth-
ers refrain from work on this occasion.

The value of life also places certain restrictions on medical practices and
procedures. For instance, in the Talmud it is written that one is prohibited from
moving an ill person in any way if doing so may shorten that person’s life.
Similarly, Jewish law is usually interpreted as strictly forbidding euthanasia,
suicide, and assisted suicide. These prohibitions have become the subject of
debate as ancient Jewish laws have come into conflict with modern medical eth-
ics debates. Jewish law does permit patients to refuse extraordinary procedures
to keep a person alive and also permits individuals to refuse certain types of care
when ill.

Meaning of the Chai Symbol

The chai symbol is a combination of two Hebrew letters, “chet” and “yud.”
Chet is the 8th Hebrew letter and the symbol of life. Chet also symbolizes the
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ritual of circumcision, which occurs on
the eighth day of a child’s life. The chai
symbol also contains the letter “yud”
or “yod,” which is the 10th letter of the
Hebrew alphabet. Yud is also the small-
est letter and is therefore used to repre-
sent “humility.” The word “yud” also
means “arm” or “hand,” and the charac-
ter yud is modeled after hands raised in
prayer.

According to Jewish numerology, or
“gematria,” the chai symbol has a value  Chai symbol
of 18, as the symbol combines chet (8)
and yud (10). The number 18 has consequently become important in Jewish cul-
ture. Some Jewish people believe in giving monetary donations in multiples of
18. The number 18 has also become symbolic of God because only God is seen
as perfectly alive and thus is the only being who embodies the concept of chai in
its entirety.

Chai is also a component of the popular phrase “l’chaim,” which literally
translates as “to life,” and has become a common toast in Jewish culture. The
origins of 1’chaim as a toast are unclear, though some historians have traced it
to the 13th century. Toasting over wine in general is a very old practice; histori-
ans have found evidence that Greeks drank toasts to each other’s health and life
around the 6th century BCE. Some early histories on the subject suggested that
toasting was originally related to the fact that poisoning was a common method
of assassination and that individuals would toast each other’s health to assure
one another that the wine was not poisoned. Intriguing as this suggestion might
be, historians have found no evidence to support the poison theory of the toast.
Most historians now believe that the toast developed from religious rituals that
involved giving blood or wine to the gods, accompanied by prayers for long
life and health. In Jewish culture, the toast retains this more ancient meaning,
petitioning god to grant boons of health and prosperity to all those gathered to
share in the feast.

Further Reading

Daan, Rabbi Julie H. “Chai Ceremony.” My Jewish Learning. 2012. Web. January 2,
2014.

Reuben, Steven Carr, and Jennifer S. Hanin. Becoming Jewish: The Challenges, Rewards,
and Paths. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2011.
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GEMATRIA

Divine Mathematics

Gematria, or “Hebrew numerology,” is an ancient system of assigning numerical
values to letters and words and deriving symbolic relationships between numbers
associated with certain divine or sacred concepts. The etymology of the word is
uncertain. Some scholars believe that the Hebrew term derived from the Greek
word “geomatria,” for the mathematical study of geometry, but it may be a com-
bination of the Greek terms “geometria” and “grammateia,” which translates as
“amounting to.”

The term “gematria” has been in general usage since the 18th century, but the
study of numerology may have begun in the Jewish Misnah Period, which is gen-
erally taken as between 10 and 220 CE. It is believed that word-based numerology
can be traced as far back as the 8th century BCE in Mesopotamia. Most Hebrew
scholars consider gematria to be an auxiliary facet of studying the Torah, but there
are some sects in which the numerological study of the Torah has become a major
focus of study.

Calculating the Value of Letters

There are four primary methods used to calculate the value of the letters in
the Hebrew alphabet, each of which can lead to vastly different interpreta-
tions of meaning. The “absolute value” (“mispar hechrachi’), or “normative
value,” system is the most common method and assigns each of the 22 letters
in the Hebrew alphabet a value from 1 to 400. Special values are also given for
the five “final forms,” which are forms used for letters when they appear at the
end of a word. Taken together, there are 27 forms in the mispar hechrachi sys-
tem, with values from 1 to 900. Traditionally, the letters are grouped into three
enneads (groups of nine), each corresponding to a decimal value from ones to
hundreds.

First Ennead:
* Aleph: 1
* Beth: 2
e Gimel: 3
e Daleth: 4
e He:5
e Vau: 6
* Zayin: 7
e Cheth: 8
e Teth: 9
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Second Ennead:

* Yod: 10

e Kaph: 20

e Lamed: 30

e Mem: 40

e Nun: 50

e Samech: 60

e Ayin: 70

e Pe: 80

e Tsaddi: 90
Third Ennead:

* Koph: 100

e Resh: 200

e Shin: 300

e Tau: 400
Final Forms:

e Kaf: 500
Mem: 600
Nun: 700
Peh: 800
Tzadik: 900

Alternative methods for assigning value include the “mispar siduri,” or “ordinal
value” method, the “mispar katan,” or “reduced value” system, and the “mispar
katan mispari,” or “integral reduced value” method. Each system results in differ-
ent symbolic relationships between words and letters and can therefore be com-
pared to analyze different potential symbolic representations.

Numerical Meaning in Hebrew Texts

The words and sentences in such Jewish holy texts as the Torah and the Sephir
Yetsira are believed to have been delivered directly by God. Therefore, followers
of gematria believe that numerical similarities and relationships found within the
holy texts are not the result of coincidence or interpretation, but represent a hidden
layer of meaning. In the school of Jewish mysticism called Kabbalah, gematria is
believed to be the key to unlocking mystical messages hidden within the grammar
and structure of the Torah and other holy books.

As with the calculation of value for each letter, there are different approaches
to calculating the value of words and other techniques for the value of entire sen-
tences and phrases. The most basic application of gematria has been to imbue
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certain numbers with special significance because of their relationships to certain
words. This has resulted in certain “lucky” or “sacred” numbers that have become
significant in Jewish culture. More advanced applications of gematria can become
much like complex mathematics, utilizing ever more complex equations to exam-
ine deeper and deeper levels of numerical meaning.

Examples of Gematria

One of the most basic examples of gematria involves finding relationships between
common words. For instance, it has been noted that the Hebrew word for “father”
is “ab,” which has a numerical value of 3. The word for mother is “em,” which
has a calculated value of 41. The Hebrew word “yaeled” means ‘“child” and has
a numerical value of 44, which is the sum of the numerical values for father and
mother, just as a father and mother must combine to form a child.

Another more complex example of gematria can be found in the Parshat Re’eh
(Deuteronomy 11:26-16:17) where it is written that Jewish people must give char-
ity (tzedakah) to others. Utilizing gematria to analyze the concepts involved in
charity, it has been noted that the word “ashir,” which means “wealthy person,”
has a value of 580, while the word “ani,” for “poor person,” has a value of 130.
The difference between 580 and 130 is 450, and this is the exact numerical value
of the Hebrew word “fein,” which is translated as “to give.”

Another example is found in the Haggadah, a story that is traditionally read
at the Passover seder (a ritual feast that marks the beginning of Passover). In the
story, an allegorical lesson is presented through the behavior of four sons, the Wise
Son, the Wicked Son, the Simple Son, and the Son Who Doesn’t Know How to
Ask, each representing a behavioral virtue or vice. When the Wicked Son acts out
at the table, the parents are instructed to “blunt his teeth.” This phrase is primar-
ily interpreted to mean that the parents must smooth the hurtful, sharp edges of
the boy’s personality to reveal the good child within. Students of gematria have
noted that the word “rasha,” meaning “wicked person,” has a value of 570, while
the word “tzaddik,” for “righteous person,” has a value of 204. Taking the differ-
ence in the two values reveals a value of 366, which is the same value as the word
“sheenev,” which translates to “his teeth.” Thus, if “his teeth” are taken away, the
wicked person becomes a good person.

The word “Torah” has a numerical value of 611, and this number has become
significant in gematria with a number of interesting correlations. It has been noted,
for instance, that the phrase “gemilus chasadim,” which translates as “deeds of
loving kindness,” also has a value of 611. Within the Torah, it is said that deeds
of kindness are one of the three pillars of the world, and they are considered as
important as reading the Torah itself. Likewise, the phrase “His Kingdom Will
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Come” has the same numerical value. Other gematria scholars have found addi-
tional relationships by adding, dividing, subtracting, and multiplying 611 and
related numbers to create a network of numerical relationships.

Numerical Significance

Critics of gematria have argued that the relationships between numbers and words
may largely be the result of coincidence, creative interpretation, and, in some
cases, design. Skeptics have noted that seemingly relevant numerical-linguistic
relationships can be constructed by choosing alternate or unconventional phrases,
altering the spelling or value of certain characters, or utilizing combinations of
different methods of calculating value. In addition, it has been demonstrated that
the historical formation of words, phrases, and translations can input numerical
messages into texts that may not have originally had the same values. Some have
argued that nearly any text could be shown to have symbolic meaning using a sim-
ilar numerical system and creative interpretations of relationships between words
and numbers.

Some individuals place significant faith in gematria and other forms of numer-
ology, believing that the world is based on a system of mathematical and numeric
relationships and that these relationships may be expressed through language the
same way that they might be expressed through chemical or microphysical pro-
cesses. It is impossible to prove or disprove the holy elements behind sacred reli-
gious texts, and no definitive guide for numerology has been dictated by those
elements. So it is likely that followers of numerology will continue to interpret
these texts through the lens of their own beliefs.

Further Reading

Isaacs, Ronald H. The Jewish Book of Numbers. Lanham, MD: J. Aronson Press, 1996.
Keller, Joyce. The Complete Book of Numerology. New York: Macmillan, 2001.

KABBALAH
Mysticism of the Oral Torah

Kabbalah, or “cabala,” is an esoteric school of spiritual study derived from, and
in most cases still connected to, ancient Jewish mysticism. Modern Kabbalah has
become a popular facet of Western New Age spirituality, and the American form
of Kabbalah has attracted a host of celebrity followers who have helped to stimu-
late modern interest in the subject. The term “Kabbalah” first came into usage
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in the 11th century, and historians believe that the name derives from the term
“Qof-Biet-Lamed,” translated as “receiving” or “something that is received.” The
English term “cabal,” which refers to a hidden or secret group of conspirators, was
derived from the Hebrew term “Kabbalah,” but the term has no sinister implica-
tions in the Jewish tradition.

While some modern Jewish adherents reject Kabbalah as an ancient and
largely irrelevant form of mysticism, in some circles the primary Kabbalistic
works are still studied by Jewish and occult scholars. As Kabbalah has grown
in popularity as a facet of Western occultism, a number of theorists and writ-
ers on the subject have created links between Kabbalah and other forms of
mysticism.

History of Kabbalah

Traditional Kabbalah explores the mystical, esoteric aspects of the stories and phi-
losophy contained within the holy texts of Judaism. Some Kabbalists and Jewish
historians have argued that Kabbalah is based on certain interpretations of the Oral
Talmud, which was communicated to Moses (according to Jewish lore) in the 13th
century BCE. Kabbalist lore often holds that the essential teachings of the Kab-
balah were transmitted directly to Adam (of garden of Eden fame) through visiting
angels.

The term “Kabbalah™ entered general usage in the 11th century and gener-
ally referred to esoteric mystics and scholars who studied the hidden or mystical
meanings behind the primary holy Scriptures. One of the first texts that explored
the mystical principles of Judaism was the Sephir Yetzirah, a collection of writ-
ings about Jewish mysticism believed to have been first written in the 3rd or 4th
century CE, though there have been many versions of the book over the centuries.
Kabbalah did not become popular until the 13th century, after Moses de Leon, a
Spanish rabbi and mystic theorist, produced a collection of mystical writings from
a variety of sources that came to be known as the Zohar. When the Jews were
expelled from Spain in the late 15th century, the Spanish Jews carried the Zohar
and Kabbalist teachings across Europe.

Major historical texts on Jewish Kabbalah have identified a slow development
and growth in the study of Jewish mysticism over the centuries, much of which
was grouped under the term “Kabbalah,” though they were distinct schools of
mystical thought. Historians have also identified key figures, such as Issac Luria
Arizal (ca. 1534-1572) and Abraham Azulai (1570-1643), who contributed to
the classical and early foundations of Kabbalah and who were followed by mod-
ern contributors, including Yehuda Ashlag (1885-1954). The study of Kabbalah
remains an important part of Hasidic Jewish spirituality but has lost ground with
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the more mainstream Orthodox Jews, many of whom see it as an unnecessary way
of approaching their faith.

Central Beliefs

Traditionally, the study of Kabbalah was restricted to males over the age of 40
who were fluent in Hebrew and had already demonstrated knowledge of the Torah
and Mosaic law. While some treat Kabbalah as its own unique school of thought,
it can also be viewed as an expression of one of the Jewish “PaRDeS,” which can
be defined as ways or methods of interpreting the primary Jewish biblical texts.

* Peshat—translates as “plain” or “simple” and generally refers to the most
basic, literal interpretation of biblical text.

* Remez—translates as “hidden” and refers to the search for deeper allegory
and symbolism within the Scriptures.

e Derash—translates as “seek” and refers to the comparative, interpretive,
and often moral examination of the texts.

* Sod—translates as “secret” and involves the esoteric or mystical interpreta-
tion of texts, often revealed through revelations given to advanced scholars
or teachers.

It is common within Kabbalistic teachings to refer to God using the term “Ein
Sof,” which generally translates as “unending” or “without end.” This name is
meant to express the idea that the very concept of God is transcendent and can-
not be explained or comprehended through the normal avenues of reason used to
investigate other phenomenon. The Kabbalists believe that Ein Sof cannot, in its
pure form, interact with humanity but does so through 10 aspects or “emanations”
known as the Ten Sephirot of the Tree of Life.

New Age and Cult Kabbalah

The biggest thing to happen to Kabbalah in the last 30 years was the breaking
news story that pop-music icon Madonna was a practicing member of the Los
Angeles—based Kabbalah Center. Started by Rabbi Philip Berg, the Kabbalah Cen-
ter has spread around the world, opening branches in many U.S. cities and a few
overseas branches in London and other European cities. Some critics have accused
the Kabbalah Center of diluting the original purpose of studying the Kabbalah and
marketing the religion to the New Age spirituality consumer.

The official policy of the Kabbalah Center is that the Kabbalah serves as a
supplement to any religious or spiritual system and is based on universal truths
that transcend any particular religious system. Toward this end, the Kabbalah
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Center does not require any previous knowledge of Hebrew or the Talmud to
take the organization’s courses. In addition to Madonna, a large number of
celebrities have become members of the Kabbalah Center, including actress
Demi Moore and her former husband Ashton Kutcher, socialite Paris Hilton,
and singer Mick Jagger.

The Kabbalah Center promotes a number of methods that are not generally
accepted among traditional Jewish scholars of the Kabbalistic works. Among a
number of other controversial teachings, the Kabbalah Center actively promotes
a belief in astrology and the spiritual practice of sex. Critics have also noted that
the Kabbalah Center creates and sells Kabbalah-themed merchandise to fund their
operations and has requested tithes, or donations, from members of as much as 10
percent of their income.

Further Reading

Greenspahn, Frederick E. Jewish Mysticism and Kabbalah. New York: New York Univer-
sity Press, 2011.

“The Kabbalah Center.” Kabbalah Center International. 2013. Web. January 2, 2014.

Werblowkdy, Rathael Jehudah Zwi. Origins of the Kabbalah. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1990.

KIDDUSH CUP
Drinking to Life

The kiddush cup is an ornamental
goblet used in Judaism to symbolize
the vessel that receives the blessings
distributed to humanity. The kiddush,
which translates as ‘“‘sanctification,”’
is the blessing recited in Jewish cer-
emonies and at celebratory meals. The
kiddush cup, which is usually made of
solid metal (traditionally silver) and
engraved with Hebrew characters, has
become one of the most recognizable
symbols of Judaism. There are no stan-
dardized measurements or materials for

Silver kiddush cup decorated with the Star .
of David and the words "Bar Mitzvah' in the kiddush cup, but the cup must be

Hebrew. (David lushewitz/Dreamstime.com) able to hold the minimum amount of
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wine (or symbolic wine) for saying the kiddush, called a “revi’it,” which is usu-
ally measured as between three and five fluid ounces.

History and Meaning

Reciting the kiddush is part of the Oral Torah, which is a set of traditions and
practices believed to have been part of the original revelation delivered from God
to the prophet Moses. Kiddush is recited before a meal commemorating a holiday
and before the meal that precedes the day of rest, or Shabbat. Generally, individu-
als drink from the same kiddush cup or pour the liquid into separate cups after the
recitation of the kiddush, thereby making the kiddush a communal experience that
symbolizes social unity.

Wine or ceremonial wine, sometimes in the form of grape juice, is the tra-
ditional liquid used in the kiddush. This originates from a period when drinking
wine was a daily activity throughout most of Jewish society. References to the
kiddush therefore refer to the use of sacramental wine, though other liquids may
now be used. One of the purposes of the kiddush was to differentiate the drinking
of wine as a sacrament from the drinking of wine in other situations, thus creating
a symbolic distinction between profane and sacred consumption.

The red wine symbolizes the grace of God, and some people add a small
amount of water to the wine, representing grace and love. The mixing of the water
and wine might have started during a time when typical table wine was too strong
to be consumed without dilution, so adding water to wine was a standard practice.
Over the centuries, this practice was imbued with spiritual significance of its own.

In gematria, the system of Jewish numerology, the letters of the word “cup,”
usually spelled “kos,” have the same numerical value as the word “God,” and this
creates an additional level of significance to the use of a cup as a sacramental
object. The word “wine” also has the same numerical equivalent as the words
“Sabbath eve,” and this is seen as a further reflection of the sacred link between
this blessing and the Shabbat ceremony.

A kiddush cup is traditionally made of silver and shaped like a goblet. This
element of kiddush tradition has been altered significantly over time, so any cup

Joy and Destruction

The Torah’s take on wine is a bit of a mixed bag of enthusiasm and caution.
While the Torah calls wine the “king of beverages,” the famed Tree of Knowl-
edge, whose fruit caused humanity’s fall from grace, is also described as a
“grapevine.”
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may now be used for the kiddush ceremony. Kiddush cups are often given as
gifts, and many are elaborately decorated with various Jewish symbols or Hebrew
words. One of the most common decorations for the kiddush cup is an inscrip-
tion in Hebrew of the Brachot, or blessing, said before eating, often beginning,
“Baruch atah adonai elokeinu melech haolam,” meaning, “Blessed are you God,
our lord, king of the world.”

Recitation of the Kiddush

The kiddush prayer is traditionally recited by the patriarch of the family, though
some families or groups may share the honor of reciting the kiddush. Each fam-
ily has its own Shabbat ceremony and recites the kiddush before the family meal,
but the kiddush is also typically recited at the closing of Friday night services in
Jewish temples. In general, kiddush prayers can be divided into several character-
istic sections. The first part is taken directly from the Book of Genesis; this part
may be left out when the kiddush is recited in the synagogue. The middle section
thanks God for creating the fruit that was used the make the wine, and the final
portion of the prayer gives thanks to God for the blessings of the special day being
celebrated.

Many different religious traditions have adopted the cup as a spiritual symbol.
It usually represents a vessel that holds spiritual wealth, power, or the blessings of
a deity. The Holy Grail, eucharistic cup, and Tibetan skull cup are other examples
of sacred cups found in other religions. The kiddush cup is unique because it is a
symbol as well as an object that fills a role in Jewish daily life. For this reason, the
kiddush cup not only represents the spiritual principles of Jewish life, but it also
symbolizes the lived experience of Judaism.

Further Reading
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MENORAH
Oldest Symbol of Judaism

The menorah is a seven- or nine-armed candelabrum used in certain Jewish cere-
monies and rituals. While scholars disagree about the early history of the menorah,
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the use of candelabra in Jewish culture is believed to derive from the seven-armed
candelabrum (also called a “menorah”) used in the ancient Jewish temple, which
was in turn inspired by the lamp mentioned in Jewish legend that was used by
Moses during his time in the wilderness. The menorah—in both nine- and seven-
armed varieties—has become a symbol of Judaism worldwide, and the seven-
armed candelabrum is part of the state emblem of Israel.

History of the Menorah

Some Jewish scholars claim that the menorah is the oldest extant symbol of the
Jewish faith. The use of candelabra in rituals is not unique to Judaism; many dif-
ferent types of candelabra have been used as ritual objects in faiths around the
world. Historians believe that candelabra were used as symbolic vessels among
many Middle Eastern tribes before the formation of the modern lineage of Juda-
ism. The modern symbol of the menorah is based on the ceremonial candelabrum
of the legendary First Temple (Solomon’s Temple), believed to have been built
around 950-60 BCE.

The seven-armed (or seven-branched) menorah is described in detail in Exo-
dus 25:31-40, in which God tells Moses to build a lamp with a “main stem” and
six additional branches. The destruction of the First Temple, in 70 CE, resulted
in the loss of the original menorah. This loss is commemorated in the design of
the Arch of Titus, a first-century monument constructed by Emperor Domitian to
commemorate Roman military victories, including the capture of Jerusalem in
70 CE. The depiction of the menorah on the Arch of Titus was the inspiration for
the version of the symbol incorporated into the official seal of Israel in 1948. For
centuries, some have theorized that the Catholic Church may still have possession
of the original menorah, though no significant evidence has been found to support
this claim.

Depictions of the sacred candelabrum have not varied much since the end of
the Roman period, and they are still represented with three branches in a semicir-
cular shape connected to a central stem. Scholars are uncertain whether this was
actually the design of the seven-branched menorah of the First Temple because the
486 different representations of the menorah from art and literature indicate a wide
variety of shapes and sizes.

Meaning of the Menorah

The seven-branch menorah represents the seven spirits of God, mentioned in Isaiah
11:2-3. These spirits include the spirit of the lord, the spirit of understanding, the
spirit of counsel, the spirit of might, the spirit of power, the spirit of wisdom, and
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Detail of a relief depicting the Spoils of Jerusalem from the inside of the Arch of Titus in Rome.
The arch honors Titus' victorious conclusion to the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE. This relief,
displaying the triumphal parade of 71 CE, features sacred objects including the menorah and
silver trumpets from the Temple of Jerusalem. (Allan T. Kohl/Art Images for College Teaching)

the spirit of fear. There is some evidence that early Christians may also have used
the symbol of the menorah to represent the seven aspects of God, and followers of
Kaballah took the menorah as a symbol of the “sephirot,” or “emanations of God.”

The seven branches of the menorah also represent the six days of creation fol-
lowed by the Sabbath, or “day of rest.” For those that share these religious beliefs,
then, the number seven serves as a reminder of the origins of humanity and of
God’s role in creation. The traditional menorah was also decorated with a variety
of other meaningful symbols, including eleven bulbs that represent spiritual plea-
sure and nine flowers that represent growth.

The nine-branch menorah used at Hanukkah celebrations is also called a
“hanukkiyah” and is a variation of the traditional seven-branch menorah that
honors the First Temple. The design of the nine-branch hanukkiyah is usually
explained through a fable about the Jewish recovery of the temple during the
period when Israel was part of the Syrian-Greek Empire, which took control of
the temple in 168 BCE. The Hellenists of the Syrian-Greek Empire wanted the
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temple for worship of their pantheon of Greek gods, and so they made the practice
of Judaism illegal.

The Jewish resistance to Syrian-Greek rule began in a village called Modiin,
where a priest named Mattathias and his children attacked and killed a group of
soldiers who were trying to force them to bow to an idol representing one of the
Greek gods. Mattathias and his family took refuge in the mountains and were
joined by other Jews interested in reclaiming their territory. The rebels, who came
to be known as the Maccabees, eventually reclaimed control of the temple in
Jerusalem after a series of brutal struggles with Syrian-Greek soldiers.

To purify the temple, which had been used for pagan rituals, the Maccabees
decided to burn sacred oils in the temple menorah for eight days, but they found
only one day’s worth of oil within the temple. The Maccabees lit the remaining
oil, which miraculously lasted for the entire eight days. The nine-armed menorah
was designed to commemorate this miracle, with one candle for each of the days
that the menorah was used to purify the temple. The ninth candle, known as the
“shamash,” is used to light the others each night during the eight-night celebration.
The hanukkiyah is displayed to remind believers of the Hanukkah miracle, and
it is forbidden to use the light of the hanukkiyah for any purpose other than the
traditional Hanukkah ceremony.

Hanukkah is one of the least important holidays in the Jewish calendar,
though the celebration has become popular in areas where Judaism coexists with
Christianity and in the United States is often treated as the Jewish equivalent of
Christmas. Traditionally, Jewish children were given small amounts of money
on Hanukkah, called “gelt” in Yiddish. Over the years, as Christmas has become
more commercialized, so has Hanukkah, and many parents now give presents to
celebrate the holiday.

While the Star of David has become the most widely used symbol of Judaism
in most of the Jewish world, the menorah is perhaps the most ancient Jewish sym-
bol and the one that most represents Judaism’s connection to its roots in the First
Temple. While the Star of David has become the most widely recognized symbol
of Judaism since the 20th century, the seven- and nine-branch menorahs may be
the oldest and most lasting symbols of Judaism because they commemorate the
First Temple and the birth of Jewish culture.
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MEZUZAH

Door to the Sacred Home

The mezuzah (pluralized “mezuzot”), from the Hebrew word meaning “doorpost,”
is a small cylindrical object, usually made of metal, filled with a rolled parch-
ment that is inscribed with passages from Deuteronomy. Mezuzot are affixed to
doorframes and sometimes hung in the doorways of public buildings to symbolize
the oneness of God and God’s promises to followers. Mezuzot also separate the
“sacred space” of the interior of the home from the “profane space” of the outside
world.

Origins of the Mezuzah

The mezuzah’s origins can be traced to the period when the Jews were still slaves in
Egypt. Some followers of the faith inscribed part of the prayer that forms the cen-
ter of morning and evening prayers, called the “shema yisrael” or simply “shema,”
on their doors or the wooden posts of fences. Eventually this inscription evolved
to contain a standard 22-line section of the Shema, from Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and
11:13-21, and individuals began using handwritten parchment instead of carving
the inscription directly into the door. Over the centuries, it became standard to
protect this scroll by housing it in a hollow, dried reed. This covering gradually
evolved into the metal or plastic coverings most often used in the 21st century.

The Shema evolved directly from the Oral Torah, which are the lessons said to
have been imparted to Moses on Mount Sinai that did not become part of the Writ-
ten Torah. The Shema originally contained only Deuteronomy 6:4, the purpose of
which is to declare that the Jewish God is “one,” and may be seen as the passage
that reflects the monotheistic character of Judaism. The passage derives from the
prophet Joseph’s concerns that his sons may be vulnerable to idol worship, and
so he declares that there is only one true God. The Hebrew word “shema” means
“hear” and refers to the opening line of Deuteronomy 6:4, which begins “Hear O
Israel ....”

Conventions of Display and Use

The halakhah, which is a collection of religious laws observed in the Jewish faith,
requires that the Shema be recited every day in the morning and evening. This
requirement comes directly from Deuteronomy 6:5-9 and was initially consid-
ered one of the central tenets of Jewish worship. The posting of the mezuzah is a
requirement taken from Deuteronomy 11:20, where it is written about the words
of God, “You shall write them on the doorposts of your house ....”
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The scroll containing the section of the Shema must be handwritten on parch-
ment, which is then rolled and inserted into a container. The back of the container
usually contains the Hebrew letters “shin,” “daled,” and “yud,” forming “shaddai,”
or “almighty,” which is one of the names used for God. The front of the container
is usually decorative. Many mezuzot are inscribed with Hebrew characters, such
as the word “chai,” which means “life,” or decorated with other Jewish symbols,
such as the Star of David or menorah. Other mezuzot are decorated with images
of Jewish prophets or mythical figures or with images recalling ancient Israel and
the First Temple.

By convention, the mezuzah is generally affixed roughly one-third of the way
from the top of the door and against one of the doorposts. The mezuzah is hung
slanted as a 45-degree angle to the ground, and this position is also significant.
According to Jewish lore, scholars once disagreed about whether to hang the
mezuzah vertically or horizontally and eventually agreed upon hanging it at an
angle, symbolizing compromise.

Meaning of the Mezuzah

The mezuzah is one of a family of symbols and symbolic objects that separate
profane and sacred spaces, a practice that is common in many religions and could
be called a characteristic archetype of religious practice. Symbols denoting the
entrance to sacred space are often inscribed on doors, gates, or plaques posted on
entrances. Another example can be found in the torii gates of Japanese Shintoism,
which are structural symbols that denote the entrance to a sacred area.

The mezuzah has become a symbol of the Jewish faith and culture in general,
regardless of a person’s belief in the spiritual aspects of Judaism. Some individu-
als wear small mezuzot as jewelry, which is typically considered more a symbol of
identity and has no specific religious significance. Historians have noted that the
wearing of phylacteries—a type of protective amulet—was popular in many of the
pagan cults that existed alongside ancient Judaism, and some have speculated that
early Jews were inspired to utilize the mezuzah in a similar manner. The Jewish
teffilin, a set of black boxes containing scrolls inscribed with passages from the
Torah, provide another example of a Jewish phylactery that was once considered
a talisman against evil.

In Jewish mysticism, especially the esoteric traditions of Kabbalah, the mezu-
zah is a talisman used to protect the home from evil. In the Middle Ages, individu-
als added the names or symbols of guardian angels to the mezuzah parchment to
enhance the object’s utility as a protective talisman. Some also believe that the mezu-
zah provides the power to ward off illness and misfortune. The passage commanding
the use of the mezuzah explains that the display of the object is for “long life.”
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Mezuzot can be simple in design, but are often
elaborately engraved with sections of Jewish prayers in
Hebrew and images evoking central locations in Jewish
history and culture. (Terry Wilson/iStockphoto.com)

The modern interpretation of the mezuzah is less religious and more histori-
cal and cultural. It serves as a reminder of one’s connection to Jewish history
rather than as a talisman of fortune or protection. However, it is still common for
Jewish people to view the mezuzah with superstitious reverence and to believe,
at least passively, that the object may help to keep their homes and families safe.
Fewer modern Jews believe in a world filled with potentially malevolent spirits;
this belief was far more common in the Middle Ages, when nearly every symbol of
spiritual adherence was imbued with protective power to provide a psychological
sense of safety in a world filled with unknown dangers.

Further Reading
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SEPHIROT
Kabbalistic Tree of Life

The sephirot (also spelled sephiroth and seifirot) are qualities or emanations of
God that constitute the substrate of creation. The sephirot symbol, also known
as the tree of life, depicts ten sephirot that represent the descent of God into
the material world. They are organized into levels that represent different fac-
ets of spiritual knowledge and layers of relationships between each individual
sephirot.

The Tree of Life

The ten sephirot are both attributes of God and representations of the spiritual ele-
ment within humanity, sometimes thought of as the essence of the soul. Together,
the sephirot create the material world, but they also combine to create other realms
of spiritual existence, such as justice or peace. Each sephirot also corresponds
to a human attribute, usually an ethical quality. Behavior that is in keeping with
proper moral principles creates harmony between the sephirot, while actions that
are contrary to the will of God create discordance and prevent the attainment of a
higher spiritual existence.

On the tree of life, each of the sephirot is contained within a circle, called a
vessel or “kelim.” Each vessel contains a pure emanation of God and represents
a continuation of God rather than separate phenomena or entities. The sephirot
can be divided into groups that represent relationships between two or more of
the kelim and relate to various levels of spiritual organization. For instance, at the
top of the tree of life symbol are the supernals, consisting of Keter, Chokhmah,
and Binah, which together symbolize the transition of God’s divine light through
the rest of creation. The seven remaining kelim are grouped together as the
“seven days of creation.” Each kelim of the tree of life is linked to others such
that the entire tree is connected and represents a unified path toward spiritual
enlightenment.

Meaning of the Sephirot

The leading sephirot on the tree of life is Keter, usually translated as “crown.”
Some versions of the sephirot substitute Da’at for Keter, reasoning that Keter is
actually part of Ain Sof, which is envisioned as the primordial God, before God
manifested creation. Keter is the root of the soul and the source of all compassion
and empathy. It also represents the metaphysical or spiritual crown worn by Adam,
the archetype of man. Keter is described as the most hidden of all that is hidden,
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meaning that it is the principle beyond
words or thought that humans cannot
fully understand.

Keter is flanked on the tree of life
by Binah on the left and Chokhmah on
the right. Binah is usually translated as
“understanding” and signifies the quality
of understanding that allows for the devel-
opment of knowledge. Chokhmah means
“wisdom” and is the opposing force of
Binah. When Binah is active, meaning that
the soul, mind, or person is active in under-
standing, wisdom becomes receptive. At
some point, wisdom becomes active and
understanding becomes receptive. Thus,
there is a cyclic relationship between Binah
and Chokhmah that is often described as
the transition between active and passive,
or male and female, modes of perception.

Chokhmah and Binah are also linked
to Da’at, the principle of knowledge,
forming a sephirotic triad called “Sechel,”

The organization of the sephirot in Jewish . - . i
Kabbalah, often called the “tree of life” or “intellect.” Thus, understanding, wis-

diagram. Each sephirot is connected to  dom, and knowledge are the key facilities
each of the others through a shifting set of

. . . of intellect, and each one of these poten-
spiritual relationships.

tialities or essences contributes to the
development of the others. Da’at is not considered one of the sephirot, but rather
is a connecting point between all of the other sephirot, representing the knowledge
that comes from connecting the various qualities together. Some versions of the
tree of life, as mentioned above, substitute Da’at for Keter, thus making Da’at the
tenth sephirot.

Beneath Binah is Gevurah, which translates as “judgment” or “limitation,”
which is connected to Chesed, the principle of loving or kindness. Gevurah and
Chesed are part of the seven days of creation and also metaphorically represent the
right and left arms of Adam. The capacities for judgment and kindness limit each
other, and the goal is to find a balance between these two qualities, represented
by the third member of the sephirotic triad, tifferet, which is often translated as
“beauty” but also means “balance” and “compassion.”

The next sephirotic triad consists of Hod, or “majesty,” which is beneath
Gevurah, and Netzach, or “victory,” which is beneath Chesed. Hod and Netzach
together represent the left and right legs of Adam. Hod is connected to prayer and
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submission to God, while Netzach symbolizes victory in terms of contemplating
and understanding the end goal of actions and thus working toward specific goals.
The sephirot Yesod, translated as “foundation,” is the third part of the triad with
Hod and Netzach and represents the reproductive organs of Adam. Yesod is some-
times understood as the combination of traits and actions with regard to one’s God
or spirituality that ultimately lead to spiritual enlightenment or realization.

The final sephirot, Malkhut, sits beneath all of the others on the tree of life
and is unique in that it does not directly represent the qualities of God but rather
the qualities of God as they are reflected collectively by God’s creation. Malkhut
is usually translated as “kingdom” and represents the expression of God’s cosmic
energy from the nine other sephirot through various aspects of God’s manifesta-
tion on earth. However, Malkhut also represents the passage of the unwanted from
God’s creation and is therefore sometimes likened to the “cosmic anus,” through
which waste is excreted.

Dendriform Symbolism

The tree of life is an ancient and widespread spiritual symbol, versions of which
appear in many different cultures and religions around the world. The image of a
tree, with its branches extended and crossed over one another, provides an excel-
lent visual representation of any complex system of components united by a single
origin, hence the use of the tree as a model for genealogy, evolutionary diagrams,
and many other complex phenomena. The world tree of Norse mythology (known
as Yggdrasil) is another example of this tree of life archetype, though the cosmo-
logical symbolism of the Norse tree is very different from the sephirot of Jewish
mythology. The tree of life archetype also represents one of the most common
forms of religious symbolism, using the qualities of nonhuman features of the
environment to represent qualities of humanity or the spiritual realm.
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STAR OF DAVID
Shield of Faith

The Star of David, also known as the “Magen David” or “Shield of David,” is one
of the most recognizable and widespread symbols of Judaism around the world.
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Historians believe that the six-sided star symbol was originally adopted as an
emblem in Jewish mysticism, and it was also used in Christian and Islamic sym-
bolism before it became primarily associated with Judaism.

Origins in Mysticism

The star is one of the oldest symbols in the world and has appeared as a spiri-
tual emblem in many world cultures. Like the pentagram, or five-pointed star, the
hexagram, or six-pointed star, has a long history and has emerged independently
in various Asian and European cultures. Geometric symbols, such as pentagrams
and hexagrams, are simple shapes and easy to reproduce. This partially accounts
for their popularity through the millennia.

Historians have noted that the hexagram may first have appeared in ancient
Egyptian and Mesopotamian art and been introduced to the Abrahamic faiths
through Persian mysticism, where five- and six-sided rosettes were used to sym-
bolize the cult of the Assyrian/Babylonian goddess Ishtar. These rosettes may have
gradually evolved into the more stylized hexagram design. The rosette motif was
used in the Hellenistic period (ca. 320-30 BCE) as a symbol of the sun, and this
may be the origin of many later pentagram and hexagram symbols.

While the hexagram is called the “Magen David” in Jewish culture, the sym-
bol’s origins have little to do with the reign of King David in the 10th century BCE.
It is likely that Jewish usage of the star began with the reign of King Solomon
(970-931 BCE); therefore, the star is often called “Solomon’s Seal.” Jewish histo-
rian Gershom Scholem believes that the symbol originated as a talisman to ward
off evil and specifically to protect against demons. Scholem therefore concluded
that the Star of David was not originally a Jewish symbol.

The Seal of Solomon is composed of two intersecting equilateral triangles
that connect to form a six-pointed figure. Historians believe that the two tri-
angles once represented the male and female principles, making the hexagram
a bit like a Western version of the Chinese yin-yang symbol. In one interpreta-
tion of the symbol, the top and bottom points represent male and female, while
the remaining four points correspond to the four elements: water, air, earth,
and fire.

During the Middle Ages in Europe (476-1548 CE), the hexagram symbol
appeared repeatedly in the art and architecture of Islam and Christianity. For
instance, Coptic Christians commonly used the star in stamped seals, sometimes
with a cross in the center. There are also a few artifacts that indicate early Jewish
use of the symbol, including the Seal of Joshua ben Asayahu, from the sixth cen-
tury BCE. This is often cited as the first known Jewish use of the symbol, though it
is unknown what the hexagram symbolized for Jewish people in this era. Scholem
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Carving of the Magen David, or “Shield of David,” more commonly known as the Star of
David, from a headstone in Milan, Italy. (Marek Slusarczyk/Dreamstime.com)

has suggested that the star was reintroduced to Jewish culture through Islamic use,
imported into Spain, and then incorporated into Spanish Kabbalah.

Symbol of Jewish Culture

In 1357, Charles 1V gave the Jews living in Prague permission to develop a flag to
represent their community. This resulted in a red flag with the seal of the Magen
David. Historians consider this the first use of the hexagram as a political symbol
for Judaism. The adoption of the Magen David in Judaism mirrored, in many ways,
the establishment of the Latin cross as the central symbol of Christianity. During
the Middle Ages, Christians sometimes incorporated crosses into fences, confer-
ring spiritual protection to their homes, and some Jews likewise began painting or
carving hexagrams into fence posts and doorways, perhaps also using the symbol
as a talisman for protection.

By the 1600s, the Magen David was firmly established as the Jewish equiva-
lent of the Christian cross, largely replacing the image of the menorah, which is
arguably the oldest symbol of Jewish culture. The hexagram can be found in a
wide variety of Jewish art and artifacts from this period. In the 1880s, Mayer Roth-
schild, of the powerful German Rothschild family, adopted the hexagram into the
family’s coat of arms. The Rothschilds had strong links to the Zionist movement,
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which promoted the belief that Jews should control the Holy Land in what is
now Israel. The Magen David became the official symbol of the European Zionist
movement in 1897.

In the 1200s, Pope Innocent III decreed that Jews in Catholic Europe should
wear some article of clothing that distinguished them from Catholics. At several
points in history, Jews were required to wear badges, special hats, or other items
to separate them from the rest of society. During the Nazi occupation of Europe,
the Nazis revived this tradition, forcing Jews in occupied Europe to wear the six-
pointed star symbol. While it was intended as a symbol of shame, forcing Jews to
wear the star badge imbued the symbol with additional meaning: it acknowledges
the martyrdom and heroism of those who suffered Nazi persecution during the
Holocaust.

In 1948, upon the founding of Israel, the Magen David became the central
symbol in the Israeli flag, a choice that embraced the symbol’s historic use in the
persecution of the Jewish people and transformed it into an emblem of empow-
erment and determination. Since the 1940s, the Magen David has become the
most widespread and popular symbol of Judaism, especially in North America
and parts of Europe that are dominated by Christianity and Catholicism. In these
areas, the use of the Magen David still counters the symbolic use of the cross in
Christianity.

Meaning of the Star of David

The Star of David is not mentioned directly in Talmudic literature, but it has come
to symbolize God’s protection of David and the Davidic line that will eventu-
ally produce the Messiah. In the traditional prayers of the Shabbat (Sabbath), the
verse “Blessed are you God, Shield of David” is now associated with this symbol.
According to Jewish legend, David went into battle with a shield that either had the
hexagram emblem on it or was constructed from two overlapping triangles. The
Hebrew name of David can similarly be represented by two triangular symbols.
This has been taken as further evidence of the relationship between David and the
hexagram.

The dual triangles also have numerous associations in Kabbalah, including the
dichotomy of male and female, good and evil, active and passive, and light and
dark. Some sources also associate the hexagram with the six days of creation and
with other multiples of six, including the 12 tribes of Israel. Jewish numerology
has ascribed a host of other associations to the number, contributing to modern
Jewish mysticism. Like many ancient symbols, the hexagram has been associated
with a variety of concepts over the millennia and is now one of the world’s most
recognizable spiritual symbols.
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ZIONIST CONSPIRACY THEORIES

Racism and the Formation of Israel

Zionist conspiracy theories are a family of historically misguided and sometimes
dangerously delusional beliefs directed against Jewish people because of the
belief that Jewish culture comprises a distinct political or ethnic group that has
been or is still involved in a conspiracy to manipulate global society. Proponents
of Zionist conspiracies tend to be members of opposing cultural groups (includ-
ing white and black power movements) or religious groups (such as Christians,
Catholics, and Muslims). Zionist conspiracies are generally anti-Semitic in origin
and are also likely related to ancient tension and struggles for dominance between
the Abrahamic religions.

Zionism

Zionism is a nationalist movement that supports the existence of a Jewish state in
the area generally called the “Holy Land,” which consists of territory now con-
tained within Israel. The name “Zionist” is derived from “Zion,” the Hebrew term
for Jerusalem. There are many separate and ideologically distinct movements
within the larger Zionist fold, including political/secular Zionist organizations and
religious/spiritual Zionist organizations.

Austrian journalist Theodor Herzl (1860-1904) was an important figure in the
formation of political Zionism and, in 1897, became the first president of the Zion-
ist Organization, later renamed the World Zionist Organization (WZO), a group of
Jewish representatives from around the world who united to promote the creation
of the Jewish state. In effect, the WZO began defining the principles and admin-
istrative structure that would be put into place following the British-led establish-
ment of Israel in 1948.

The establishment of the State of Israel was the fulfillment of much of what the
Zionist movement had hoped to achieve but came only after the suffering that
the Jewish people experienced during the Nazi Holocaust of World War II. Since
the formation of Israel, Zionist movements have worked to support the continued
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existence and expansion of Israel and to maintain the nation as a home for all Jews
worldwide who wish to relocate to or visit their ancestral territory.

Zionist War Machines and the Holocaust

The document known as the Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, often short-
ened to Protocols, is the seed behind a large number of European and American
anti-Semitic theories. The document appeared in Russia around 1902 and was
purported to be a written record of a meeting between members of a secret Jewish
society in which the participants discuss their plans to destroy non-Jewish cul-
ture around the world. Historians have established that the original document was
a hoax created by an anonymous individual whose ultimate motivations remain
unknown.

American industrialist Henry Ford helped to popularize the Protocols in the
1920s, as he reprinted a copy of the document repeatedly in his newspaper, The
Dearborn Independent, for seven years. Ford was one of a group of Americans
who believed that a group of Jewish industrialists had plotted to instigate World
War I so that they could profit by selling weapons and equipment to the world’s
armies. Between World War I and World War 11, this concept of a military-indus-
trial Zionist conspiracy became one of the most popular conspiracy theories in the
United States. In Germany, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party printed thousands of copies
of the Protocols and used the document as proof of the Zionist, anti-Christian con-
spiracy that became part of the justification for the Jewish genocide.

American historian Harry Elmer Barnes spread the idea that anti-German pro-
paganda had greatly distorted reports of the atrocities committed by the German
armies during World War 1. Some of Barnes’ conclusions were proven correct,
as the propaganda had in fact exaggerated the scope of war crimes attributed to
Germany. However, Barnes’ research helped to foster American skepticism when
rumors and news reports began to describe war crimes committed by the Nazi
Party. Fervent believers in the Zionist conspiracy theory adopted the belief that
the Zionists, having been thwarted in their attempts at global domination, were
now hoping to win global support by promoting false information regarding their
treatment by the Nazis.

From the end of World War Il into the 21st century, some have maintained that
the Nazi Holocaust was exaggerated as part of a Zionist plot to increase global sup-
port for the Jewish nationalist agenda. Supporters of this theory point to the estab-
lishment of Israel as proof that the Zionist conspiracy was successful, manipulating
sympathy of global powers to achieve control of the Holy Land. The continued
military and financial support of Israel, from both the U.S. government and influ-
ential, financially dominant U.S. corporations, is another piece of “evidence” used
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to support the theory that powerful Zionist conspirators have manipulated global
politics.

Not surprisingly, Holocaust denial, sometimes called “revisionism,” became
far more popular in the United States than in Europe, where the results of the Nazi
Holocaust were more readily apparent. In the United States, separated by a great
expanse of ocean from the direct evidence of the Holocaust, theorists were better
able to reinterpret photos and media reports as having been altered by an alleged
Zionist alliance. Holocaust denial takes a variety of forms but very rarely mani-
fests as complete denial of the violence perpetrated by the Nazi military. Instead,
most revisionists argue that the number of Jews killed by Nazis was far less than
the 6 million accepted by mainstream historians, proposing numbers ranging from
300,000 to 2 million. Milder versions of revisionism hold that Nazis never targeted
Jews directly, but simply targeted all non-Aryan ethnic groups, or that the Nazi
Party never used gas chambers and other extreme methods of execution and that
these stories are the result of Zionist propaganda.

Like the Protocols that fueled anti-Semitic propaganda before World War 11,
historians and researchers have criticized the literature and research that support
Holocaust revisionism as being of little historical or factual merit. Nevertheless,
dozens of books and articles have been published in support of the theory, and
many fervent believers remain in the United States and around the world, some
defending their research as a quest for “historical accuracy” and denying any anti-
Semitic motivations.

The Zionist Occupation Government (ZOG)

The Zionist Occupation Government (ZOG) is the modern manifestation of the
conspiratorial theories of the early 1900s. According to believers, there is a secret
Zionist organization that controls, first and foremost, the international banking
industry. Through this powerful financial organ, they indirectly or directly con-
trol governments around the world, manipulating global industry in furtherance
of a nationalist agenda and working against Christian and Islamic political, social,
ethnic, and religious interests.

There are many varieties of ZOG-based theories that claim that secret Zionist
organizations have participated in a plethora of plots and political machinations.
For instance, one ZOG-esque theory, largely promoted through informal Inter-
net postings, suggested that as many as 4,000 Jewish people were warned of the
impending terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, thus indicating that a Jewish
power was behind the attacks. Critics have pointed out the unlikelihood that not
one of the 4,000 individuals warned of the attack would have let this information
slip, either purposefully or accidentally.
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In a more general sense, there is widespread speculation that ZOG-like forces
manipulate U.S. foreign policy, as evidenced by the powerful pro-Israel lobby
within the United States. Critics of theories in this vein have argued that pro-
military and Christian lobbies exercise far more influence over U.S. spending
than the pro-Israel lobby and have proposed that this suggests, if nothing else, a
Christian conspiracy. Some theorists have suggested links between ZOG and the
Freemasons, even suggesting that they are the same organization and have been
working together to manipulate U.S. politics since the founding of the nation.

Though there are many manifestations of Zionist conspiracy theories, most
involve some degree of Jewish dominance over finance or banking, even including
a well-known conspiracy theory that a Zionist group controls the Federal Reserve.
According to some historians, the Western Christian association between Jews
and banking derives from the Middle Ages when church law prohibited Chris-
tian moneylenders from charging “excessive interest” on loans. Jewish merchants
were not prohibited from raising interest and so became associated with exploit-
ative lending practices. From this, a Western European stereotype developed of a
“greedy Jewish merchant,” unscrupulous in taking advantage of those who were
in debt. The stereotype was perpetuated through poems, plays, books, and films
into the modern era. In some sense, the modern Zionist theories may be echo-
ing these long-dead historical associations, which have passed into misconception
and generality, but serve a renewed purpose for those who need to make sense of
the complexities of global politics and cultural development and choose a handy
scapegoat from among the stereotypes of history.
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Christianity and
Catholicism

Christianity is the general term for a family of monotheistic religions that emerged
in the Middle East as offshoots of messianic Judaism. Since the third century
CE, Christianity has dominated the religious landscape of the Western world and
remained among the world’s most widespread and influential religious traditions.
Christianity involves the worship of Jesus Christ, who is believed to have been the
son and earthly manifestation of God and the Messiah of the faith.

Catholicism is a denomination of Christianity and is one of many unique subsets
of Jesus Christ worship, alongside such other prominent sects as Episcopalianism,
Protestantism, Anglicanism, Mormonism, and Evangelical Christianity. Catholicism
is one of the most ancient sects of Christianity and is considered unique because
Catholics follow a specific hierarchical structure through the Catholic churches
around the world, which are under the auspices of the succession of Catholic popes,
the leaders of the faith, and the Catholic Church of the Vatican in Rome.

Origins and Evolution

Christianity was one of a large number of messianic cults that developed within
Judaism around the first century CE. It was inspired by prophetic messages con-
tained within Jewish Scriptures that assert that God would send a Messiah to
earth to end the captivity of the Jewish people and harken a new era for humanity.
Given the oppressive environment of Roman-controlled Jerusalem, it is perhaps
not surprising that there were many separate Jewish sects that believed they had
identified the Messiah. The itinerant preacher Jesus of Nazareth became the focus
of one of these groups, and the fame of this particular preacher became the focus
of a veritable revolution in the years following Jesus’s execution at the hands of
Roman authorities.

According to Christian tradition, the birth of Jesus was a miraculous event,
as Jesus’s mother, Mary, was a virgin. Little is known of Jesus’s life before the
age of 30, which is around the time that he began preaching his views on religion.

33
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According to Christian lore, Jesus performed a number of astonishing miracles
during this period, thus cementing the belief among his followers that he was the
prophesized Messiah. Jesus publically asserted that he was delivering the word
of God, and this was controversial both to the Roman authorities and to Jewish
people who did not believe in Jesus’s alleged connection to God. As a result, Jesus
was turned over to the authorities and executed for heresy. Christian Scripture
then holds that Jesus was resurrected from the grave, appearing to several of his
disciples over the following days until he rose into heaven.

Jesus’s disciple Paul is credited with playing the most vital role in the devel-
opment of Christianity after Jesus’s death. According to one story, Paul converted
from Judaism to Christianity during a trip from Jerusalem to Damascus (changing
his name from Saul to Paul in the process) and thereafter preached the Christian
message to hundreds of converts. Paul is credited with the innovation that access
to God’s glory was not restricted to followers of Jewish law, and this helped to
create the schism that ultimately divided Christianity from Judaism.

Christianity and Judaism were both restricted under Roman law, and many
early Christians were executed and became martyrs for their faith. The native
Roman religion was a polytheistic state cult, but there were many other religions
represented in Rome. It is believed that Romans were unaware of Christianity
until around 30 CE, after the sect began to clearly emerge from Judaism. The
Roman Empire did not attempt to force conversion to Roman polytheistic beliefs
but made it a legal requirement for every citizen to engage in state rituals that
honored the gods of Rome and the divine status of the emperor. Christians and
Jews often refused to engage in these rituals, leading to conflicts. Christianity
was declared an “illegal superstition” under Roman law as early as 30 CE, but
the Romans did not actively attempt to suppress the religion until around 64 CE,
after a devastating series of fires killed hundreds in the slum districts of Rome.
Though some historians have suggested that the government caused the fires to
cleanse the city of low-income residents, Emperor Nero blamed the Christians for
the fires, and the Roman government actively persecuted and executed Christians
when discovered.

Torture Witness

The term “martyr” is used in Christianity for those who have died for their faith.
[t derived from the Latin and Persian terms meaning “witness” and “trouble,”
respectively. These sources of influence created the concept of a martyr as one
who bears witness for his or her faith and consequently suffers the ultimate
“trouble” in death.
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The turning point in Christian history was the conversion of the Roman gen-
eral Constantine, who, through the twists of history and personality, came to view
his victories to unite the empire as the result of the will of the single God. Con-
stantine converted to Christianity in 324-325 CE, and this led to the establishment
of Christianity as the new focus of a state cult, continuing through the Byzantine
Empire (330-1453 CE), which considered Constantine the Great its founder, and
the Holy Roman Empire (962—-1806 CE). In essence, Christianity and Catholicism
have never ceased to be “state cults” from the time of Constantine, as a number
of modern governments still consider Christianity the “religion of the state” and
modern Catholics may still regard the Roman Catholic Church, and the pope, as
the supreme authority, superseding civil and secular authorities.

The Council of Chalcedon, a famous gathering held in 451 CE, resulted in
the division of Coptic Christianity from the faith, which was the first in a series of
divisions that contributed to the modern character of Christianity. Coptic Christi-
anity was Egyptian in origin and made major contributions to the faith in general,
including the establishment, in Alexandria, of one of the first schools of Christian
learning. The Copts also established the first schools of Christian monasticism,
an organization of the faith that spread throughout Europe from the Egyptian
example.

The next and most significant split in Christianity, often called the “Great
Schism,” resulted in the division of the Orthodox Church from the Roman Catho-
lic Church in 1054 CE. The 16th-century Reformation resulted in the next major
schism, with the emergence of Protestantism as a dominant new sect of Christian-
ity, and one that would play a major role in the spread of Christianity into the New
World. The schism is generally defined as a division according to particularities of
faith and worship, but the historical division also had racial, political, and nation-
alistic motivations.

Christian Beliefs

Christianity is a monotheistic religion, which is characterized by the belief in
a single God. Monotheism differs from polytheism, a belief in multiple gods,
and pantheism, the belief that God is essentially the same as the cosmos. While
there are many types of monotheism, Christianity is marked by a belief in a
single, “personal” God, meaning a God that can be related to as a person. The
Abrahamic God speaks directly to followers of the faith and displays emotions
characteristic of humanity, thus contrasting the Abrahamic God from other con-
ceptions of God as a being utterly unfamiliar to the form and habits of human-
ity. This concept of the personal God is of vital importance to the Abrahamic
conception of faith.
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Another characteristic of Christianity is the belief that Jesus was the human
manifestation of God, sent to earth in the form of God’s son to bring the truth of
faith to humanity. While Jews and Muslims also believe in the existence of Christ,
neither faith considers Jesus to be a legitimate Messiah. Christians have developed
a unique Trinitarian form of monotheism that is marked by the belief that God
manifests himself in three forms: God the Father, Jesus the Son of God, and the
Holy Spirit. While each of these manifestations may behave independently and
fill a unique role in Christian tradition, they are all considered to be emanations of
a single God and therefore do not violate the essential monotheistic character of
Christian worship.

In addition, Christians believe in the existence of nonphysical entities called
“souls” that are possessed by all living beings and further believe that the souls of
humans exist after the death of the physical body. The form that existence takes
for these disembodied souls is believed to be related to the person’s moral standing
during life. Individuals who lived upstanding moral lives will reside with God in a
heavenly realm, while individuals whose lives have been marked by sin, and who
have failed to make amends, might be punished in the afterlife.

In the modern world, there are many different ways to be Christian or Catho-
lic, and not all adherents hold the same core beliefs. Even facets of the faith once
considered essential to Christian tradition are now subject to vast interpretation.
Some modern Christians, for instance, reject the existence of hell altogether, while
others believe firmly in the traditional interpretation of the afterlife. One of the
most important divisions among modern Christians is between those who believe
in a more or less literal interpretation of biblical scripture and those who favor a
more liberal and interpretive approach to deciphering religious truth.
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CHRIST-MYTH THEORY

Origins of a Messiah

The historical existence of Jesus is a debate among religious and secular schol-
ars alike. Countless investigations have compared historical evidence to the
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descriptions contained within biblical literature in an attempt to verify or disprove
the accuracy of biblical texts about the existence of Jesus. Over the centuries, some
scholars and alternative historians have argued against the historical re-creation of
Jesus Christ produced by the majority of the scholars in the field and formed an
alternative school of theories known collectively as “Christ-myth” theories. The
basic theory comes in two varieties, the strongest of which suggests that Jesus
Christ never existed as a historical person but was an invention of early Christian
writers to serve as a vehicle for Christian teachings. The more moderate version of
the theory holds that Christ did exist in Galilee during the early Christian period,
but that the stories of his life may be a composite of several different individuals.

History of the Christ-myth Theory

Secular scholars raised the first serious questions about the historical existence of
Jesus Christ in the 1800s. At the time, Christianity was the norm throughout the
Western world, and any scholarly refutation of biblical history was highly contro-
versial. The search for evidence of the historical identity and life of Jesus during
this period is sometimes called the “early quest” or the “first quest” to discover
the history of Christ. This quest was also the origin of the first theories suggesting
that Christ did not exist or that the traditional accounts of Christ’s life are inconsis-
tent. Critics of these controversial theories argued that the historians were subject
anti-Christian or antireligious motivations.

Scholar David F. Strauss was the first legitimate scholar to argue that the leg-
end of Christ was more myth than reality in a controversial book published in
1835. Strauss argued that most of the details of Christ’s life and the stories of
his miraculous deeds were the products of religious imagination and that much
of what was believed about the history of Christ could not be proven. German
philosopher Bruno Bauer (sometimes called the father of the Christ-myth the-
ory) expanded on the doubt fostered by David Strauss to suggest that Jesus never
existed and that the life of Christ described in the gospels had been compiled from
the lives of many individuals that had been blended together to appeal to the com-
mon religious beliefs of the era.

British professor George Albert Wells’s 1971 book, The Jesus of the Early
Christians, argues, in the same vein as Bauer, that Christ was essentially a mytho-
logical figure. Wells continued to publish on the subject through the 21st century
and became one of the most respected proponents of the Christ-myth theory. In the
20th and 21st centuries, a number of other scholars have adapted the Christ-myth
theory in new ways. Authors Robert M. Price, Timothy Freke, and Peter Gandy
have written books in the 21st century that link the story of Jesus to the myths sur-
rounding pagan deities in pre-Christian societies.
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Evidence for the Christ-myth Theory

Historical evidence for the existence of Christ is found primarily in religious docu-
ments and biblical texts that constitute the Catholic/Christian and Jewish canons.
Supporters of the Christ-myth theory have argued that there is little independent
evidence to support the existence of Christ and that the sources that do exist are
often contradictory and therefore not reliable. There are only two non-Christian
sources generally used by scholars to provide evidence of Christ’s existence: the
Jewish historian Josephus, who wrote about Christ at the end of the first century
BCE, and the Roman historian Tacitus, who wrote about Christ in the second
century. Some scholars have argued that Josephus and Tacitus were not only histo-
rians but also folklorists who wrote about such mythological figures as Hercules.
Given this, it has been argued that it is impossible to tell whether Josephus and
Tacitus considered Christ an actual person or a mythological figure.

Other theorists have noted that the early religious cults of Rome and Greece,
sometimes grouped together into the “Greco-Roman mysteries,” harbored myths
about heroes that closely mirror the life of Jesus Christ in important ways. Accord-
ing to Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy, authors of the book The Jesus Mysteries,
the legends of Osiris and Dionysus contain many of the same elements as the Jesus
story, including the divine reincarnation. This suggests to Freke and Gandy that
the myths about Jesus may have been co-opted from the pagan religions of the
era and cobbled together with historical remnants to create a mythopoeic figure to
symbolize Christian virtues.

Arguments against the Christ-myth Theory

A majority of religious scholars and historians, whether secular or religious in
their approach, agree that Christ was a historical person. These historians argue
that Christ’s existence is believable for the period and that there is sufficient data
to reliably reconstruct some portions of Christ’s life. Belief in the existence of
Christ, the itinerant laborer who was the subject of a messianic Jewish cult and
put to death by crucifixion, is quite different from the belief that Christ was the
son of God and capable of miraculous healing and prophetic visions. In historic
terms, the existence of Christ the person seems to make sense and fits the major-
ity of what is known about the period. The more miraculous elements of Christ’s
story are not demonstrable through historical reconstruction and are therefore the
subject of personal belief and philosophical debate.

The work of renowned German theologian Albert Schweitzer may be illustra-
tive in examining both sides of the debate. Schweitzer believed in the historical
existence of Christ but that it would be impossible to ever know the absolute truth
about Christ’s story. He cautioned that anyone studying the history of Christ is
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clouded by his or her own suppositions and beliefs. Arguments that the Christ-
myth theorists have invented elements of history to further personal agendas is
equally applicable to the many dozens of theorists who have approached the his-
tory of Christ from the supposition that he existed and was the son of God. Ulti-
mately, information surrounding the existence of Christ is incomplete and derived
from nonobjective sources. Further, promoters of Christianity may have revised
much of this “historical record” in the centuries after Christ’s death. While the
belief in the historical Christ is accepted by the majority of historians, and at least
partially supported by research, there remains an element of supposition on both
sides of the debate.
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COLLEGE OF CARDINALS

Inner Circle of the Vatican

The College of Cardinals is a group of men chosen by the pope to serve as his
closest advisers. They are elevated from among the international members of the
Catholic clergy to the rank of cardinal. Known as “princes of the church,” the
cardinals have tremendous influence over the development of Catholic policy and
lead the largest congregations in the Vatican. Among their most prominent duties,
the College of Cardinals is charged with electing a new pope whenever a vacancy,
called a “sede vacante,” occurs because of the death or retirement of the previous
pope. In this role, the College of Cardinals is directly responsible for initiating a
new era in papal leadership and a consequent development in the policies of the
Catholic Church.

History

The term “cardinal,” derived from the Latin word for “hinge,” was originally used
to refer to the bishops in the seven territories, called the “suburbicarian diocese,”
surrounding the Vatican. These “cardinal bishops” were close advisers to the pope
for centuries and played a role in managing the Holy See, an organizational body
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representing the Catholic Church in Rome. Because of their importance to the
pope, the bishops occupying the suburbicarian diocese became highly influential.

After the death of Pope Stephen IX, in 1058, a discord emerged between
reform and antireform factions within the church. A small but powerful group of
aristocrats installed Benedict X as the new pope, though the election was illegal by
canon law and Benedict X is considered a false or “anti-pope” in the history of the
church. The reform party eventually chose their own leader, Nicholas II, who was
installed with the aid of the French military. After his installation, Pope Nicholas
II decreed that only cardinal bishops could participate in papal elections.

Pope Urban II (1088-1099) was largely responsible for reforming the admin-
istrative structure of the church during his reign, resulting in an aristocratic
monarchal structure within the papacy. The College of Cardinals received official
recognition in 1150, by which time it had come to its modern administrative struc-
ture. In addition to cardinal bishops, there are also, in order of decreasing senior-
ity, cardinal priests and cardinal deacons. In 1179, Pope Alexander III decreed that
only the pope is allowed to select new cardinals from among the clergy.

As the church expanded, so did the need for managers to oversee various
duties required of the papacy; this led to the expansion of the College of Cardinals.
In 1586, Pope Sixtus V set the maximum number of cardinals at 70, a number with
significant spiritual symbolism, as there were 70 elders who assisted Moses in his
march from Egypt and 70 men, excluding the apostles, who were part of the min-
istry of Jesus. In 1958, Pope John XXIII extended the number of cardinals to 75,
largely in an effort to extend the honor to Catholic clergymen outside of Europe.
John Paul II further increased the number of cardinals to 190, though the college
is rarely filled to capacity at any given time.

Controversies and Papal Elections

The process of electing a new pope requires the convening of a papal conclave that
casts a secret ballot to elect the pope from among a list of candidates selected by
the College of Cardinals. Historians have noted that the papal conclave is the old-
est ongoing electoral process in the world. In general, the procedures of the papal
conclave also involve conducting funerary services for a deceased pope; however,
in 2013, Pope Benedict XVI became the first pope to resign from office since the
15th century. The rules for modern papal elections were formally adopted in 1996,
though most of the rites and rituals of the ceremony can be traced back more than
1,000 years.

The popularity of conspiratorial fiction, such as that found in the 2005 book
The Da Vinci Code, has given rise to the theory that the college of cardinals is a
kind of secret society whose members represent political and spiritual interests. At
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times, members of the college of cardinals have engaged in questionable political
activities, trading their “spiritual” support to aristocrats and other political leaders
in return for gifts and other benefits. For many centuries, German bishops were
prohibited from membership in the college because of their close association to
the Holy Roman Empire and out of a desire to separate the church from the politi-
cal realm. Though some college rituals remain secret and the college continues to
exert strong influence over millions of followers worldwide, the organization is
one of bureaucratic, rather than clandestine, origin, and speculations of secrecy are
very much fueled by fantasy rather than fact.
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CROSS
Central Symbol of Christianity

The cross is the universal symbol of Christianity. It represents the faith by recall-
ing the “passion of Christ,” which is the term used to refer to the arrest, convic-
tion, and execution of Christ by Roman authorities. Over the centuries, the cross
has appeared in many forms that represent different aspects of Christian worship
and religion, and perhaps because of its simplicity and adaptability, the cross has
remained the most enduring symbol of the faith.

Ancient Origins

Many historians have noted that the cross symbol did not originate in Christianity
but was present in many pre-Christian cultures, both as a decorative emblem and
as a symbol of religious significance. The Greek cross, or “crux quadrata,” which
has four arms of equal length that extend vertically and horizontally at 90-degree
angles, is probably one of the most ancient cross-like symbols. Scholars have
pointed to various potential interpretations of what this early symbol emulated,
including the intersection of the heavenly and earthly spheres and the four cardinal
directions. The crux quadrata may also represent various divine associations with
the number four, or five if the point of intersection of the two arms is also consid-
ered symbolically significant.

Another variation of this theme is St. Andrew’s cross, or the “crux decussata,”
which has the form of the letter X and is named for its resemblance to the Roman
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numeral for 10. Early scholars have suggested that the crux quadrata and crux
dessucata may once have symbolized the apparatus used to make fire by rubbing
sticks together. Similarly, some historians have suggested that the crossed lines
represent the sun, with the arms symbolizing radiant energy coming from the solar
body.

Another early cruciform symbol is the swastika, or “crux gammata,” named
for its resemblance to a combination of four Greek gamma symbols. The swastika
is an ancient symbol of the spiral or wheel and has been used in a number of dif-
ferent cultures to symbolize eternity, evolution, and the spiritual path. It is most
often associated with Buddhism and Hinduism, though may also have played a
role in inspiring the cross in Western culture. Another early symbol that may have
inspired the cross was the Egyptian ankh, which is known as the “crux ansata” and
features a T-shaped symbol with a loop at the top. The ankh was one of the most
common and ubiquitous symbols in the native Egyptian religion, usually symbol-
izing life or eternity, and it was adopted as a variation of the Christian cross among
the Coptic Christians of Egypt.

Crucifixion and Adoption by Christianity

In general, the adoption of the cross as the symbol de rigueur of the Christian
faith is related to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Crucifixion is the name used for
an ancient method of execution in which a person was mounted (usually nailed)
to a stake or a “cross” and then left to hang until death. Nails were driven into
the victim’s feet and hands (or wrists), and individuals could survive for hours

or days after being placed on the

stake. Crucifixion was meant to

serve as a deterrent to crime and
dissident behavior, and the vic-
tims were left on public display
for this purpose.
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the West, having a vertical arm that extends longer than the horizontal arm. How-
ever, descriptions from the period indicate that crucifixion was also carried out
using St. Anthony’s cross, also known as the “tau cross” or the “crux commissa,”
which is shaped like the Greek letter tau or the Roman capital T. In addition, cru-
cifixions were also carried out using a crux simplex, which was a simple vertical
post with no crossbar. Historical evidence suggests that Jesus was most likely
executed on a crux commissa, despite the general belief that he was nailed to a
crux immissa or Latin cross.

The adoption of the cross symbol is related to the legality of Christianity
and persecution of Christians in the Roman Empire. The crucifixion of Jesus
is believed to have occurred between 30 and 36 CE, and historians believe that
the cross slowly became a common Christian symbol to commemorate this
event. Writings about Christianity from early critics of the religion indicate that
the cross was becoming one of the central symbols of the faith by the second
century CE. Because Christianity was illegal and actively persecuted during
the latter half of the first century, Christians met and worshipped in secret.
Though the cross was already becoming one of their symbols, they often used
other images to symbolize the cross on tombs and in writing. These replace-
ment symbols, such as the swastika or the X-shaped crux decussata, were less
inflammatory as they had not been associated, in the eyes of Roman authori-
ties, with the Christian sect. By the third century CE, Christian writings make
it clear that the crux immissa had been generally adopted as the central symbol
of the faith.

Emperor Constantine’s conquest of the Roman Empire in the fourth century
CE was a turning point for Christianity. Constantine believed that the Christian
God played a role in his victory and adopted Christianity as his religion and the
religion of the state. Constantine banned crucifixion as a method of execution, out
of reverence for the suffering of Jesus, and granted all Christians living in exile
freedom from persecution in the Roman Empire. From this point, the cross was
openly used as a symbol of Christianity.

The Crucifix and the True Cross

Over the centuries, Christian artists searched for new ways to reflect on the
relationship between the cross and the death of Jesus, and this resulted in the
development of the crucifix, an artistic representation of Jesus being crucified.
Early depictions nearly always showed Jesus still alive on the cross and looking
serene despite his condition. Gradually, after the ninth century, artists began to
depict more of the imagined gruesome details of the event and used Jesus’s face
to express the agony and suffering of the moment. Over the centuries, the crucifix



44 | Hidden Religion

became an important representation of the faith, and crucifixes became standard
on church altars and as decorative talismans in Christian homes.

A controversial issue is the fate of the “true cross,” which is defined as the
actual physical instrument used to crucify Jesus. According to Christian legend,
Saint Helena, the mother of Constantine the Great, traveled to Jerusalem around
320-326 CE after having a dream that led her to believe that she would locate the
hiding place of the true cross. Helena found the remnants of three crosses, which
she believed were used to crucify Jesus and the two thieves crucified alongside
him, known as Saint Dismas, or the “penitent thief,” and Gestas, or the “impeni-
tent thief.” Helena then touched pieces of these three crosses to women who were
gravely ill and found that one of the crosses was able to miraculously heal the
women, thus establishing it as the true cross.

Gradually this legend was enhanced by further legends regarding the trees
used to harvest the wood for the cross and the belief that the wood had earlier
spiritual associations before it was used to fashion the cross. A number of military
expeditions were partially based on the idea of recovering the cross, including the
Byzantine Empire’s invasion of Persia in the early seventh century. Belief in the
legend of the true cross expanded in the Middle Ages, and the Fourth Crusade,
in 1204, which resulted in the capture of Constantinople, reputedly resulted in
the recovery of a part of the true cross discovered earlier in Jerusalem by Saint
Helena. From this point, pieces of the true cross were reportedly distributed across
Christendom, with many churches claiming to have fragments of the cross in their
altars.

After the Middle Ages, several prominent Christian commentators noted that
the number of true cross fragments claimed to be in existence could not have
originated from a single cross, and this skepticism regarding the remnants of the
cross gradually spread. Despite some skepticism, worship of true cross fragments
continued to be popular, and many Christian churches still claim to have actual
fragments of the cross in the 21st century. Archaeological studies have failed to
verify any of the fragments claimed to be from the original cross; therefore, the
issue remains controversial.

Universal Symbolism

The cross is the center of Christian and Catholic symbolism, but it was not always
universally accepted as the most appropriate symbol of the faith. In some churches
and traditions, the cross was rejected because of its association with the instrument
of Jesus’s torture and death, so other symbols were venerated as more appropriate
representations of the positive aspects of Christian history and myth. Objection to
the cross gradually subsided in the 19th and 20th centuries as the overwhelming
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popularity of the symbol gained momentum, and it eventually became ubiquitous
across the Christian world.

Many Christian sects have developed unique crosses to represent their par-
ticular faiths within the larger field of cross symbolism. There are hundreds of
different crosses and cross-like symbols in use in various religious and cultural
sects, and this reflects the growing dominance and diversification of Christian rit-
ual from the 1st to the 21st centuries. Some historians have argued that the cross
may be the most recognizable religious symbol in the modern world.
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DOVE

Messenger of Peace

The dove is most well-known as a sign of purity and peace. The symbol of the
dove has been applied in many religious, political, and social contexts as a har-
binger of peace in the face of conflict. This use of the dove symbol is often traced
back to biblical roots, as the dove appeared several times in Christian texts.

The Dove in the Bible

In the famous story of Noah and the great flood, Noah sends out a dove from the
ark, and the dove returns with an olive branch in its beak, symbolizing that the
floodwaters had receded and God had made peace with man. Through this story,
the olive branch came to symbolize peace, even in modern vernacular with the
common phrase “to offer an olive branch,” meaning to make peace after a conflict.

As an extension of the story of Noah, the dove has often been applied as a way
to communicate with God or as a direct symbol of God. The latter is first seen in
the story of the baptism of Christ, interpreted as a sign that the Holy Spirit was
present at the baptism. John 1:32 says, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven
like a dove, and it abode upon him.” Thus, in the law of Moses, the dove was used
as an offering for purification after the birth of a child. Again, it was thought that
the release of a dove symbolized the presence and blessing of God, and its return
signified God’s approval.
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In Christian imagery, Joseph is often depicted carrying two white doves in a
basket, symbolizing that he was chosen to be the husband of the Virgin Mary. Here
again, the dove is seen as a symbol of God’s approval or presence. Doves are also
often depicted flying from the mouths of martyred saints, representing the purifi-
cation of the soul. It was believed that doves could carry souls to the afterlife, so
they are often associated with funeral rituals. Thus, doves are associated with both
birth and death because, in the Christian faith, these are the two moments when it
is essential to communicate with God.

In many cities throughout the world, rock doves are seen scavenging for food
in large groups. In the biblical sense, doves pecking at bread or drinking from foun-
tains represent the soul’s being nourished by the Eucharistic bread and cup. In this
usage, the dove represents man communicating with God rather than God himself.

The Working Dove

Rock doves (pigeons) were used during World War I and World War II to carry
messages. These messenger pigeons, or carrier pigeons, were specially trained to
navigate back to a home base from as far as 100 miles away. It is ironic that this
quintessential symbol of peace was used in the context of war.

Actually, pigeons do not need special training to perform this feat. All rock
pigeons are capable of homing. Like many birds, they regularly navigate long
distances by landmarks and have an excellent sense of direction. As recently as
the 1980s, pigeons were still used in Europe to deliver medications between hos-
pitals. Dove releases are also fairly common at modern Christian weddings. Dove
trainers only need to establish a home base and then the doves can be released
anywhere within 100 miles and they will return home. Doves released at weddings
(or any ceremony) are not simply released; they return home and can perform this
feat over and over again.

Dove Symbolism across the World

The symbol of the dove is used widely across the world outside of the Christian
faith. In Japan, the dove is depicted with a sword as an emblem of peace. In China,
the dove is a symbol of long life. In Ancient Egypt, the dove was used as a symbol
of innocence.

The symbolism of the dove is an extension of the general significance of
birds. Part of the mystical qualities ascribed to birds concerns their ability to
fly, which in a religious context is seen as bringing them closer to higher pow-
ers. With doves in particular, the ability to navigate long distances makes them
an obvious symbol for the proverbial secrets to the universe, or the search for a
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sense of purpose in life that causes many people to look to religion for answers
or guidance.

The phrase “bird’s-eye view” refers to the wide perspective that birds enjoy
while flying. To take a bird’s-eye view means to rise above and gain a fresh per-
spective on a situation. The mystery of what birds see and understand as they
fly far above the earth has been an endless source of fascination for humans.
This mystery has sparked people all over the world to revere doves for their abil-
ity to see further and understand more than land-bound humans. It is easy to
imagine how birds, and doves in particular, carry with them such deep religious
symbolism.
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EYE OF GOD
Symbol of a Watchful Creator

The eye of God, also called the “all-seeing eye,” “eye of Providence,” or “third
eye,” is another of the most omnipresent religious symbols connected to Christian-
ity. The symbol is depicted in many forms, depending on the context, but generally
can be described as a detached eyeball inside a triangle or pyramid. This symbol
appears on the Great Seal of the United States and on American money.

The most universal interpretation of the eye symbol is the omnipresence of
God surrounded by a triangle to represent the Trinity. In many renditions, the
eye is surrounded by rays of light to symbolize the idea that the all-seeing eye is
watching over humanity. One of the most well-known explanations for Christian
eye imagery involves Proverbs 15:3 (English Standard Version), which says, “The
eyes of the lord are in every place beholding the evil and the good.” The eye sym-
bol, in its many variations, always incorporates some version of conscience, the
idea that our actions have consequences and a motivation for acting with some sort
of moral code, even when no one in the human realm is watching.

LR N3

History of the Symbol

The eye of God symbol’s first documented appearances in the West were in the
17th and 18th centuries, but its history traces back to ancient roots. In Egyptian
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mythology, the third eye is called
the “Eye of Horus,” a symbol of
protection, power, and health.
Ancient  Egyptians, = whose
mythology often attempted to
intertwine an understanding of
celestial patterns with an expla-
nation for life, saw the eye of
God as solar and lunar, with the
right eye of the god Ra associ-

The eye of God or eye of Providence, sometimes ated with the sun and the' left
called the "all-seeing eye," represents the watchful ~€ye of the god Thoth associated

gaze of the creator, surrounded by emanations of with wisdom, knowledge, and
divine energy. hieroglyphs.

In Hinduism, the “eye of
knowledge” corresponds with the sixth chakra in the middle of the forehead. It was
used to represent the inner guru, with the idea that people can look to their internal
wisdom for guidance. Throughout history, eye imagery has been used in countless
contexts and been adapted for particular religious and secular implications.

In 1782, the eye of God was adopted as part of the Great Seal of the United
States, which was based on a graphic created by artist William Barton of Philadel-
phia. This version of the symbol features a 13-stepped incomplete pyramid with a
floating eye above it and rays of light coming out of the eye. The phrase “Annuit
Coeptis” above the symbol is Latin for “He approves of our undertakings,” and
the phrase “Novus Ordo Seclorum” below the symbol translates to “New Order of
the Ages.”

The One-dollar Bill

The Great Seal of the United States on the one-dollar bill shows an unfinished
pyramid with 13 steps, above which is the image of the eye. The 13 steps of the
pyramid are thought to represent the original 13 colonies, and the fact that the pyr-
amid is unfinished signifies that America is incomplete and requires future growth.
The three sides of the pyramid can also be interpreted as representative of the three
branches of government.

At the time that the Great Seal was created, the United States was a young
country that had only recently declared independence from Great Britain. Euro-
pean settlers in America brought with them Christian traditions, and as a young
country the United States was not yet seen as a “melting pot” that would incorpo-
rate various religions and peoples. Even today, obvious references to Christianity
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can be seen throughout traditional government symbols and seals, and even in out-
dated laws. Even though America has a long tradition of separation of church and
state, vestiges of Christianity as an unofficial state religion remain, even in such
ubiquitous places as the one-dollar bill, by far the most common paper currency.

The Freemason Conspiracy

Versions of the eye of Providence are very often associated with the “secret” soci-
ety of Freemasonry. The Freemason version of the eye is not depicted inside a
pyramid but surrounded by clouds and a “glory” (a Christian term for a halo of
light). As with Christian tradition, this eye of Providence in Freemasonry is used
to represent God’s omnipresence and therefore implies that the moral code of
Freemasonry is governed by Christian ideals and conscience.

The first known instance of the eye symbol’s being associated with Freema-
sonry was in 1797, with the publication of the Freemasons Monitor by Freemason
Thomas Smith Webb. Thus, the inclusion of the eye of Providence in the Great
Seal and its adoption by the Freemasons were relatively close events in history,
but documents suggest that the Freemasons’ use of the symbol was after the Great
Seal’s creation. While many conspiracy theorists suggest that the appearance of
the eye in the Great Seal of the United States symbolizes the untold influence of
the Freemasons on the U.S. government, that theory suffers when observing the
timeline of the symbol’s usage. The conspiracy theory is fueled by the fact that
many of America’s Founding Fathers were known to be involved in Freemasonry
and is further complicated by the fact that Freemasonry is an alluring mystery to
nonmembers.

The eye of God is not exclusively a Christian symbol but rather one with many
religious and mythological associations. The Christian eye of God is just one ver-
sion of a ubiquitous eye symbol that implies that all decisions have consequences
and that we as humans must answer to some sort of higher moral authority. It
may be considered ironic, therefore, that we use the symbol in the Great Seal to
imply God’s approval of the development of the United States, even though it is
now generally acknowledged that European settlers commandeered this land from
native peoples by force, which would seem to contradict some of the most central
tenets of Christianity.
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FISH
Food of the Faith

The fish symbol is one of the most recognizable and widely used symbols of Chris-
tianity. In modern times, the symbol, properly called “ichthus,” is most frequently
seen on car bumpers, but its ancient roots extend far into the past. Some agree that
the fish symbol even predates the cross.

Origins and Meaning

The most widely accepted explanation for the origin of the term “ichthus” reports
that the word is derived from the acrostic of the Greek phrase “lesous Christos
THeou Uios Soter,” meaning “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior,” with the initial let-
ters spelling out the Greek word “ichthus,” for fish. What is not certain is whether
the co-opting of the term “ichthus” came before or after the fish was seen as a
symbol of Christ. Was it coincidence that this Greek acronym spelled out ichthus,
or was this a sign that the fish had intrinsic religious value before the language
connection was made? This point has been argued in both directions.

It is also believed that Tertullian, the challenger of Marcionism in the third
century CE, further extended the ichthus to have baptismal implications. In other
words, because Christ was connected to the symbol of the fish, followers must
remain in the water to be close to Christ. This is the meaning behind the symbolic
baptismal ritual that is still widely used today.

Evolution of the Symbol

Today, the Christian fish is sometimes interpreted as a symbol of the belief in
divine creation or the belief that life on earth was created in its present form by
God. Thus, those who believe in evolution have co-opted the symbol, adding feet
and the name “Darwin” to symbolize a belief in Darwin’s theory of evolution.
While some still believe in Immaculate Conception, in light of modern science,
evolution has become widely accepted as fact. It is likely that the ichthus symbol,
therefore, is used mostly as a gesture to indicate membership in the Christian com-
munity but is not necessarily denial of Darwin’s theory of evolution. In Darwin’s
theory, all life on earth began in the ocean. Christianity, though contradictory to
evolutionary theory in many ways, also supports the idea of life originating from
water. The difference between the two ideologies is that in Christianity, water
is imbued with mystical and spiritual significance, whereas the theory of evolu-
tion simply views water as an essential environment for the evolution of early
organisms.
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Fish appear as central ele-
ments in a number of key bib-
lical stories, with a variety of
different symbolic associations.
The fish that swallows Jonah, for
instance, is widely believed to
symbolize Christ’s incarceration
i[r‘lott)lil;:s '[0;1;};, :‘llﬁillfve;dslealit(;?a;f The ichthys or ichthus symbol,. named for the Koin.e

’ Greek term for fish, often includes an acrostic
by a large fish and then uses representation of the phrase "Jesus Christ, God's Son
the gall of the fish to restore his and Savior," within a symbolic representation of a
blind father’s sight, symbolizes ?S?}; one of the earliest secret symbols of the Christian
God’s blessings. The restoration o
of Tobias’s father’s sight was an
act of God in recognition of Tobias’s piety, and the fish is merely a vehicle for this
miracle. Similarly, in many fish legends, the fish is not the central character but
merely serves as a vessel for God’s power or blessings. In one of the most famous
fish stories, Jesus prepares a miraculous dinner to feed thousands from only five
loaves of bread and two fish. God’s divine power somehow multiplied the fish and
bread as it was being served, making it one of the most economically effective
meals in history.

Some have argued that the meanings ascribed to the fish symbol are so numer-
ous and varied that it is impossible to identify a central explanation. The biggest
uncertainty is whether the symbol of the fish is meant to denote faith in Christ
or Christ himself. The question that naturally follows, as referenced above, is
whether the Greek acrostic spelling out “ichthus” was the cause or the result of
the connection between fish and Christ. In other words, was it the fact that the
Greek acrostic spelled out the word “fish” that fueled the connection or was this
connection drawn from beliefs about the powers of Christ and traced in reverse?
Again, this question can never be answered definitively because the origin of the
fish symbol remains poorly understood.

Another common association between fish and Christianity is the abstinence
from eating meat on Fridays in recognition of the day of crucifixion. In the Roman
Catholic Church, it was specifically forbidden to eat “flesh meat” on Fridays until
the mid-1960s, and many still observe this ancient tradition. Fish flesh, in many
cultures, was once seen as an entirely different type of substance than the meat of
mammals and therefore is not prohibited by the flesh meat convention. The fish on
Fridays tradition has been furthered by restaurants aiming to please the Christian
crowd by offering fish and seafood specials on Fridays. This began as an effort to
attract more business on a day when many people abstained from meat and has
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Fishy Rodents

In the Pantanal region of South America, Catholics eat a large rodent called a
capybara (Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris) during lent in addition to fish. This cus-
tom arose because the capybara, which can grow to more than 100 pounds,
was classified as a fish because of its semiaquatic lifestyle.

continued, not because restaurant chains adhere to Christian beliefs, but out of
fiscal motivations. Today, abstaining from meat on Fridays is not as universally
recognized as it once was, and many modern Catholics only observe this rule dur-
ing Lent.

It is difficult to give an exact definition of the Christian fish symbol because
it has been reinterpreted over so many centuries and co-opted into both religious
and nonreligious imagery. On the most practical level, the fish is used as it was his-
torically, as a way for Christians to identify one another, though this need would
have been greater in the era when Christians needed to hide their affiliation from
an oppressive government. It could be argued that today the symbolism is minimal
and only serves as a distant vestige of ancient beliefs and traditions. The fact that
so many people still choose to display the symbol on their car bumpers reminds us
that, in modern times, the idea of belonging may be more central to religion than
any specific belief or ritual. The most obvious and certain interpretation of the
ichthus, like the cross, is that it symbolizes belief in the Christian God.
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FREEMASONRY

Conspiracy Fantasies of the Founding Fathers

The Freemasons are a fraternal organization that emerged between the 16th and
17th centuries in Europe and has since spread globally, becoming one of the larg-
est in the world, with over 5 million worldwide members and over 2 million in the
United States alone. Over the centuries, the Freemasons have attracted a host of
powerful members from the politically and socially elite communities. The elite
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membership of the group, coupled with unusual and secretive rituals and symbol-
ism, has made the Freemasons a popular subject for various conspiracy theories.

According to the group’s own description, the Freemasons host gatherings
of like-minded individuals for the express purpose of spiritual and intellectual
enlightenment. Critics of the organization have accused the Freemasons of a vari-
ety of more sinister and secretive activities, from supporting military factions,
like the Nazis, and White Power organizations, like the Ku Klux Klan, to actively
recruiting influential individuals and raising funds to forward a goal of global
political machinations. Other critics have taken a different stance, alleging that the
Freemasons are a satanic cult and a holdover from an ancient struggle between
dark faiths in opposition to Christianity. Hundreds of scholars and journalists have
investigated the symbols and rituals of the Freemasons and have found what they
believe to be clues of a nefarious agenda.

History

The history of Freemasonry has remained obscure despite hundreds of attempts to
chronicle the group’s origins. The stories recounted by members are not consid-
ered reliable by many scholars, while Freemason historians accuse nonmembers
of being influenced by anti-Masonic groups. A generally accepted fact is that Free-
masonry evolved out of a craftsmen’s guild in medieval Europe.

The laborers’ facet of Freemasonry, sometimes called the “operational” side
of the guild, developed its rituals and traditions in part to aid each other in find-
ing work as they traveled Europe as itinerant laborers. To this end, the masons
gradually developed a system of elaborate symbols and rituals, including secret
handshakes and the recitation of verbal codes, to signify membership. A member
of the guild traveling to a new area might use these handshakes and other signals to
prove his membership to locals, thus earning their support and assistance, similar
to how modern labor unions favor fellow members in awarding labor contracts.

Sometime in the late 17th century, Freemasonry evolved to include a nonoper-
ative or speculative component in the form of social clubs, called “lodges,” where
members of the guild met for socialization and networking. As the operative side
of the guild declined, the social and intellectual function of the group took pre-
cedence and membership rapidly spread. In the first decades of the 18th century,
Freemasonry began to take hold in the United States. The social aspects of the
organization appealed to many major figures in the independence movement, in
part because of the Masonic tradition of hosting gatherings for political and intel-
lectual discourse. Here, the then radical sentiments shared by colonists such as
George Washington and Benjamin Franklin were fostered in meetings with other
influential colonists of similar status.



54 | Hidden Religion

Symbolism and Mythology

The mythology of Freemasonry centers around the legend of King Solomon and
the First Temple, also known as “Solomon’s Temple,” which was believed to have
been constructed around the 10th century BCE. King Solomon, whose controver-
sial reign lasted from 970 to 930 BCE, was considered a major prophet in the Jew-
ish and Islamic traditions, but he is also remembered as an apocryphal figure who
dabbled in the occult. King Solomon is recognized as one of the original grand
masters of the Masonic order, as is Hiram, king of Tyre, who was a friend of Solo-
mon’s and assisted him in the construction of the First Temple. The third grand
master of the masons was Hiram Abiff and is believed to have been the architect
of Solomon’s Temple as well as a close adviser to both King Solomon and King
Hiram of Tyre.

All modern Masonic symbolism and tradition is inspired directly or indi-
rectly by the construction of Solomon’s Temple, and the buildings constructed
by the modern Freemasons to host their meetings, known as Masonic lodges, uti-
lize architectural elements believed to have been derived from the First Temple.
Though no archeological evidence has been found of the First Temple, descrip-
tions of its proportions and other architectural details were recorded as part of the
mythology of Solomon and ancient Hebrew culture.

As Freemasonry spread in the United States, the guild’s symbols became pop-
ular motifs for decoration. Masonic symbols are among the most familiar decora-
tive elements in American culture, alongside symbols relating to the American
independence movement. The most well-known Masonic symbol in the United
States is the Masonic compass, which represents balance, unity, and the spirit.
It includes the letter G, which is often described as standing for “God.” Another
common symbol is the ark of the covenant, which is the vessel used in bibli-
cal literature to transport the Ten Commandments that were brought down from
Mt. Sinai.

The Freemason’s Guild has also been associated with the eye of God symbol
and the pyramid, both elements found in the Great Seal of the United States and
printed on all U.S. currency. Though it is widely known that George Washington
was a practicing Mason who incorporated Masonic rituals into the ceremonies
of the American republic, the Freemasons have denied that the U.S. seal is of
Masonic origin, arguing that the eye of God and pyramid symbols are shared by
many traditions.

The meaning behind Masonic symbolism is subject to widely divergent inter-
pretation. Each symbol can be described in the tradition of Masonic scholars as
representing the various principles and practices of the guild, all of which are
intended to foster intellectual and spiritual enlightenment. Over the long history of
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Masonic apron from Douglas, Massachusetts, mid-19th century, featuring images of
the "Masonic Compass" and the Eye of Providence. (Sean Svadilifari)

the guild, dozens of symbols and rituals have been adopted by members, includ-
ing secret handshakes, the recitation of obscure prayers and rites, and a variety of
other traditions thought to be linked to the tradition of Solomon and the guild’s
ancient Abrahamic roots. Others view the symbols of Freemasonry as having
darker meanings, including the group’s adherence to satanism and occult magic or
their allegiance to an ancient pseudo-political/social order that attempts to control
the global economic and political landscape.

Controversies and Mysteries

The controversy over Freemasonry can be divided into two major schools: those
that believe the Freemasons are a secret society formed to manipulate global
politics and those that believe that the Freemasons are an anti-Christian cult.
Because the early Freemasons in the United States supported the Enlightenment
ideals regarding science and social theory, the organization gained significant
popularity in the 18th century. This was especially true in the United States,
where belonging to the Freemasons definitely conferred political and social
advantages.

While the conspiratorial aspects of Freemasonry may be a matter of debate, by
the 1700s, meetings involved a high level of secrecy, and the rituals and symbols
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used by the Freemasons were purposefully hidden, though often in plain sight,
while the Freemasons actively obscured the meanings of their traditions to hide
them from outsiders. This tendency toward secrecy is also part of the mythological
tradition of the organization. Masonic legend holds that Hiram Abiff was killed
because he would not divulge the secrets of the Masons.

Regardless of their motivation for secrecy, this obfuscation deepened mis-
trust of the organization, and anti-Masonic movements emerged in the 1700s
that opposed the various perceived dangers associated with the fraternity. Some
believed that the secret meetings of the order involved sodomy and sexual rituals,
while others believed that the Freemasons were involved in concocting nefarious
plots. In 1738, Pope Clement XII issued a papal bull that denounced the Freema-
sons and excommunicated all group members. This was the beginning of the feud
between Catholicism and Freemasonry that would last for more than a century and
become the source of many theories claiming that Freemasonry is anti-Christian,
or at least anti-Catholic.

In 1798, Scottish scientist John Robison’s book Proofs of a Conspiracy against
All Religions and Governments of Europe claimed that the Freemasons had been
infiltrated and taken over by a secret atheist society known as the Illuminati, which
was using the influence of prominent Masons to support a global conspiracy to
control international trade. Robison’s work is considered a foundational text by
theorists who study the alleged Illuminati and by those who consider the Freema-
sons a secret society of similar purpose.

Concern over the presence of what were called “Illumized” Freemasons also
spread in the United States, and prominent politicians, including George Washing-
ton, wrote about their concerns over a conspiratorial takeover of the country. Fear
of the Freemasons in the United States led to the formation of the Anti-Masonic
Party in 1827, which never managed to place a candidate in office during the
nearly 20 years of its existence, providing fuel for those who believed the Freema-
sons exerted undue control over the union.

Luminous Fiction

The famed Illuminati is a fictional secret society that has been invoked as the
masterminds behind everything from hiding evidence of extraterrestrials to
controlling the world’s finances. The Illuminati is based on a real organiza-
tion of the same name that was established in Bavaria in the 18th century
and was dedicated to fighting class warfare, gender inequality, and religious
oppression.
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Freemasons Today

In the modern era, Freemason conspiracy theories remain among the most popular
themes in pseudo-historical and pop-mysticism literature. Various theories have
linked the Freemasons to the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001, and the cover-up of information regarding UFOs, though
few legitimate historians support these beliefs. Some Freemasons have occasion-
ally encouraged conspiracy theories, fostering the idea that they are guardians
of obscure traditions and earthshaking secrets. While some members might like
to imagine that they are taking part in a secret society, little doubt remains that
Freemasonry is generally a banal men’s club that is unique primarily because of
its association to the pop-mysticism of an earlier era.

The link between Freemasonry and the early power structure of the United
States has been clearly demonstrated by historians, and belonging to the group
once conferred significant advantages. The degree to which membership continues
to represent a meaningful advantage remains unknown and is another reason why
the group is repeatedly portrayed as potentially dangerous. Because Freemasonry
continues to attract high-profile followers, the club could still potentially lead to
alliances with major national implications. If one embraces the miniscule, almost
imperceptible, chance that Freemasonry is an anti-Christian or atheist conspiracy,
its success must be called into question, as two centuries of campaigning seem
outwardly to have done little to shake the dominance of Christianity in the Western
world.
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THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR
Holy Order of the Crusades

The Knights Templar, or the Order of Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the
Temple of Solomon, were a small religious order formed in the 12th century to
protect Christian pilgrims traveling in Jerusalem after the First Crusade. The order
amassed significant wealth and came to have thousands among their ranks, con-
stituting a wealthy elite class that came to harbor significant economic and social
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power. In the early 14th century, the rulers of European Christianity turned against
the Knights Templar and ordered them to disband.

In the eyes of mainstream history, the story of the Knights Templar ends
with the dissolution of the order in the 1300s, but the legend of the Knights
Templar lived on in Christian lore. Some proponents of alternative history
believe that the Knights Templar survived persecution at the hands of European
religious leaders and managed to hide their wealth from their enemies for cen-
turies, maneuvering just behind the veil of society and eventually constructing a
powerful secret network capable of manipulating global politics. The Templars
have been accused of everything from maintaining a secret library of occult
knowledge to being the secret force behind the Illuminati and the New World
Order.

History of the Order

The Order of Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon was
founded in 1118 and consisted of eight or nine noble French soldiers who had
sworn allegiance to the Crusader King Baldwin II in Jerusalem to protect Christian
travelers as they migrated through or visited the Holy Land. A number of similar
knight orders emerged during this same period, including the Teutonic Knights
and the Knights Hospitalier, which were rivals of the Templars.

Members of the Knights Templar were required to take a vow of poverty, but
this didn’t stop the order itself from amassing wealth and property. Contributions
from wealthy merchants and powerful Christian families soon made the Knights
Templar into a very wealthy organization with a large catalogue of property at
their disposal. The Knights grew from a handful of nobles to an organization with
more than 400 knights and hundreds of subordinate employees, including labor-
ers, middle managers, and minor aristocrats, all working for the organization and
profiting from their wealth.

Much of the wealth accrued by the Templar order was by virtue of their
involvement in the moneylending business; they provided private and business
loans from their amassed fortune and collected significant profits from interest
charges. The Knights Templar were banking pioneers, especially in their use of
letters of credit for travelers, which functioned like a modern checking account,
the funds for which were held by the Templars for their traveling customers. In
addition, the Knights Templar were supported by the Catholic Church, and papal
law held that the Templars were not subject to the local laws of the countries
and territories they occupied. As a result, the order functioned like a nonprofit
company and was immune to the taxation imposed by their resident countries or
principalities.
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Gradually, European powers lost ground during the Crusades. Encroaching
Muslim forces and infighting among the knight orders for control of lucrative ter-
ritories had forced the Knights Templar to move steadily away from the frontier
of Christian territory by the late 1200s. In addition, the Vatican had begun to lose
faith in the order, motivated by widespread rumors that the Templars had been
infiltrated by occult worship and anti-Christian elements. Some historians have
alleged that these rumors were the product of political enemies, such as King
Philip IV of France, who owed vast sums to the Templars and may have been
willing to slander the order to escape his debts.

Toward this end, the Templars were accused of heresy against the Catholic
Church by way of a lengthy list of sins that included worshipping the occult. This
led a papal commission to investigate the charges levied against the order in Italy,
Portugal, Spain, and France, but it was only in France that the Templars were found
guilty of the crimes levied against them. Historians believe that the influence of
King Philip IV was essential to the persecution of the French knights. As legend has
it, on Friday the 13th of October 1307, Philip IV sent soldiers to arrest all Templars
living in France. A few were cap-
tured, but most of the Templars
escaped and were forced to hide
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Controversies and Conspiracies Surrounding the Knights Templar

For most mainstream historians, the Knights Templar effectively ended with the
burning of Jacques de Molay in 1314. The remaining knights joined other orders
or blended into the populace, abandoning their connection to the order. A few of
the Templars living in Portugal avoided the authorities by rebranding themselves
as the Order of Christ. With the exception of the Portuguese followers, the order
disappeared from history and became a source of legend, lore, and conspiratorial
myth.

The charges of heresy brought against the Templar order were successful in
part because the Knights Templar were secretive about the inner workings of their
order, never allowing outsiders to enter their meetings or visit their sanctuaries.
For the public and the order’s enemies, this secrecy left room for wild specula-
tion about the types of activities that might go on behind closed doors. The list
of accusations against the Templars was extensive, including things like kissing
each other on the buttocks and penis during meetings and spitting on the cross.
The Knights Templar was also accused of being a front for a cult that worshipped
an occult god known as Baphomet. Some modern theorists continue this line of
reasoning, believing that the descendants of the Templar order are still bound to
the worship of satanic or occult gods.

Over the years, the recounted history of the Templars has evolved into hun-
dreds of different theories. According to one theory, for instance, the Templars, in
their flight from France, came to North America more than 200 years before the
arrival of Columbus and deposited part of their treasure in what is now Canada. It
has also been theorized, because of the fact that the Templars controlled the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem, that the order took possession of the Holy Grail, the ark of the
covenant, the head of John the Baptist, and one or more pieces of the “true cross.”
In writer Dan Brown’s fictional history of the order, the Templars were a front for
the Priory of Zion, an even more secretive organization that still exists and plays a
dominant role in the New World Order.

Templar Freemasonry

Some theorists have suggested that the Freemasons—a 17th-century trade orga-
nization that evolved into an influential 18th-century fraternal organization in the
United States—was an offshoot of the Templars. The Freemasons came to incor-
porate symbols from the Temple of Solomon into their mythology and architec-
tural designs, and this similarity has been treated as evidence of a meaningful
connection.

The proposed links between the Masons and the Templars have given rise
to a family of theories regarding the Templars’ hiding secret religious relics in
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the United States. Some believe that the Templars became the Freemasons and
that the masons have continued the Templars’ mission, which has been variously
described as controlling the world’s wealth, pursuing an atheist, anti-Christian,
and anti-Catholic agenda, or secretly directing world affairs through the control of
key political figures.

Relevance in the 21st Century

The continued popularity of the Templars as the source of conspiracy theories is
not surprising, considering their place in history. It is not a major leap for many
conspiracy theorists to imagine that the Knights Templar in 12th-century Jeru-
salem might have come across sacred religious artifacts as they plundered the
country. Similarly, the fact that the story of the Templars includes a rise and fall
in the favor of the Catholic Church has imparted a stain of mystery to the history
of the order. What was the real reason that the church turned against the Knights
Templar, and did some of them manage to maintain the order after they fell into
disfavor? The facts committed to historical record are incomplete, leaving the
doors open for endless speculation.
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LATTER-DAY SAINTS

American Christianity

In Christianity and Catholicism, God’s revelation ends with the books of the New
Testament, but a number of sects, collectively called the Latter-day Saints Move-
ment, believe that God provided additional revelations after those recorded in the
New Testament and the other writings of the standard Christian/Catholic canon.

The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints, which is the organiza-
tional arm of the religion known as Mormonism, has become the most influential
of the Latter-day Saints religions, comprising some 13 million members around
the world. Mormonism has evolved from a controversial cult at the fringes of
Christianity to become a major facet of the conservative Christian community, and
a significant political influence, evinced by the acceptance of a Mormon candidate
(Mitt Romney) for the U.S. presidency in 2012.
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Mormonism and the New World

The Mormon Church was founded in New York City in 1830 by an American
named Joseph Smith who claimed to have had numerous visions of angels and
other Christian saints and prophets. In one of these visions, Smith said he was
visited by an angel named Maroni, who told Smith about a set of golden plates
containing further revelations of God delivered to the “prophets of the Americas.”
He transcribed the information inscribed on golden plates, which was written in an
ancient “Egyptian” dialect that Smith could magically understand, and created the
Book of Mormon. Over the years, Smith said he was also visited by other saints,
including John the Baptist, and incorporated further lessons from these visits into
his religion.

Smith was persecuted for his heretical claims, jailed on several occasions, and
at one point tarred and feathered. Joseph and his brother Hyram were eventually
shot and killed by an angry mob in 1844, after being jailed for treason. When
Smith died, he had built a congregation of dozens, but over time, because of the
Mormon’s focus on reproducing as much as possible, and because of such crucial
supporters as Brigham Young, the founder of Salt Lake City, Utah, Mormonism
managed to expand into a community of millions.

The Book of Mormon tells the story of the Latter-day Saints, a group of proph-
ets descended from an ancient migration from the Middle East to the Americas
around 600 BCE. There, the people divided into warring tribes, including the dark-
skinned Lamanites and the light-skinned Nephites. Jesus then appeared (post-cru-
cifixion) and provided revelations to the American tribes, resulting in a temporary
peace and a golden age. Eventually, warring between the tribes resumed, and
Christianity disappeared from the New World. The Lamanites, whose dark skin
was said to be the result of losing their adherence to the true faith, eventually killed
the lighter-skinned Nephites and became a core part of the Polynesian and Native
American ethnic groups.

Followers of Mormonism differ regarding how literally they interpret the Book
of Mormon with regard to the Middle Eastern colonization. There is currently no
reliable archaeological, genetic, or other evidence to support the idea that Native
Americans or Polynesians are descended, even in some distant partial way, from
an Israelite group that arrived in the seventh century BCE. Genetic evidence, for
instance, suggests that Native Americans and Polynesians descended from waves
of migrations from Asia that occurred much earlier in history, and there are no
genetic markers to suggest Middle Eastern ancestry. Mormon researchers have
proposed a number of potential solutions to explain this discrepancy, including the
claim that the Middle Eastern DNA introduced by the 600’s immigration has been
diluted after centuries of blending with other indigenous groups.
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Similarly, descriptions of the Americas in the Book of Mormon include refer-
ences to animals, plants, and technology that have not been confirmed through
archaeological evidence. The use of swords and chariots by the native peoples
of the Americas, for instance, is not considered historically accurate. Similarly,
descriptions of cattle, goats, and sheep are not supported by studies of the wildlife
of the New World in the pre-Columbian era. Mormons have attempted to address
these discrepancies as the result of linguistic inaccuracy, claiming that Smith, in
transcribing the lost dialect of the golden tablets, substituted familiar animals
like cattle and sheep in place of similar native creatures, like llama and mountain
goats. Similarly, references to chariots and scimitars (neither of which existed in
the Americas before the Europeans’ arrival) have been explained as inaccurate
descriptions of similar native tools.

Beliefs and Controversies

Like the relationship between Baha’i and Islam, Mormonism and the Latter-day
Saints movements represent an expansion of Christian theory, but scholars differ
as to whether Mormonism has diverged to a sufficient extent that it should be con-
sidered a separate religion, rather than a sect of Christianity. However, while fol-
lowers of Baha’i identify themselves as followers of a separate religion, Mormons
generally consider themselves followers of a purer, original form of Christian wor-
ship that is still under the umbrella of Christianity.

The refined Christian vision of the Latter-day Saints movement proposes sig-
nificant reinterpretations of Christian theology, including the belief that God was
married and has a physical body and that humans can become godlike in the after-
life, remaining distinct from God but achieving godlike omniscience and pow-
ers. Mormon spirituality derives from a belief that the later revelations of Jesus
reveal information about the early church that was lost as Christianity was polluted
through misconceptions. Many Mormon principles are therefore tied to the belief
in ancient, lost wisdom and miraculous revelations. For instance, Mormons believe
in the idea of speaking in tongues, which is also found in other Christian sects, and
usually involves the channeling of ancient, lost languages from the biblical era.

Mormonism and other Latter-day Saints churches fall into the genre of conser-
vative Christianity and oppose many behaviors that they consider immoral, such
as homosexuality, sex outside of marriage, abortion, the use of pornography, and
the consumption of narcotics, caffeine, and alcohol. These judgments have led to
alliances between the Latter-day Saints faiths and advocates of conservative politi-
cal policies. The family is one of the most distinct concepts in Mormonism, and
Mormon Scripture holds that the family continues after death, but only for fami-
lies united in and recognized by the official church. These couples can continue
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to have “spirit children” after death while residing in one of the three cosmic
kingdoms of the Mormon afterlife. The Mormon focus on family values is another
factor that links Mormonism and other conservative Christian sects.

Mormonism initially promoted polygamy, or “plural marriage,” as a way of
building their numbers and following “God’s will” that they should reproduce
widely, but the church officially forbade this activity in the late 1800s. Some fol-
lowers have continued to practice polygamy and believe it to be in keeping with
the pure teachings of Joseph Smith, the first prophet of Mormonism. Polygamy has
become one of the most famous and controversial aspects of Mormonism because
the practice is illegal throughout the United States and considered immoral in
some other sects of Christianity.

Further Reading

“The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” Mormon.org. Intellectual Reserve, Inc.
2014. January 3, 2014.

Davides, Douglas J. An Introduction to Mormonism. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2003.

OLIVE BRANCH

Cultivation of Sacred Fruit

The olive branch is widely used as a Christian symbol, representing peace, salva-
tion, and benediction. Symbolism associated with the olive branch can be traced
to pre-Christian symbolism associated with the cultivated olive plant (Olea euro-
paea), which has been an important crop in many Middle Eastern and European
societies since antiquity.

Olive Cultivation

Historians believe that Hamitic-Semitic societies surrounding modern-day Iran
were the first to cultivate the olive plant around 6000 BCE, making the olive one
of the earliest fruit trees in cultivation. Terms used to refer to the olive among
these cultures are similar to words used in Northern Africa, indicating a historic
link between the Arabic and North African societies and their use of the olive fruit.

The cultivation of the olive accompanies the establishment of the first societ-
ies in the Mediterranean Basin. There is evidence that olives were cultivated on the
island of Crete during the Minoan Age, between 3000 and 1500 BCE. The Code
of Hammurabi (written around 2500 BCE) references rules for the cultivation and
sale of olive oil. Ancient papyri scripts from Egypt, dated to approximately 2300
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BCE, also contain references to olive fruit and oil and the Harris papyri from the
era of Ramses III, between 1198 and 1166 BCE, indicates that olive trees were
planted ceremonially around tombs and temples.

The Greeks began cultivating olives between 3500 and 3000 BCE, and they
brought their particular methods of olive production with them as they colonized
vast portions of the Mediterranean in the sixth century BCE. Through Greece, the
olive became a central crop in the Roman Empire, and this furthered the spread
of the plant throughout Europe. The early Christian, Jewish, and Islamic societies
emerged in the Middle East, where olive cultivation had already been an important
part of agricultural society for thousands of years.

Cross Religious Symbolism

The particularities of olive cultivation may have contributed to the plant’s early
symbolic associations in Middle Eastern and proto-European cultures. While
some cultivars (varieties) of olives, such as Arbequina and Koroneiki, will pro-
duce fruit after about 3 years of growth, other cultivars do not fruit for 5 to 12
years. The slow rate of maturation prevents olives from being useful for wandering
civilizations. Some historians have suggested that olives came to symbolize peace
because only a peaceful and stable society could benefit from the growth of olives.
This may also have contributed to early use of the olive as a political symbol, rep-
resenting permanency and hegemony.

The olive tree was a sacred symbol in ancient Greece, associated with the
goddess Athena and the city of Athens. One myth holds that Athena gave the first
olive tree to the people of the city of Attica, in the form of a single branch, which
she said would grow into a strong tree that would feed the people. The fact that
Athena gives a “branch” rather than a “seed” has been interpreted as represent-
ing knowledge of grafting, whereby a plant is grown by connecting a branch to
another growing plant rather than from a planted seed.

Olives were so central to Greek society that it was a serious legal offense
to destroy an olive tree. Even the owners of the tree were only allowed to trim
a certain portion each year. Special individuals were appointed to collect olive
fruits and oils, and the oils were used for anointing in a variety of spiritual rituals.
The olive became a symbol of leadership, with emperors seen as individuals who
“cultivated” harmony among the populace. The Romans also adopted the spiri-
tual and political symbolism of the olive tree, but in Roman mythology it was
the goddess Minerva who was associated with the olive in place of the Greeks’
Athena.

Greco-Roman olive symbolism was integrated into the Abrahamic faiths that
emerged in the Middle East. The Old Testament contains several references to
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olives as symbols of fecundity and abundance for the early Jewish tribes. In Deu-
teronomy, the olive symbolizes wisdom, but the most lasting symbolism of the
olive is from Genesis 8:11, where the dove released by Noah returns with an olive
branch in its mouth. The olive branch thus symbolizes the return of peace between
God and man. Early Christians and Jews also used olive oil as an anointing agent,
mimicking similar uses in the Greek and Roman religious temples.

The olive branch is one of many floral and botanical motifs that has been
adopted and reinterpreted by cultures throughout the world. Today, the olive
branch is most commonly associated with Christianity and the Abrahamic faiths,
but the presence of the olive in the Bible represents the agricultural link to the far
more ancient Middle Eastern societies that preceded Abrahamic traditions. The
olive also represents the evolution of stable societies centered around the cultiva-
tion of key agricultural products and therefore symbolizes the transition from pas-
toral, nomadic cultures to the relatively stable agricultural settlements that came
to dominate Europe in antiquity.
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OPUS DEI

Controversial Cult of Catholicism

Opus Dei, Latin for “God’s Work,” is a catholic organization founded on October
2, 1928, by Spanish clergyman Josemaria Escriva de Balaguer, who was canonized
in 2002 by Pope John Paul II. The 90,000-member organization has the express
purpose of demonstrating that work and the activities of daily life are themselves
the best path for becoming closer to God.

The exact details of the organization’s founding were never recorded, and
this apparent secrecy has created an image of Opus Dei as something of a secret
society within the Catholic Church. According to official descriptions, the seeds
of Opus Dei occurred to Escriva in a vision he received while on retreat. The
organization was initially only open to men, but it began admitting women in the
1930s. Many of the principles of Opus Dei are contained in Escriva’s 1939 book
The Way.
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Organizational Details and Practices

In terms of its structure, Opus Dei is a prelature led by a church officer called a
“prelate,” who oversees the activity of a clergy (church administration members)
and a laity (nonclergy members) involved in specific pastoral activities. Most prel-
atures consist of a bishop, who is responsible for the clergy and laity of a specific
diocese.

By contrast, Opus Dei was designated by the Catholic Church as the first “per-
sonal prelature,” in 1982, which is a diocese without physical boundaries, in which
the prelate is seen as having the responsibility for directing the pastoral activities
of all individual members, wherever they may live.

The majority of Opus Dei members are called “supernumeraries” and live
relatively normal lives while adhering to the principles established by the group’s
leadership. About 20-30 percent of Opus Dei members become “numeraries” by
living full-time in one of hundreds of Opus Dei centers around the world. These
individuals take a vow of celibacy and agree to contribute as much as 50 percent
of their salaries to Opus Dei. Numeraries also perform symbolic mortification
rituals, which involve inflicting pain on oneself to atone for sins, repress desires,
and reinforce dedication to the faith. These rituals may include whipping oneself
during prayer or wearing a spiked metal band. Mortification rituals are not exclu-
sive to Opus Dei, but they have been taken by some as proof of the organization’s
cultlike inclinations.

Reputation as a Secret Society

The Opus Dei controversy has a long history. In the early 1940s, a series of let-
ters written to the pope by prominent Jesuits accused Escriva of fostering a secret
society with tendencies toward domination and asked the pope to exercise greater
control over the organization. The Italian Parliament investigated Opus Dei in the
1980s, as part of a broader investigation regarding the influence of secret reli-
gious societies in Italy. Investigations have also been conducted in France, Swit-
zerland, and the United States, and in most cases have concluded that Opus Dei
is not involved in clandestine activities. Still, some official reports continue to list
Opus Dei as a “secret organization.” Opus Dei’s historic policies regarding the
organization’s secrecy, such as refusing to divulge members’ names and prevent-
ing members from outwardly confirming their membership, have furthered public
suspicion.

The Opus Dei controversy has been fueled by reports from ex-members who
describe unusual activities within local chapters of the organization. In 2002, for-
mer Opus Dei member Tammy DiNicola brought the issue of Opus Dei’s cult status
to national attention through a series of interviews and documentary appearances
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investigating aspects of the organization. According to DiNicola and other former
members, Opus Dei forces members to sever ties with family and nonmembers,
monitors incoming and outgoing mail of all numeraries, and encourages members
to actively recruit minors into the group. Author Dan Brown’s 2005 best seller,
The Da Vinci Code, also fueled the conspiratorial flame when he described the
group as a secret cult.

In light of negative press, Opus Dei reversed many of its policies regarding
secrecy in the 21st century and allowed members to speak openly about their expe-
riences. Since this policy change, members and supporters have come forward to
defend the group and refute speculations that Opus Dei is a cult that attempts to
recruit children or brainwash members. Defenders argue that the experiences of
such former members as DiNicola are the result of the policies of individual chap-
ters and not representative of the group as a whole. Further, supporters argue that
while numeraries are sometimes required to make extreme sacrifices as a symbol
of their dedication, they do so freely and are allowed to leave the organization at
any time.

Opus Dei in the 21st Century

The net worth of Opus Dei has never been fully measured, but estimates taken
from the net worth of the various nonprofit organizations owned by Opus Dei
indicate a value of over $2.8 billion. A popular allegation that Opus Dei has a
large number of members among the elite in governmental and judicial organiza-
tions has proven to be untrue, though the organization does have some prominent
supporters in government and the upper levels of the Catholic Church. Opus Dei
refutes the allegation that these individuals are working to further the organiza-
tion’s agenda, simply explaining that Opus Dei appeals to people from many lev-
els of society.

Analysis of the organization indicates that the realities of Opus Dei lie in
between the image portrayed by the group’s public relations campaign and the
accusations of former members and other critics. Dan Brown’s depiction of the
group as a sinister society with global machinations is fictional, but the organiza-
tion does engage in questionable recruitment practices and exercises a level of
control over initiates that many consider a legitimate cause for concern.
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SECRETS OF FATIMA
Visions of the Virgin Mary

In 1917, three young children from the town of Fatima, Portugal, reported three
prophetic visions from the spirit of the Virgin Mary. Word of this spread through-
out the global Catholic community, making the town of Fatima internationally
famous and transforming the site where the alleged visions occurred into a holy
site, known as Our Lady of Fatima. Perceived prophetic messages in these visions
became a major Catholic controversy and, to some, proof of an as yet unrealized
future.

History of the Fatima Visions

Ten-year-old Lucia Santos and her two younger cousins, Francisco and Jacinta
Marto, reported seeing the spirit of Mary four times, on the 13th day of each
month, from May to October of 1917. On July 13, when Mary’s spirit reappeared,
she shared a prophetic vision with the girls. The girls reported the event to their
local priest and from there word spread throughout the Portuguese Catholic com-
munity, eventually reaching the Vatican.

Most of what is known about the visions comes from Santos, as her younger
cousins both died in the influenza epidemic of 1919. Santos became a nun and
spent the rest of her life trying to understand her childhood visions. Initially, San-
tos refused to reveal the prophecies, saying she was sworn to secrecy. But the
Bishop Jose da Silva, of the Leiria-Fatima Diocese, convinced Santos to reveal
the first and second secrets in 1941 as part of the documentation needed for the
canonization of her deceased cousins. Santos revealed that the first vision was of
hell, with humans burning in a lake of fire.

The second secret reportedly revealed that the world would experience a
global war unless men ceased activities that were “offending God” and the Rus-
sian communists converted to Catholicism. When this secret was revealed in 1941,
some believed that the prophecy correctly predicted that start of World War II.

Ghostly Charm

The apparition of the Virgin Mary has appeared again and again to Catholics
around the world, usually in poor neighborhoods during periods of political
upheaval. In one such vision, reported in the 1200s, Mary gave Saint Dominic
a rosary, a string of beads used as a sacramental focus for prayer, and this spec-
tral gift has become central to Marian reverence and Catholic material culture.
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Numerous skeptics called attention to the fact that the secret was revealed only
after World War II had begun and that the content of the prophecy revealed a clear
anti-Communist political agenda that seemed unlikely to have issued forth from
God. For these reasons, many doubted the reliability of the second secret, or at
least the form in which it was revealed.

In 1947, while Santos was gravely ill, Bishop da Silva convinced her to write
down the third prophecy. A letter containing the third secret was sent to the Vati-
can in 1957 and seen only by the standing pope before being filed in the Vatican’s
Secret Archives. Santos claimed she had been told (by Mary) that it would be safe
to reveal the third secret in 1960, at which time the public would be better able to
understand it. The Vatican, for reasons known only to the church leaders, swore
Santos to secrecy and did not make the contents of the letter public until 2000.

Controversy of the Third Secret

The third secret of Fatima became one of the most popular Catholic conspiracies
of the 20th century, largely because of the Vatican’s intense secrecy. The secret was
revealed in its entirety, according to the Vatican, in 2000 and contained a vision of a
pope and surrounding priests being killed by soldiers armed with guns and arrows.

After the third secret was revealed, countless religious scholars examined
the vision’s potential meaning. Many believed that the prophecy referred to the
attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II in 1981. Opponents have argued that
if the prophecy concerned the 1981 assassination attempt, there would have been
no reason not to release the secret after the attempt failed. Cardinal Ratzinger
(later Pope Benedict XVI) reported in 1984 his belief that the prophecy concerned
the biblical end of days.

A variety of theories have been promulgated regarding the Fatima secrets,
and a few ardent believers have dedicated significant portions of their lives to
investigating the alleged mysteries behind the third secret. Some believe that the
Vatican never truly revealed the third secret because the true information might
produce a panic or because it contains some apocalyptic message that the Vati-
can is hiding from the public. Catholic priest Nicolas Gruner has been one of the
most outspoken supporters of the third secret conspiracy theory. Among the more
extreme theories supported by Gruner is the idea that Lucia Santos died in 1950
and was replaced by an imposter working in league with Communists attempting
to infiltrate the Vatican. Supporters of these theories have also suggested that vari-
ous popes have also been replaced by Communist doppelgangers.

Like many conspiracy theories, the alleged secrets of Fatima are tied to the
politics of the era. The residents of Fatima were suffering under the oppression
of World War I when the girls received their visions and Communist panic was
becoming the most pressing political issue throughout the democracies of the
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West. The second secret, as it was reported by Santos, directly links Communism
with the threat of biblical apocalypse. It is not surprising that conspiracy theorists
during the World Wars and the Cold War were eager to interpret the secrets of
Fatima as revealing the impending threat of communism.

Since the end of the Cold War, theories regarding the secrets of Fatima rarely
focus on the plots of Communist conspirators but have shifted toward such clan-
destine organizations as the hypothetical Illuminati. Other theories have argued
that the real content of the third secret has been obscured to hide a satanist or
at least anti-Catholic agenda. Theories about the rise of anti-Catholic and anti-
Christian organizations have been a source of fear for Christians and Catholics
for centuries, though the proposed villains behind the conspiracies have changed
through history. Since the Cold War era has passed, various theories have alleged
that the secrets of Fatima may reveal anything from the truth behind the Templar
order to extraterrestrial visitation mistakenly thought to be visions of God.
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VATICAN SECRET ARCHIVES
The Written History of the Church

The Secret Archives of the Vatican are a collection of documents contained within
the Vatican that are only accessible to those who receive direct permission from the
head of the Holy See or the standing pope. The archives are known to contain the
record of all decrees issued by all former popes as well as papal correspondence
and a variety of other documents. The archives have not been fully documented by
historians, and some believe that the secret archives contain documents relating to
various secretive activities engaged in by the Catholic hierarchy over the centuries.

History and Scope of the Collection

The Vatican Secret Archives were first established under Innocent III in 1198,
so records from before this period are therefore scarce. Since the establishment
of the archives, it is estimated that over 60,000 distinct collections of documents
have been added. Each collection may contain from 100 to more than 2000 indi-
vidual documents. It has been estimated that the Vatican archival collection occu-
pies more than 80 kilometers of shelving, distributed throughout more than 50
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rooms, many of which are exten-
sive halls. Vatican archivists say
the oldest known document in
the collection dates back to the
eighth century. An attempt to
document the collection in the
1700s revealed as least 1.5 mil-
lion categories of documents.
The Vatican also maintains
a general archive library, which
is regularly made available to
religious scholars and research-
ers. The Secret Archives were
separated from this collection
in the 17th century, under the
leadership of Pope Paul V. The
archives are seen as the property
of the current pope, with own-
ership transferred to each new
pope elected by the College of
Cardinals. The administration of
Inquisition documents on display at the Vatican the Secret Archives is supervised
Archive, September 18, 2006. (AP Photo/Arturo by a cardinal bishop appointed
Mari, L'Osservatore Romano) . .
by the pope and given the title
“archivist.”” This individual, in

turn, appoints an assistant archivist who handles the daily management of the
archive with the help of a small staff.

Controversial Documents

Scholars were not allowed access to the Secret Archives until 1883, when Pope
Leo XIII decided to grant access to any documents originating before 1815. In
general, Vatican policy has been to allow access to documents dating approxi-
mately 70 years after the death of a certain pope. As the Vatican slowly released
new parts of the collection, speculation spread about the secret documents still
hidden, and some still believe that the Vatican has reserved especially controver-
sial documents from various eras. Theories range from the belief that the Vatican
is hiding documents related to church involvement in sensitive political issues to
more extreme theories that the Vatican archives contain records of the church’s
involvement in such secret societies as the Illuminati or Freemasons.
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Some World War II scholars have questioned whether the archives contain
proof that the Catholic Church aided the Nazis during the war. The controversy
partially centers on Bernadino Nogara, a financial adviser to the Catholic Church
under Popes Pius XI and Pius XII. Investigations indicate that Nogara invested in
both Axis and Allied projects and may have therefore directly or indirectly sup-
ported the Nazi regime. While the Vatican allowed Jewish historians to utilize
portions of the archives from this period, the controversy over hidden documents
deepened in 2000 after the Catholic-Jewish Historical Commission was denied
requests for unrestricted access to the archives from that era. As of 2013, files from
the ascension of Pope Pius XII, in 1939, remained restricted. The Vatican reported
that the records would likely be released in 2014.

Historians have speculated that the Vatican is reluctant to release the records
from Pope Pius XII because these records may indicate that Pius XII did little
to protest the Nazi movement. The few documents that have been released from
the period suggest that Pius XII attempted to maintain diplomatic relations with
Hitler. Scholars studying the issue have noted that the policy of releasing docu-
ments approximately 70 years after a pope’s death seems designed to reduce con-
troversy regarding the more questionable decisions of each pope.

Public Display and Important Documents

In 2012, to commemorate the 400th anniversary of the archives, the Vatican placed
100 historical documents on display at the Capitoline Museum in Rome. The exhibit
was called “Lux in Arcana—The Vatican Secret Archives Reveals Itself” and was
held from February to September. While not especially controversial, the exhibit
did reveal some of the wealth of historical data that has been preserved through the
church’s archive and led to much speculation about what other treasures remain.

Among the more notable pieces in the collection was a letter by Mary Queen
of Scots shortly before she was executed for her suspected role in a plot to execute
Queen Elizabeth I. The display also contained documents from a court case involv-
ing the Knights Templar in which several of the knights were tried for heresy.
Another document of particular historical interest is a letter written to request Pope
Clement VII’s permission for the annulment of Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine
of Aragon. The pope’s refusal is well-known in history, as it led to the formation of
the Church of England and thereby the birth of the Anglican movement.
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Gnosticism

Gnosticism is a term used to refer to a loosely defined group of esoteric religious
sects that existed alongside early Christianity and to a family of modern spiritual
and philosophical beliefs derived from these ancient sects. Gnosticism existed in
a wide variety of forms, some overlapping with Christianity and some having no
significant relationship to the other Abrahamic faiths and operating as completely
religious schools. Gnosticism has a more or less negligible impact as a modern
religion, but it plays an important role in the analysis of early Christian develop-
ment as a competing philosophical strain that affected the spread and evolution of
Christian beliefs.

Origins and Evolution

Information on the history of Gnostic thought is often contradictory and difficult
to decipher. Christianity developed around the first century CE out of messianic
Jewish cults that existed in the Middle East. Writings from Christian scholars in
subsequent centuries describe a number of alternative forms of Christianity that
also emerged during this period, some of which integrated elements of Egyptian
and Greek spirituality as well. These schools of thought became known as “Gnos-
tic Christianity” and seem to have focused on obscure texts written by Christian
theorists that were not accepted as part of the mainstream Christian canon.

One of the best-known schools of Gnosticism has been linked to a Roman
philosopher known as Valentinus, who developed a complex theory about the cre-
ation of the universe and other facets of spiritual reality in the second century CE.
Information about the Valentinus school of Gnosticism can be found in the works
of later Christian “heresiologists” who criticized Valentinus’s spiritual beliefs in
defense of mainstream Christian theology. Valentinus was a prominent member
of the Christian community during this period and may have been a candidate
for election as a bishop in Rome. Other ancient Gnostic sects, such as the Naas-
senes and the Ophites, have also become known through criticisms written by such
Christian scholars as Hippolytus of Rome.

In 1945, researchers working in a library in Egypt discovered a number of early
Gnostic texts written between the second and fourth centuries CE. Now known as
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The Dan Brown Factor

The Da Vinci Code and other historical fictions by author Dan Brown have
done more to fuel conspiracy theories in the 21st century than any other single
influence. The Gnostic alternative history of Christianity was a major inspira-
tion for Brown’s fictional secret societies.

the Nag Hammadi library, this collection of fragmentary texts and commentaries
contains alternative Christian gospels and heretical writings that propose alterna-
tives to standard Christian theory. For instance, one of the Gnostic texts claims that
the Apostle Thomas was the “twin brother” of Jesus. Another of the Gnostic texts
indicates that Jesus was secretly married to Mary Magdalene.

The writings of Gnostic Christian sects are controversial, and over the centu-
ries, ancient Gnosticism has become a favorite study for occultists and followers
of alternative spiritual systems. Gnosticism was an inspiration for the founders
of Theosophy, a pseudo-spiritual movement of the late 19th century that sought
to synthesize the wisdom of obscure spiritual thought from around the world.
Leaders of the Theosophists, such as the Russian occultist Helena “Madame”
Blavatsky, wrote extensive analyses of Gnostic texts as part of an exploration of
obscure philosophy and spiritualism. Psychoanalyst Carl Jung and English occult-
ist Aleister Crowley also utilized Gnostic texts in their explorations of Western
esoteric spirituality.

Gnostic Beliefs

Descriptions of Gnostic beliefs are problematic because the range of beliefs associ-
ated with Gnosticism represents a variety of sometimes conflicting traditions, rather
than a single spiritual system or religion. In general, Gnosticism can be described
as a belief that spiritual salvation is dependent on obtaining secret knowledge from
both ancient wisdom and introspection. This focus on knowledge, or “gnosis,”
from the Greek term meaning “knowing,” is both the source of the name used for
this approach and one of the defining characteristics of Gnostic philosophy.

Within some Gnostic traditions, the cosmology of the universe is attributed
to a duality between the purely spiritual force known as the Godhead and an
intermediary force known as the “demiurge.” The form that the demiurge takes
ranges from a nearly polytheistic interpretation of “dual gods” to a more nuanced
approach that sees the demiurge as a manifestation of a single god. For this reason,
Gnostic philosophy ranges the entire gamut from polytheism to monotheism and
each step in-between.
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EIGHT-ARMED CROSS
Eightfold Divinity

The eight-armed cross is one of the ancient symbols that has been adopted by
neo-Gnosticism and represents the eight Aeons of Gnosticism and the resurrection
of Christ. The eight-armed cross is also used in Catholicism, where it is called a
“baptismal cross” and represents the eight days between Jesus’s arrival in Jerusa-
lem and his resurrection. The eight-armed cross likely originated in ancient Egypt
and therefore represents an essential link between the mysterious Egyptian cults
and early Christian development.

The Egyptian Ogdoad

The symbol that inspired the eight-armed cross may have been developed in the Old
Kingdom period of Egypt (2649-2150 BCE), in or near the ancient city of Khmun
(also spelled “Khmunu”), which was called “Hermopolis” by the ancient Greeks,
meaning “City of Hermes.” The Egyptian name for the city Khmun translates as “City
of Eight” or “City of the Eight,” in reference to the eight gods and goddesses who were
considered the patrons and spiritual center of the city. Historians believe that the eight
gods of Khmun constituted one of the oldest of the pesedjets, or genealogical groups
of gods worshipped in Egypt, the most famous of which was the Ennead of Heliopolis.

The eight deities of Khmun, collectively known as the “Ogdoad,” consisted of
four pairs of male and female deities, representing the four male and four female
creative powers or sources of generative energy. The pair of Nun and Naunet rep-
resented the primordial water that gave birth to life. Heh and Hauhet represented
the concept of eternity and everlasting existence. Kuk and Kuaket represented
darkness and the unknown. Amun and Amaunet represented the air and the hidden
reality of the world. And the principle god of Khmun was Thoth, who was often
depicted with the head of a Baboon or an Ibis.

Together the Ogdoad created a mound of earth that emerged from the primeval
water, containing an egg from which the sun god “Re,” or “Ra,” was born. This
cosmology therefore praises the Ogdoad as the origin of the sun but also with the
primordial creative power of water. This association is also reflected in the sym-
bolism of the Ogdoad, which often depicts the various gods with the heads of frogs
or snakes, indicating their link to the waters of life.
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The Gnostic Ogdoad

The second century Gnostic scholar Valentinus is credited with adopting the idea
of the Ogdoad to fit with Gnostic theology. As with all early Gnostic philosophy,
Valentinus’s conception of the Ogdoad was complex and involved a blend of cos-
mological theory and esoteric mysticism. The Gnostic mythology begins with a
single god known as “Bythos,” or the “Monad,” who is the single entity from
which all phenomena are ultimately created. The universe arises from this Bythos,
or deep abyss, giving rise to seven realms and an eighth realm that encapsulates
all the others. This is one of the original eightfold systems of Gnostic thought
represented by the eight-armed cross. The division of the heavens into a system
of eight might also reflect early knowledge of the eight celestial bodies that were
then thought to orbit the earth.

The Ogdoad was used as a symbol of the “Eight Emanations” and the “Eight
Aeons,” ultimately seen as aspects of the original emanation from God. Valenti-
nus first divided the emanations of god into a system of two principle deities, the
male principle of Bythos and the female principle of Sige or Ennoea. From these
came two additional manifestations, Nous and Aletheia, also known as “Mind”
and “Truth,” who were depicted as brother and sister. Nous and Aletheia mated
and gave birth to a male called “Word” or “Logos” and a female called “Life” or
“Zoe.” The mating of Logos and Zoe then produced “Anthropos,” or “Man,” and
“Ecclesia,” who is also known as “Assembly” or “Church.” These eight emana-
tions are the Eight Aeons of Gnosticism and one of the foundations of Gnostic
mythology. Further mating between these pairs gave rise to additional Aeons, with
more than 30 listed in some versions of Gnostic mythology.

Sacred Eights

In Catholicism, the baptismal cross represents the importance of the number eight
in Christian mythology and philosophy. This convention arises from the fact that
Christ rose from the dead on Sunday, the eighth day from his death. The number
eight has therefore become a sacred number in Christian mythology, and the bap-
tismal cross was adopted to reflect this association. The importance of the num-
ber eight in Christianity was likely inherited from earlier mystical cults and the
Persian, Egyptian, Greek, and Roman traditions that preceded Christianity in the
same region. Symbols similar to the eight-armed cross have been found associated
with a number of Western pagan religions dating back to the Neolithic era.

The eight-sided symbol also developed independently in Asia. In China, for
example, the “Bagua,” or “Eight Trigrams” provides a distinctly Eastern example
of an eight-sided cosmological symbol. Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism share
the ancient Eight Auspicious Symbols, one of which is the “Dharmachakra,” or
“Eight-spoked Wheel.”
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The eight-sided symbol is most likely an extension of the four-armed cross,
an ancient symbol of the sun or the earth that developed independently in many
cultures around the world and is found in Western paganism, Asian, Near Eastern,
and Native American spiritual symbolism, like the so-called “Medicine Wheel.”
The four-armed symbol is sometimes seen as representing the four cardinal direc-
tions (north, south, east, and west) and the eight-armed symbol may be a further
extrapolation from this idea, representing further divisions or gradations between
the principal divisions of the cosmos.
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OUROBOROS
Serpentine Symbol of Eternity

The term “ouroboros” is the name given to the Gnostic symbol of a snake eating
its own tail, a symbolic archetype that appeared in ancient Egyptian, Grecian,
Roman, and Norse mythology and was later adopted by Gnostic sects as a symbol
of knowledge and eternity. Historians believe that the snake eating its own tail
symbol is a manifestation of the broader world serpent archetype that appears
in many cultures around the world, utilizing the serpent to represent Earth or the
holistic view of the universe. The term “ouroboros” is taken from archaic Greek,
meaning “tail eating.”

The Ouroboros in Egypt

The earliest known appearance of the ouroboros comes from the Book of the Neth-
erworld, which is the name given to an ancient esoteric text buried in the tomb of
the Egyptian king Tutankhamen in the fourth century BCE. The text describes
the origin of the sun god, Re, through a union with Osiris and contains a carved
inscription of a snake biting its tail, a symbol known to the Egyptians as “tail-in-
mouth.” In the Amduat, the oldest of the Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, there
is a related symbol, known as “many-faced,” of a multiheaded serpent or dragon
curled up to rest its heads on its own tail. This may have been the original prede-
cessor of the ouroboros symbol.
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The snake seems to have been a common symbol of femininity in ancient
Egypt, and the hieroglyph used to represent the word “goddess” was modeled after
the image of a cobra or snake. During the Hellenistic period in Egypt, between the
fourth and first centuries BCE, Egyptian spiritual concepts blended with Greek
mythology, resulting in a plethora of new Greco-Roman cults that reinterpreted
many ancient Egyptian symbols. In Hellenistic Egyptian philosophy, the ourobo-
ros became a symbol of the unity of the spirit.

The ouroboros was also used in Egyptian Hermeticism, a tradition that
emerged between the third and second centuries BCE, and theorized a single, true
spiritual reality from which all other religions ultimately derived. Within the Her-
metic tradition, the serpent symbolized the cyclic nature of time and was some-
times used to represent the theoretical barrier separating the world of the sun from
the perceived chaos of the outside universe.

Ouroboros in Gnosticism

The philosophy of Gnosticism evolved out of the Hermetic philosophy of Egypt

and Europe and borrowed many of its symbols from earlier traditions. The early

Gnostics, such as the Hermetics, believed the world to be located at the cen-

ter of the universe, and the ouroboros was therefore seen as a symbol for the

boundary between the world and the plemora, which can be seen as the Gnostic

view of heaven. This view of the ouroboros may also have been influenced by
the Greco-Roman mysticism that
was popular at the time of Gnos-
ticism’s emergence in the second
century CE.

The Ouroboros had special
meaning to the obscure Gnostic
sects known as the Ophite Gnos-
tics and the Naassenes, who were
described in the writings of Hip-
polytus of Rome. According to
Hippolytus, both groups devel-
oped heretical views regarding
the serpent in the garden of Eden,
hence the name “Ophite,” which is
derived from the Greek root mean-

. ing “snake.” Hippolytus reported
The ouroboros or “self eating” symbol represents g ppoly P

continuity by combining the beginning and end that these sects regarded the ser-
into an eternal loop. pent of the garden of Eden, who
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they called the “Demiurge,” as a hero rather than a villain because it was this
serpent that first introduced Adam to “gnosis” or “knowledge,” by influencing
Adam to eat the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. Some historians of
Gnosticism believe that the ouroboros was seen as a guardian of knowledge in the
Gnostic philosophy of the Naassenes and Ophites.

Alchemy and Secret Societies

The 11th-century Codex Marcianus, a tome of collected knowledge on alchemy
named for the Marcianus library in Venice, contains one of the most famous
versions of the ouroboros symbol in the West. According to the alchemical theo-
ries explored in the text, the serpent symbolized the unity of matter that under-
lies the appearance of variety in the universe. Again, the ouroboros represents
eternity, as it eats its own tail, becoming a ring without a beginning or end. A
unique feature of the Codex Marcianus ouroboros is that the serpent is depicted
as being half white and half black, thus representing the unity of opposites in
the formation of reality. Some historians have thus described this ouroboros as
being equivalent of a Western version of the yin and yang symbol of Chinese
spirituality.

Over the centuries, the ouroboros was incorporated into the symbolism
associated with the Greco-Roman mystery cults, obscure religious groups
known for their secret rituals and initiation methods from the Hellenistic period
until after the decline of the Roman Empire. The ouroboros appears in writing
and art attributed to the cult of Hecate, the Roman cult of Mithras, and the cult
of Isis.

The mystery cults existed alongside Christianity from the second century until
the dissolution of most of the remaining cults in the fourth century, and because
these cults were early competitors with Christianity, Christian scholars often
accused cultists of participating in evil or satanic rituals. Partially as a result of
these associations, the ouroboros and many other symbols associated with the
mystery cults were misconstrued as representing hidden satanic cult affiliation.
In some ways, this misconception has endured into the modern era, and some
modern conspiracy theorists have listed the ouroboros as a symbol of extant secret
societies.
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SECRETS OF THE NAASSENES
Legendary Sect of Gnostic Christianity

The Naassenes were a sect of Gnostic Christians known primarily through the
writings of the theologian Saint Hippolytus of Rome, who described the sect in
his seminal third-century-CE book Refutation of All Heresies. The Naassenes take
their name from the Hebrew word “nashah,” which translates to “serpent,” and the
Naassenes used the serpent symbol to represent self-creation.

According to Hippolytus, the Naassenes studied Asian, Greek, Persian, and
Roman mysticism, searching for spiritual truths that transcended religious affili-
ation. The extant teachings and sermons attributed to the Naassenes are gener-
ally considered syncretic texts, in that they attempt to merge or compare different
schools of mystical thought in an effort to find inclusive, universal principles.
Later Christian and Catholic scholars often considered Gnosticism and the teach-
ings of the Naassenes to be an attempt to blend Christianity and the polytheistic
traditions of the era into a pantheistic, unified religion.

Saint Hippolytus of Rome (died ca. 236 CE)

Hippolytus was one of the most important theologians of the third century
and was later canonized by the church for his work as a “heresiologist,” or
individual who studies Christian heresy, which is defined as beliefs or theo-
ries that contradict or oppose Christian doctrine. Heresiologists are typically
involved in the refutation of heresies so as to defend the established beliefs of
Christianity.

Hippolytus’s seminal work, The Refutation of All Heresies, was a collection
of ten books that addressed various heretical beliefs. Some of the books have
never been recovered, though historians have found references to them in other
works. The first of the ten books is called the Philosophumena. It contained a
record of numerous pagan religious systems considered heretical. Hippolytus’s
writings are important to scholars attempting to understand the religious sys-
tems of the era and are one of the only sources of knowledge about early Gnostic
beliefs.

Central Beliefs of Naassenes

According to Hippolytus, the Naassenes claimed to follow the teachings of James
the Just, a controversial figure believed by some to be the brother of Jesus. Gnos-
tic traditions revolve around a principle of salvation through knowledge, follow-
ing from the etymology of the word “gnosis,” meaning “knowledge.” This focus
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differentiates Gnosticism from other Christian spiritual systems, as the Gnostics
believed that knowledge of the mysteries underlying the spiritual reality are the
key to attaining unity with God. By contrast, mainstream Christian doctrine holds
that the mind and soul must be obedient to the supreme power and will attain sal-
vation through faith and “good works.”

Among the fragments of Gnostic texts collected by Hippolytus is a work
known as the Naassene Sermon, which concerns the origin of man, and the
Psalm of the Naassenes, which also discusses the nature of creation. Accord-
ing to Naassene tradition, the universe has a threefold nature that manifests in a
number of separate, yet interrelated, spiritual trinities. One manifestation of the
threefold nature can be expressed in God, Man, and the Son of Man, together
constituting the most basic divine trinity. The Naassenes distinguished between
an unknowable God and a “demiurge,” or “creative god,” responsible for the
formation of all matter. Therefore, the Naassenes recognized the “Son,” whom
they called “Adamas,” as a self-generated being standing midway between God
and matter. The Son is also called a “serpent” who is perpetually in a state of
moving toward God (the Father) and moving (creating) matter (the world and
the sons of man).

Another manifestation of the threefold philosophy can be seen in the three
classes of men on earth, as developed by the theologian Valentinus. The material
class, also called the “bound” or “hylics,” consists of those individuals who are
mired in the material world and cannot attain salvation. The psychic class, also
known as the “called,” consists of individuals who can attain salvation through
the ministry of spiritual leaders and adherence to spiritual principles. Followers of
Christianity and Catholicism are often considered to be members of the psychic
class. The pneumatics, also called the “spirituals” or “elect,” are individuals born
with a “divine spark” and thus guaranteed salvation by their nature.

The Naassenes symbolized the spirit world as a stream of divine influence
flowing downward toward the material realm. The Naassenes therefore talk
about “reversing the flow” and creating an “upward flowing river” that can make
human beings more like God. This philosophy is similar to ideas found in Hindu
and Buddhist tradition concerning reversing the flow of energy in the human
body, which generally flows from the crown of the head to the feet, to flow
in the opposite direction, thereby flowing toward enlightenment. It is possible
that Buddhism influenced the views of the Naassenes, as Buddhism was present
in the Middle East and Europe in the first century CE as the result of some of
the earliest Buddhist migrations from India. The Naassenes believed that only
through spiritual realization and effort could humans reverse the natural pull
of the material realm and thereby achieve a spiritual awakening in the form of
salvation.
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The Secret Sermon

Some modern writings about Gnosticism, including Gnostic Secrets of the Naas-
senes (2004) by Mark Gaffney, have refuted the common approach to Gnosticism,
which views Gnostics as heretical sects that historically posed an early challenge
to orthodox Christianity through their syncretic approach to spirituality. Accord-
ing to Gaffney’s line of reasoning, the Naassene Sermon, also called the “hidden
sermon,” was delivered by Jesus to his followers at the Last Supper and contained
the secrets of the inner tradition (sometimes explained as mature spiritual realiza-
tions) that Jesus achieved later in his life and just before his death.

This interpretation of the Naassene teachings establishes Gnosticism as a
branch of Christianity, and specifically as an inner branch focused on the secret,
mystical knowledge at the heart of Christian teachings. The theory that the Naas-
sene teachings can be attributed to Jesus is not supported by the majority of Chris-
tian or Gnostic scholars, but it can be seen as part of a new wave of interest in
Gnosticism based on the theory that the teachings of Gnosticism represented a lost
wisdom that was repressed because it was considered heretical.
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Islam

Islam is the world’s second-largest religion and also one of the fastest-growing
religious traditions, eclipsing the growth of Christianity in the 21st century. Islam
arose from the confluence of Judeo-Christian spirituality and the traditional prac-
tices of Middle Eastern tribal cultures. In Christian-dominant societies, Islam
is often unfairly regarded as a more primitive or warlike representation of the
Abrahamic religious motif, but this view is largely based on misconceptions and
prejudice. As with most religions, Islam is practiced in a variety of ways, from
conservative orthodoxy to esoteric mysticism and progressive reinterpretations of
the faith.

Origins and Evolution

Historians trace Islam back to the seventh century CE in Mecca, a city in what
is now Saudi Arabia. There, the burgeoning spiritual philosophy of the Judeo-
Christian traditions blended with Bedouin tribal practices to create a unique
mélange of cultural characteristics. The Bedouin were then, and remain, a col-
lection of nomadic tribes. In the period known as the Age of Muhammad, the
Bedouin tribes often warred with one another, but they also developed a complex
network of intertribal political alliances with specific laws and ethics that are mir-
rored in the original texts of Islam.

Though Muslims believed that earlier prophets, such as Abraham (called
“Ibrahim” in Islam), received revelations from God, Muhammad is the final
prophet (called the “Seal of the Prophets”) in Islamic tradition, who received the
complete final revelation from God. According to legend, Muhammad, a former
merchant, received this revelation from the angel Jibreel (Gabriel), who appeared
to Muhammad in a cave and revealed the truth of Allah. Muhammad continued to
have revelatory visions throughout his life, and these revelations, taken together,
constitute the text of the Islamic holy book, the Koran.

Muhammad began preaching in Mecca but was forced to migrate to Yathrib,
an area north of Mecca that became Medina, the “city of the Prophet.” Muham-
mad’s migration to Medina became known as the “hijrah,” and it marks the begin-
ning of the Islamic calendar. After Muhammad’s death (632 CE), leadership of
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the Islamic community transferred to a system of leaders known as caliphs or
khalifahs, who were charged with leading according to Muhammad’s example.
The caliphs transformed Islam into a major global power, capturing territories in
North Africa and from the former Byzantine Empire.

The first Islamic civil war (656—661 CE) resulted in the division of Islam into
two major sects, Sunni and Shia. The Sunni sect represents the original strain of
Islam, with an emphasis on tradition and continuity. The Shiites, by contrast, rep-
resent the later evolution of the faith and hold the characteristic belief that Allah
communicates through specially chosen guides or teachers, known as imams.

In 680 CE, a powerful coalition known as the Umayyad Caliphates took con-
trol of the Islamic world, expanding the influence of their dynasty before internal
struggles and the growth of rival factions led to a second civil war (744-750 CE),
which saw the end of the Umayyad dynasty and the ascension of the Abbasid
Caliphates. The Abbasid period is known as a golden age, as Islam spread broadly
around the world and developed vast centers of intellectual, artistic, and literary
development. By the eighth century, the Abbasid dynasty controlled parts of the
Iberian Peninsula and portions of Asia, including Indonesia, where Muslim com-
munities still live. The caliph system ended in 1258, when Mongolian armies cap-
tured Baghdad on their way to Europe.

Islam survived the Mongol period and continued to thrive in some parts
of the world, eventually forming the Ottoman Empire in the 1450s, which
became a major global power. Though Islamic forces lost the Iberian Penin-
sula to Christian invaders in 1492, the Mughal Empire formed soon afterward
in 1526, bringing much of the Indian subcontinent under Islamic control. The
19th century brought about the end of the major Islamic political powers. The
Mughal dynasty fell in the 1800s, weakened by a revolution led by the Indian
Sikhs and finally collapsing under the British invasion of India. The Ottoman
Empire suffered from political and economic instability during the later decades
of the 1800s and again fell to allied forces after aligning with Germany during
World War 1.

Racist Genealogy

For centuries, it was believed that the darker skin color of populations in Spain,
Portugal, and Italy resulted from interbreeding with Moors, who were often
seen as “Black” or “Arab” in ethnicity. Subsequent investigations indicate that
Arab and African genetic influence is limited in Europe and that the darker skin
of certain populations results from genetic adjustment to higher levels of ambi-
ent sunlight.
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While Islam remains one of the world’s most popular faiths, the political hold
of Islam has remained relatively limited in the 20th and 21st centuries, and Islamic
majorities have become concentrated in the Middle East, where the cultural and
religious traditions first developed.

Islamic Beliefs

Islam is a monotheistic faith, defined by the belief in a single god called “Allah” in
Islam. Islamic law places a strong emphasis on avoiding idolatry, or the worship of
entities other than Allah. The Koran is the most important of the Islamic holy texts as
it recounts the revelations delivered to Muhammad through Allah’s messengers. The
Hadith, a scholarly account of Muhammad’s life, is another text central to Islamic
beliefs and serves as one of the sources of sharia, or Islamic law, a set of guidelines
for living according to the principles established by Allah and Muhammad.

Islamic tradition views Allah as a being of unimaginable complexity and
strictly prohibits any physical depiction of Allah. In addition, Islam rejects the
Christian concept of the Trinity and believes instead that Allah is indivisible. Islam
teaches that there are nonphysical souls that continue to exist after death and that
the souls of righteous, faithful humans may be rewarded with deliverance to a
celestial paradise. The Koran mentions a Day of Reckoning, which is expected to
be the final day of life on Earth. At this time, the souls of those who have failed to
observe Allah’s laws will be punished in hell, and the remaining righteous will be
taken to heaven.

One variation of the Islamic faith that is popular in the west is the Nation of
Islam, a new religious movement that began in Detroit, Michigan, in the 1930s.
The Nation of Islam combines traditional Islamic practice with radical black-
empowerment philosophy and elements of other New Age spiritual practices. For
instance, the Nation of Islam currently supports using the Dianetics system that is
also used by Scientology, an organization formed on pseudo-spiritual principles
that exploits followers for profit. Because of its alterations of Islamic law and
acceptance of other mystical theories, some Islamic organizations do not recog-
nize the legitimacy of the Nation of Islam.

Followers of Islam place a significant emphasis on law and ethics. Sharia
derives from the Koran and the Sunnah, which describes the practices of Muham-
mad recorded in the Hadith and elsewhere. However, Muhammad’s example
and teachings indicate that Islam must also look elsewhere for sources of sharia,
including the consensus of the community (Ijma), public interest, and reason. The
debate over acceptable sources of law has become a major rift in Islam, divid-
ing the faith into relatively conservative scripturalist factions and those that favor
more liberal interpretations of Scripture.
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ISMAILI ASSASSINS

Political Murder in Ancient Islam

The term “Ismaili Assassins” is sometimes used to refer to a sect of Shia Islam,
also known as the “Nizari Ismailis,” that arose in the 9th century CE and held con-
siderable influence in the Islamic world from the 11th to the 13th centuries. Dur-
ing the Crusades, European knights and travelers who had contact with Islamic
cultures of the era spread stories of the Ismaili “Hashshashin” throughout Europe.
It was widely rumored at the time that the soldiers of the Nizari Ismailis used
secretive tactics to murder political rivals, thus the term “Hashshashin” became
the origin of the English word “assassin.”

Historians believe that rumors surrounding the Nizari Ismaili’s assassinations
were greatly exaggerated, but the group left a lasting mark on the Western imagi-
nation and has become the source of many theories regarding the existence of
secret Islamic societies. Some have speculated that the Ismaili Assassins still exist,
having passed down their traditions to a modern generation of followers still seek-
ing to erect a powerful Ismaili kingdom.

History of the Nizari Ismailis

The Ismailis became a distinct branch of the Shias sometime in the ninth century.
As in the historic split between the Shia and the Sunni, the issue that caused the
Ismailis to break away from the Shia concerned the succession of imams repre-
senting the lineage of Muhammad. Specifically, the two groups disagreed about
the appointment of the eighth imam in the line, with the Shia supporting Musa,
while the Ismailis supported Musa’s brother Ismail, from whom the name of the
sect is derived. The Shia objected to the rule of the Abbasid Caliphs, who were
favored by the Sunni sect.

In 909, the Ismaili leader Ubaydulla captured part of North Africa, where
he founded the Fatimid dynasty, claiming to be a descendant of Ali and Fatima
(Muhammad’s daughter), and thus a rightful caliph of the Muhammadean lineage.
The Fatimid dynasty continued to grow over the next century. In 969, the Fatim-
ids captured Egypt and made it their capital, stretching along a large portion of
North Africa. Here, the Fatimids founded the city known as Al Kabhira, later called
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“Cairo” in the English language. In 970, the Fatimids established the University
Mosque in Cairo, which became the leading center of Islamic education.

At the height of the Fatimid dynasty, the kingdom ruled over much of the
Mediterranean, including the coast of Italy. As the Fatimid kingdom grew, the
Ismaili sect began to splinter into several oppositional groups. During the Second
and Third Crusades, together spanning from 1147 to 1192, the fortunes of the
Fatimid dynasty turned as Sunni leaders united to mount a collective resistance
to the encroaching Christian armies. Saladin, the son of Sunni leader Ayub, then
governor of Damascus, deposed the last of the Fatimid leaders in Egypt in 1171,
establishing the Ayubid dynasty, while the larger Muslim Empire came under con-
trol of the Abbasid Caliphs. The Nizari Ismailis fled Egypt and captured terri-
tory in northern Persia, where they declared themselves independent and opposed
Abbasid Caliph rule.

Legend of the Ismaili Assassins

It is in the 13th century that the line between history and legend regarding the
Ismaili sect begins to blur. Because they opposed the Abbasid Caliphs and were
competitors for control of the Muslim world, the Nizari Ismailis were hated by
other Muslim groups, and rumors about the sect became widespread. It has been
difficult for historians to disentangle myth from reality, and many of the histori-
cal texts regarding the period may have been heavily influenced by anti-Nizari or
anti-Islamic propaganda.

In their efforts to capture territory, the Nizari Ismailis utilized tactics that were
common at the time, including what is now called “political assassination” of rival
political leaders. The Nizari Ismailis reportedly used assassination to help capture
the fortress of Almut in Persia, which had been thought immune to any direct mili-
tary attack. The Nizari Ismaili soldiers, known as “fida’i,” a name derived from the
Arabic term for “sacrifice” and used to refer to one who will give his or her life for
a cause. According to some historical accounts, the fida’i were responsible for a
number of prominent assassinations during the period, and they twice engaged in
failed attempts to assassinate the Abbasid caliph, Saladin.

A less biased look at the history of the period indicates that all of the war-
ring armies, including the Christian Crusaders, utilized the services of assassins
and engaged in political killings. It is perhaps because the Nizari Ismailis were
opposed by virtually all the other groups of the era that they came to be the scape-
goat for many of these deeds and a symbol of assassination in general. Historians
have noted that it appears the Nizari Ismailis were comparatively zealous in their
execution of military strategy than many of their competitors, and, for this reason,
they have often been compared to modern radical terrorist groups.
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Legends Regarding the Nizari Ismailis

Much of the folklore surrounding the Nizari sect regards the ways in which the
sect’s soldiers were trained. In Europe, it was rumored that the fida’is were kept
cloistered in a secret training grounds and fed hashish in a bizarre ritual intended
to make the assassins more vicious. In Marco Polo’s history of the era, he wrote of
fida’is’ being taken to a secret garden and told it was the paradise described in the
Koran. Historians have begun to dispel many of these legends in favor of a more
realistic depiction of the sect. After the fall of the Fatimid dynasty, Crusading
Europeans, Sunnis, and even other Shia Muslims despised the Nizari Ismailis, and,
as a result, any murder or heinous act might be blamed on the Nizaris, whether or
not there was truth in the accusation.

The Nizari Ismaili sect is still active in parts of Syria, Pakistan, India, Iran, and
several other countries. Some in the Nizari Ismaili sect still claim to be descen-
dants of Nizar, one of the Fatimid Caliphs believed to be a descendent of Ali and
Ismail. The fact that the Nizari sect still exists has only fueled the continuation of
rumors that they constitute an extant secret society. Some have even suggested that
the Nizari Ismailis still have possession of secret texts from the University Mosque
in Cairo that were taken before Cairo fell to Sunni armies and perhaps also have
hidden treasures from this period, including art and caches of gold. It has been
suggested by some radical conspiracy theorists that the Nizari Ismailis invented
terrorism as it has become known today and were the first to use terrorist tactics
against their enemies. Legitimate historians have argued that there is no historic
precedent for this belief and assert that this, like many of the other anti-Nizari
legends, are representative of the broad anti-Islamic sentiment that rapidly spread
through the West after the Crusades.
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RUB-EL-HIZB

Geometric Symbolism

The Islamic rub-el-hizb symbol is essentially an Islamic version of the eight-
pointed star found in many different spiritual traditions. The Islamic version
consists of two overlapping, offset squares forming a geometric figure with eight
points. The most familiar use of the symbol is within the Koran, where the rub-
el-hizb is used to divide the text into passages. The term “rub-el-hizb” is from the
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Arabic term meaning “divided into quarters.” Other eight-pointed designs, known
in geometry as “octagrams,” also appear in Islamic art and architecture.

Andalusian Symbol

Andalusia (also Andalucia) is a region of Spain located at the southern end of the
Iberian Peninsula. Today, it is considered the largest of the autonomous territories
of Spain, and it is the most populous region of the country, containing the major
cities of Seville and Granada. The name “Andalusia” derives from the Arabic
name for the region, “Al-Andalus,” which was used by the Umayyad Empire after
the conquest of the southern Iberian Peninsula in the eighth century CE.

Andalusia sits along the Strait of Gibraltar, a narrow seaway that divides
Europe from the North African country of Morocco and its capital city of Casa-
blanca. Historically, this 7.7-nautical-mile stretch of ocean has been one of the
primary routes for cross-continental travel between Europe and Africa, and both
Andalusia and Morocco have come to reflect a blending of European and African
cultural characteristics.

The eight-pointed star has been called the unofficial symbol of Andalusia
because of the many buildings and architectural elements in the region that are
decorated with versions of this ancient symbol. Some archaeologists have noted
that the eight-pointed star was part of Spanish architecture before the Muslim
period and consider it an early solar symbol of unknown origin. A few historians
have suggested that the eight-pointed star was a symbol of Tartessos, an ancient
civilization that existed in Andalusia from approximately the 11th to the 6th cen-
turies BCE. Gold and other precious objects found among Tartessian remains indi-
cate that the culture was rich in resources and artistic expression. The ultimate fate
of Tartessos is unknown, and some have speculated that Tartessos is the same as
the wealthy culture of Tarshish mentioned in the Bible. Other more sensational-
ized accounts have speculated that Tartessos was the legendary city of Atlantis.
These speculations, while perhaps romantic, have not been confirmed by archaeo-
logical evidence.

In 712, following the Umayyad conquest of Andalusia, the eight-pointed star
symbol was printed on coins representing the autonomous region. From this point,
the star motifs already present in Andalusia were co-opted by Islamic artists and
architects, and the eight-pointed figure became a popular motif in Moorish Islamic
architecture. The eight-pointed motif is also common in Umayyad architecture in
Jerusalem, especially in the Dome of the Rock, an Umayyad shrine that is built in
the shape of an octagon. The eight-pointed star shape is incorporated into many
aspects of the dome, reflecting the widespread decorative use of this symbol within
the empire.
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A rub-el-hizb, or eight-pointed star motif found in decorations on the Usto Ali Nesefi
Mausoleum in Samarkand, Uzbekistan. (Robas Broek/iStockphoto.com)

Islamic Geometric Art

According to the Hadith, an Islamic holy scripture believed to record the direct
teachings of Muhammad, Islam forbids artists from creating depictions of humans
or even nonhuman animals. This prohibition is especially stringent with regard to
the depiction of Allah, Muhammad, and other important spiritual icons. This facet
of Islam played a major role in influencing the development of artistic traditions
and led to a proliferation of art based on three elements: calligraphy, vegetal pat-
terns, and geometric designs.

During the Umayyad Empire’s rule of Iberia, which lasted from 711 to 1492
CE, Islamic artists created a wealth of artistic and architectural monuments using
repeated geometric designs. A prime example of this theme can be seen in the
Alhambra Palace in Granada, Spain, an Islamic building known for its beautiful
decorative tiles that feature complex geometric designs. Art historians note that
the designs were based on Euclidian geometry and created from a combination of
simple polygons.

Islamic artists developed geometric art to a high level of sophistication, pro-
ducing intricate designs that were imbued with multiple layers of spiritual mean-
ing. In general, the use of geometric patterns symbolized precision and harmony
and therefore was seen as a representation of the complex mathematical perfection
characteristic of Allah and the underlying the universe. The designs also repre-
sent the natural order and the concept that Allah has created the universe so that
every being and every object has a distinct place and role in the overall order of
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the cosmos. Islamic artists sometimes purposefully introduced “errors” into their
designs to represent the fallibility of the human mind and the idea that only Allah
can create perfection.

The eight-pointed star, whether used as a pointed octagram or in the rub-el-
hizb design, is one of the common motifs in Islamic geometric art and may there-
fore have similar symbolic associations with divine order and perfection. Both
the rub-el-hizb and other Islamic octagrams are not primarily spiritual symbols
by design, but represent the confluence of art and architecture as reflected and
influenced by spiritual traditions in Islamic history. Today, these motifs remain in
parts of the world once controlled by Islamic empires, representing a lasting trace
of the history of Islam.

Further Reading
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SHAHADATAIN

Proclamation of Belief

“Shahadatain” is an Arabic term meaning “two acknowledgements” or “two acts
of bearing witness,” which represents faith and devotion to the single God of Islam,
Allah. The word is a plural form of the term “shahada,” meaning “testimony”
or “acknowledgement.” Calligraphic representations of the Arabic shahadatain
have become common symbols in Islam, having been inscribed on buildings and
Islamic artistic representations for hundreds of years.

Meaning of the Shahadatain

The Arabic shahadatain can be written in the Roman alphabet as

Ashhadu an la illaha illal’lah.
I testify that there is no deity worthy of worship other than Allah.

Ashhadu anna Muhammadar Rasulullah.
I testify that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.

The first shahada represents the Islamic belief that there is a single God, called
Allah, and that there are no other gods and no other icons worthy of worship.
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Muslims recognize that some other faiths allow the worship of intermediary spir-
its, which may be minor gods or prophets. The first shahada represents Islam’s
rejection of this idea, declaring that any and all worship must be directed solely
at Allah and that any social or societal aspect that detracts from the worship of
Allah should be avoided.

The second shahada states that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah, but it is
usually also interpreted to mean that the follower swears to obey the rules, princi-
ples, and prohibitions attributed to Muhammad. The distinction between “prophet”
and “messenger” is important in Islam. Many of the figures of the Old Testament,
such as Abraham, Isaac, Jonah, Jacob, Adam, and Micah, are considered prophets
in that they were given a divine purpose to remind humanity of its duty to Allah.
A smaller number of individuals are messengers, in that they brought to Earth a
message directly from Allah. Moses brought the Torah, Jesus brought the Gospel,
and Muhammad brought the Koran. The second shahada therefore also acknowl-
edges the truth of the Koran because it symbolizes the idea that Allah delivered
this sacred text to humanity through Muhammad.

The shahadatain are foundational and fundamental to Islamic beliefs, and it
is believed that an individual can convert to Islam simply by embracing and stat-
ing the shahadatain from a position of deep commitment. Muslims acknowledge
that their faith overlaps with Judaism and Christianity and that the sacred books
and scriptures of those faiths also represent the work of God on Earth. The belief
in the Koran and Muhammad’s role as a messenger of God is the central element
that sets Islam apart from the other Abrahamic faiths. The shahadatain, therefore,
is a declaration of separation from the other Abrahamic traditions and an acknowl-
edgement of unique faith in Islam.

The image of the shahadatain also serves as one of Islam’s most important sym-
bolic representations because Islam prohibits the depiction of Allah and of human and
animal figures in religious iconography. This prohibition has resulted in a proliferation
of noniconographic representations in Islamic symbolism, such as geometric shapes,
floral or vegetal figures, and calligraphy. The shahadatain image is an example of cal-
ligraphic symbolism in Islam; it uses highly stylized Arabic letters to form a complex
design. The shahadatain emblem can be found on many Islamic architectural and
artistic artifacts from the classical period, and the symbol is still widely used in Islam.

The Five Pillars of Islam

The Five Pillars of Islam are the five principles that underlie the Muslim faith,
known as “arkan” in Arabic, and they are also a guide to the practice of Islam,
providing a set of goals that together constitute the appropriate way to live one’s
life in dedication to Allah. Shahada is the first pillar and the most basic principle of
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Muslim life and worship. The shahada may be said at any time, and Muslims are
encouraged to repeat this aspect of their faith whenever possible.

The second pillar is salah, or “prayer,” and involves five daily prayers that are
said at specific points in the day. The five prayers are fajr (said before sunrise),
zuhr (said after midday), asr (said in the afternoon), maghrib (said after sunset),
and isha (said during the night before midnight). Each of the prayers has a stan-
dard set of actions, called a “rak’ah,” which must be completed while reciting
the prayer. The rak’ahs include sequences of standing, bowing, prostrating, and
sitting, and each of the daily prayers has a certain number of rak’ahs that must be
performed to accompany the prayer.

The third pillar, zakah, is the pillar of charity and involves giving a certain per-
centage of one’s salary to the poor and needy. Many Muslims donate money at the
end of the central holiday of Ramadan, but they may give at any time of the year as
well. Only individuals earning enough to set aside savings are required to commit
zakah and then 2.5 percent of one’s savings is the expected gift. Many Muslims
choose to donate money to poor international communities around that world, and
this is seen as a demonstration of the unity of the Islamic community worldwide.

The fourth pillar, sawm, involves fasting during the daylight hours for the
month of Ramadan, the holiest month in the Islamic calendar. This fasting symbol-
izes the period when Muhammad went into the wilderness to meditate. Only adult
Muslims are required to observe sawm, and pregnant or menstruating women, the
elderly, and other individuals who cannot safely fast are exempt from observance.
Parents are encouraged to introduce their children to sawm by having the children
give up certain foods for a portion of the day. Sawm not only involves refraining
from food, it also entails a spiritual fasting, which includes avoiding sexual inter-
course. Observing sawm is also intended to serve as a reminder of one’s faith and
devotion to Allah and to help Muslims identify with those who experience hunger.

The fifth pillar, hajj, involves the pilgrimage to Mecca (a city in the Hejaz
region of Saudi Arabia) that takes place once per year. Hajj occurs in the 12th
month of the Islamic calendar, Dhul-Hijjah, over a period of five to six days. Dur-
ing hajj, thousands of Muslims travel to Mecca, which is believed to have been
Muhammad’s birthplace and the site where Muhammad received his first revela-
tion from Allah, which ultimately resulted in the Koran. All able Muslims, mean-
ing those with sufficient economic resources and without hardships that would
prevent the journey, are required to undertake the pilgrimage at least once during
their adult lives. There are a variety of specific ceremonies that accompany parts of
the hajj and are also considered essential to the proper observance of the tradition.

The Five Pillars are named for the architectural elements that support a
building because these basic principles and activities are seen as the structure of
Islam. While the Muslim faith involves many types of worship and ceremony,
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the Five Pillars are essential and basic to the faith, supporting all higher-order

manifestations.
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STAR AND CRESCENT

Symbol of Political Islam

Throughout most of the world, the star and crescent moon symbol has become
the most recognizable and widespread emblem of Islam. Historians are currently
uncertain how the symbol originally became associated with Islam, and the dis-
covery of architectural and artistic relics indicate that the symbol derived from
ancient mystical, celestial symbolism that predates the birth of the faith. While the
star and crescent fogether may not be of purely Islamic origin, evidence suggests
that Muslims used the crescent moon symbol for many centuries before combin-
ing it with the star. There is no universally accepted Islamic meaning to the star
and crescent symbol, but it has been widely used as a political icon by Islamic

leaders.

The star and crescent, an ancient symbol
with astronomical origins, became a popular
symbol of political and military organization
before it was adopted as the most common
representation of the Islamic faith.

Pagan Origins

The star and crescent may initially
have been inspired by the conjunc-
tion of the crescent moon and the
planet Venus (one of the brightest
objects in the sky), which is a rare
but highly visible phenomenon,
even in areas where ambient light
obscures most of the stars. Ancient
petroglyphs (rock paintings) indi-
cate that cultures around the world
imbued the moon-Venus confluence
as a significant and perhaps spiritual
phenomenon early in prehistory. The
introduction of the star and crescent
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symbol in Islam likely came by way of the animist tribal societies in Central Asia
and Siberia, who predated Islam by several thousand years.

Some historians have suggested that the star and crescent entered Islam
through Persia, where it was the chosen symbol of an ancient moon goddess
cult. Evidence also suggests that the symbol was associated with the kingdom of
Pondus, a Persian dynasty of Greek and Persian origin that existed from 281 to
63 BCE. The crescent and star may also have been associated with the cults of
Mithras, syncretic Roman religions inspired by Persian spirituality.

Archaeologists have found the star and crescent symbol on stamped coins
from the ancient Greek city of Byzantium (present-day Istanbul), dating to
around 341 BCE. This symbol may have been used to represent the goddess
Hecate, often associated with the moon, who was one of the patron goddesses of
Byzantium. According to legend, Hecate intervened when Macedonians attacked
Byzantium, revealing the approaching enemy by exposing the crescent moon,
and this led to the adoption of the moon symbol to represent the city. Historians
have also suggested that the crescent moon might have been a symbol of the
Greek goddess Diana, who was worshipped as a moon goddess in certain cultic
societies.

The star and crescent symbol does not appear in Islamic art or architecture
from the early Middle Ages, and most historians believe that the symbol was not
associated with Islam during this period. During Muhammad’s life (570-632 CE)
and throughout the reign of the first several generations of Islamic rulers, Islamic
groups used solid-colored flags, usually in black, green, or white, to represent
their adherence to Islam. Each sect or subset of Islam utilized certain colors and a
variety of other symbols to represent their membership.

The star and crescent symbol is also absent from Islamic artifacts during the
Umayyad dynasty (661-750 CE), when many of the now famous Islamic monu-
ments were built throughout the Middle East and Islamic-occupied Europe. In
1453, the Ottoman Empire, an Islamic empire originating from present-day Tur-
key, captured Byzantium, which was then called Constantinople. Some historians
believe that this was the origin of the Islamic use of the star and crescent, speculat-
ing that the capturing Ottomans continued using the symbolism associated with
Constantinople after the city’s capture.

During the late Crusades and the Ottoman-Hungarian Wars, Islamic armies
began using the star and crescent as a counterpoint to the cross emblem used by
invading Christian armies. At this point, the star and crescent became a symbol of
political and nationalistic Islam more than as a representation of the Islamic faith.
A number of predominantly Islamic nations use or have used the star and crescent
as a national emblem, including Turkey, Libya, Tunisia, and the Asian nation of
Malaysia.
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Ancient Astronomy

Historians have speculated that miraculous celestial events described in
ancient religious texts may have resulted from sightings of eclipses and com-
ets before these phenomena were understood. A clay tablet found in the city
of Ugarit, Syria, records the earliest known solar eclipse, which occurred on
March 5, 1223.

Acceptance and Symbolism

Celestial phenomena, including eclipses, lunar cycles, supernovas, and the move-
ment of stars and planets, have inspired spiritual cosmology and symbolism
around the world. In the prehistoric era, the light from the moon and stars allowed
early humans to navigate the nocturnal environment and to detect approaching
predators and other potential dangers. The comforting light of the moon and stars
might have been reimagined through the millennia as the protective influence of
divine powers or deities watching over the earth. Islam evolved within the desert
cultures and nomadic tribes of the Middle East, which were still intimately linked
to their natural environments, and early Islam may therefore have absorbed some
elements of these earlier strains of celestial symbolism. Amid the nearly feature-
less desert plains of Arabia, the stars and moon were also essential for navigation,
and this may have been another inspiration for lunar and stellar symbolism in
Islam and other desert cultures.

Though the star and crescent emblem is one of the most widespread symbols
of Islam, not all Muslims embrace the symbol. Some see the image as having
pagan or foreign influences and believe that Muslims should only utilize symbols
that originated within Islam. While this distinction is important to some, most
spiritual symbols were inspired by or adopted from earlier cultures, and this pro-
cess appears to be a relatively common pattern in the evolution of symbolism.
Furthermore, it is not uncommon for military and political groups to adopt and
adapt ancient symbols that once had purely spiritual meaning, partly because so
many conflicts throughout world history have been at least partially inspired by
the clashing of different religious beliefs.
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SUFISM

Islamic Mysticism

Sufism, known as “Tasawouf” in Arabic, is a subdiscipline of Islam that emerged
in the late 7th or early 8th century CE and has played a major role in the develop-
ment and spread of Islam. Adherents of Sufism place emphasis on personal, private
worship and the direct experience of God (Allah), and they generally reject the
importance of physical pleasures and personal property and wealth. Some writers
and theologians have called Sufism the “inner path” of Islam, as contrasted with
the mainstream modes of study, which are seen as more external in their focus.
Prominent Sufi teachers such as Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi (1207-1273) and
theologian Al-Ghazali (1058—1111) are respected and often studied in Western
philosophy and theology.

Followers of Sufism express their faith in a variety of ways, from those who
study Islam as wandering ascetics to the ecstatic dances of the whirling dervishes
whose characteristic spinning has become famous around the world. Within Islam
and in the West, the Sufis are sometimes believed to have knowledge of esoteric
spiritual secrets or even magical abilities because of their immersion in the medi-
tative study of the universe. This perception has made Sufism a popular focus for
those interested in New Age, pseudo-religious spirituality from the 1960s through
the 21st century.

History of Sufism

Scholars and historians have debated the origin of the terms “Sufism” and “Tasa-
wouf.” Some have suggested that “Sufi” may have derived from “sufateh,” which
refers to a thin plant, in reference to the physical frailty of the early Sufis because
of their fasting. Others have suggested that the term may have been influenced by
the Greek word “soph,” meaning “wisdom” or “knowledge.” A majority of West-
ern authors writing on the subject have held that “Sufi” is a derivative of the Arabic
term for wool, “suf,” and that it refers to the simple woolen robes and garments
that the early ascetic Sufis preferred as part of their vow of poverty and disinterest
in possessions.

The earliest forms of Sufism are believed to have emerged during the Umayyad
dynasty, which lasted from 661 to 749 CE, less than a century after the founding
of Islam. The Radishun conquests, during which Islam extended its control into
Jerusalem, Egypt, and Syria, brought a large number of Christians and representa-
tives of other religious traditions under Islamic rule. It is believed that the early
Sufis absorbed and imitated elements of the mystical spiritual traditions displayed
by cults in Syria, Jerusalem, and Egypt.
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From the inception of the Sufi tradition, followers believed that it was possi-
ble, through meditation, inner reflection, and deep commitment, for an individual
to have a profound, personal experience with God. Many Sufis believe that the
seventh chapter of the Koran describes the prophet Muhammad having a profound
mystical revelation during his “night journey” from Mecca to Jerusalem. The ear-
liest followers of Sufi principles were sometimes treated as outcasts and shunned
by those who followed the more mainstream tenets of the faith.

During the period of “classical Sufism,” during the 9th and 10th centuries, the
discipline shifted toward a different set of beliefs. Over the years, Sufism came to
embody love as a central focus and a metaphor for one’s relationship with God.
Rabi’a al-Addawyya (713-801) was a Sufi woman credited with introducing the
idea that one should act always and only from love for God, rather than out of fear
or hope for reward. Over the centuries, Sufism remained accepting of women as
prominent scholars and teachers in the faith, a fact that sometimes clashed with
the more patriarchic hierarchy of orthodox Islam.

The 13th century was the height of Sufism’s prominence. Following the flower-
ing of Islamic art and philosophy during the classical period, Sufis began express-
ing their faith and devotion through poetry, and this innovative artistic movement
brought Sufism to the world stage. Sufi philosophers and poets such as Jalal ad-
Din Muhammad Rumi (1207-1273) of Persia and Najmuddin Kubra (1145-1220)
of Egypt became the primary voices in the discipline and helped to popularize Sufi
ideas throughout the broader framework of Islam. Romantic Sufi poetry was also
the path through which Sufism became known and respected throughout the world
for the artistic and philosophical inventiveness of the movement’s leading artists.

Beliefs and Practices

All Sufi beliefs are centered on the principles contained within the Koran, though
the Sufi differ from orthodox Islam in their focus on various esoteric ways of
becoming closer to their faith. Sufis share with other Muslims a focus on tawak-
kul, often translated as an “absolute trust in God,” and in the principles of the
sharia, or “holy law” of the Koran. Sufism has a strong tendency toward pacifism,
and followers have often opposed military and violent action within Islam. As
mentioned, Sufism also accepts women as spiritual leaders, and this sets the disci-
pline apart from some orthodox strains of the faith.

The expression of Sufism varies widely between different schools, called
“Tariquas.” Some practices are common among many of the schools, including
participation in various forms of charity and public service. Within some Tari-
quas, Sufis engage in practices aimed at facilitating the ecstatic experience of God.
One such practice, known as the “dhikr,” involves the repeated chanting of one
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of the names of God. Sufis may chant
for hours on end in an effort to bring
themselves closer to God by produc-
ing an intense awareness of God’s
presence. Some Sufis use a tasbih, a
set of prayer beads generally called an
“Islamic rosary,” for this ritual, which
helps them to count the hundreds or
thousands of repetitions of a specific
chant. Like other sects of Islam, Sufis
also follow many standard principles
of Muslim practice, including observ-
ing the Five Pillars of Islam.

Another practice common to
many Sufis is to engage in medita-
tive prayer accompanied by music
or poetry. These mystical poetic and
musical meetings, called “sama,’
emerged in the ninth century, and the

The Whirling Dervish Festival held each
) ) ] : o December in Konya, Turkey, honors Mevlana
ritual is still practiced within some  Celaleddin Rumi, the 13th-century poet and

Sufi Tariquas. Historians have noted Islamic philosopher who founded the Mevlevi

that some Sufi groups occasion- Order of Whirling Dervishes. (Corel)

ally used narcotics to enhance their

immersion during the sama, but this practice is not generally accepted among the
majority of Sufis and is sometimes considered a perversion of their more legiti-
mate methods.

In some Sufi sects, individuals engaged in dance as an expression of their
ecstatic spiritual experience. The famous Sufi teacher Rumi founded an order of
Sufism known as the “Mevlevi” that practice a unique spinning dance to accom-
pany their sama. The spinning dance of the Mevlevi’s gave rise to their nickname,
“the whirling dervishes.” Participants in the Mevlevi sama, known as “samazens,”
spin around with their hands held aloft. As they spin, they are seen as representing
the moon, and they rotate around a central leader who represents the sun.

The Mevlevi dervishes wear unique clothing, including tall camel-hair hats
and traditional white robes, though other colors are sometimes worn for perfor-
mances. The hat is meant as a symbol of the ego, while the cloak represents the
shroud of the ego. The entire ritual of the Mevlevi sama is meant to bring about
an emotional and ecstatic experience of closeness with God, as the samazen’s
spinning dance symbolizes the individual’s journey to transcend ego and arrive at
perfection.
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WOMEN IN ISLAM

Femininity in a Patriarchic Faith

The status and treatment of women in Islam has become one of the most con-
troversial aspects of the faith in Europe and the Americas, resulting both from
the disparate concepts of womanhood in Islam and Christianity and conflict
between traditional Islamic familial roles and the tenets of Western feminism.
Islamic scripture holds that women and men are equal before Allah but that
each has a different role to play in both religion and society. Various Islamic
societies have developed different ways of approaching gender roles, including
through laws, social customs, and the interpretation of gender-based norms in
scripture.

Reform and Scripture

The culture of pre-Islamic Arabia was highly restrictive with regard to gender
roles, and the arrival of Islam in the seventh century CE significantly increased
the freedoms afforded to women. Islamic law prohibited many female-targeted
practices common in the pre-Islamic pagan culture of Arabia, including killing
unwanted female children and denying women the right to hold public office,
serve as spiritual leaders, or own property. Under Islamic law, women were given
property rights, the right to marry and divorce, and the sacred right to receive an
education. Women were allowed to serve in political office and in the leadership of
the Islamic clergy, and Islam opened many occupations to women that had previ-
ously been forbidden.

The roles of women in Islamic societies are distinct from the roles of women
in the religion of Islam. The Koran and Hadith (Islam’s unique sacred scriptures)
were written during a period when most of the world’s cultures were patriarchal
societies, and the roles of women were sharply constrained. In many societ-
ies, women were treated like property and could be traded like other types of
resources. Women often had no property or inheritance rights, and spousal abuse
was customary and ingrained in the culture.
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The Old Testament, New Testament, and Koran all contain passages that can
be interpreted to support the superiority of the male and the duty of the female to
obey her husband and male family members. However, all three holy books also
grant women sacred rights and a degree of freedom that was progressive for the
periods in which they were written. Passages in the Koran saying that men are
the “overseers” and a “degree above” women have been used to maintain oppres-
sive hierarchical social systems that curtail the rights of women, but these customs
do not generally derive from Islam. Rather, they are part of older customs that
were integrated into Islam.

The Old and New Testaments can and have also been used as justification of
misogynistic practices in predominantly Christian cultures. One example is found
in the phenomenon of “honor killings,” which are today most common in Islamic
societies. They involve cases where members of a family have killed female rela-
tives for violating cultural mores. Critics of Islam have claimed that honor killing
represents the oppressive attitude of Islam toward women, but the Koran explicitly
forbids killing a woman for adultery or immoral behavior. The roots of honor
killings in Middle Eastern culture can be traced to ancient Assyria (2400 to 500
BCE) and the Code of Assura or even to the Old Testament books of Leviticus and
Deuteronomy, which condone the execution of adulterers.

Similarly, female genital mutilation, practiced predominantly in Islamic cul-
tures, is not mentioned in the Koran and not sanctioned by Islamic law. It is a
holdover from pre-Islamic traditions in North Africa, parts of Asia, and the Middle
East. Genital mutilation is the result of an ancient belief that removing the tempta-
tion of sexual pleasure from a woman will enhance the woman’s fidelity. In many
cultures, mothers or grandmothers are the ones who “circumcise” their daughters,
hoping to prevent young women from succumbing to impure or immoral desires.
While Islamic cultures have integrated this custom, it is not derived directly from
Islamic teachings.

Barriers of Modesty

The Koran contains passages holding that women should “not display their beauty
except to their husbands,” by “drawing a veil over their bosoms.” Early Islam was
a religion of chastity and modesty, and both men and women were supposed to
dress conservatively and take measures to avoid such immoral sexual behavior as
extramarital sex. These conventions developed into the belief that it was improper
for women to display themselves in public and led to the establishment of a dress
code for Muslim women.

The Arabic term “hijab,” meaning “barrier,” is the general term for the cloth
coverings that Islamic women wear to cover their bodies. It is similar to a scarf
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Muhammad on his camel visits his future bride,
Khadija. Persian miniature in the Bibliotheque
Nationale, Paris, France. (Snark/Art Resource, NY )

that covers the head and neck
but not the face. Islamic scrip-
ture is not specific on how the
body should be hidden, and
various interpretations have
resulted in a number of different
body coverings worn by Islamic
women. While the hijab is con-
sidered obligatory in a major-
ity of Islamic societies, in some
cultures, such as Egypt, wearing
the hijab is optional, and laws
have been established to prevent
women from being forced to
adopt the custom. Some Islamic
scholars have argued that refer-
ences in the Koran to “veils” and
“covering” the body could be
interpreted as metaphor, and this
has been used as justification for
abandoning the practice in cer-
tain Islamic groups.

In a minority of Islamic
communities, additional cover-
ings are also required by custom,
including a partial veil called a
“nigab” that covers the face but
has an opening for the eyes. The
nigab is most popular in Saudi
Arabia, Pakistan, and among the

Muslim communities in the West, but Islamic scholars differ on whether the nigab
should be considered optional or mandatory. The burqa is a full covering that con-
ceals the entire body and face, with a mesh screen that allows the woman to see.
Some Islamic sects in Afghanistan, Syria, and Israel require the burqa, though it
remains one of the less popular types of covering. Several other types of coverings
may be worn by Islamic women, differing according to region, religious sect, and

other local customs.

In some Islamic societies, men also cover their heads and sometimes their
faces in scarves, especially when in public. The male veil has developed separately
in several different cultures, especially among the nomadic tribes of the desert,
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where the headscarf also protects the lungs from sand and the skin from environ-
mental hazards. The practical use of body and head coverings in desert environ-
ments might have also played a role in early clothing conventions for women,
which were later spiritualized within Islam.

Common modern justifications for the Islamic dress codes include prevent-
ing women from inspiring sexual feelings in men and protecting women from
unwanted sexual attention. Rules for covering the body therefore differ according
to a woman’s age and sexual maturity, with young girls and women past their
sexual age being excused from the custom in some cultures.

Ultimately, women’s rights are correlated with the degree to which a cul-
ture maintains or discards ancient attitudes about gender roles. In some Islamic
societies, such as Egypt or Bangladesh, Islamic philosophy and scripture have
been reinterpreted to support modern cultural attitudes toward equal rights and
equal standing for women. Similarly, the misogynistic passages in the scriptures
of Christianity and Judaism have been ignored or reinterpreted to support wom-
en’s rights and gender equality in Europe and North America. The oppression of
women in many modern Islamic societies may therefore be eliminated through the
reinterpretation and modernization of both ancient customs and Islamic scriptures.

Further Reading

Adwe, Nicholas. Women in Islam: An Anthology from the Quran and Hadiths. New York:
Routledge, 2013.

“Topics of Interest to Women.” Muslim Women’s League USA. Los Angeles. 2013. Web.
February 3, 2014.
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Baha'i

Baha’i is a monotheistic faith that developed out of the Shia branch of Islam in
the 19th century CE. Baha’i developed in Iran, largely through the teacher Siyyid
Ali Muhammad, called “the Bab” in Baha’i tradition, who is believed to have
conceived the Baha’i faith following a revelation from God. In the 21st century,
Baha’i has more than 6 million adherents around the world, with many still living
in the Middle East where the faith first developed.

Origins and Evolution

The Baha’i faith arose out of Babism, a monotheistic cult built around the teach-
ings of the Bab (Siyyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi) in Iran. The Bab is believed to
have been a direct descendant of Muhammad, who is considered the final prophet
of Islam. The Bab preached that Muhammad was not the final prophet and that God
would deliver another messenger, bringing a further revelation. The Bab was exe-
cuted for heresy in 1850, an event that has become shrouded in legendary accounts
within Baha’i. It is said, for instance, that the first firing squad, which included
hundreds of guns, somehow failed to hit him, forcing authorities to call a second
regiment.

Mizra Husayn Ali (born 1817 in Persia) was one of the Bab’s followers, and
he was imprisoned for his alleged role in an attempted coup to assassinate the
Shah of Persia. While imprisoned, Ali reportedly had a vision, constituting a new
revelation from God. The Babists transitioned their allegiance to Ali, who became
known as “Baha’u’llah,” meaning “Glory of God.” Baha’u’llah is considered by
followers to be the next manifestation of God, the divine messenger in the tradition
of Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, as predicted by the Bab.

Baha’uv’llah was the son of a wealthy, influential family, and consequently
the Islamic authorities were reluctant to execute him. Instead, Baha’u’llah and his
family were repeatedly banished, first from Iraq and then from other nations, and
they spent years wandering in exile, where Baha’u’llah slowly gathered followers.
Baha’uv’llah died in 1892. Just before his death, he prophesized that there would
not be another legitimate messenger from God for 1,000 years. For this reason,
his son, Abdu’l-Baha, who gained the leadership of the faith, was not considered
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a messenger of God as his father had been, though some followers still considered
him a divine being, as an extension of his father.

Following the death of Abdu’l-Baha, leadership of the faith passed to his
grandson Shoghi Effendi, who had received a modern education in Europe.
Effendi even married an American woman, who converted to the faith. Though he
was considered something of an outsider, Effendi’s education and greater global
experience helped him to create an administrative system for the Baha’i faith that
included the establishment of the Spiritual Assemblies, which are used to govern
the international and national bodies of Baha’i. Effendi died without naming a
successor and is therefore the final Guardian of the Baha’i faith. In the wake of
his death, in 1957, authority over the religion passed directly to the National and
Spiritual Assemblies that Effendi worked to create during his life.

Baha’i Beliefs

Baha’i is a monotheistic religion, which is characterized by the belief in a single God.
Unlike the personal God characteristic of Christianity, Baha’i characterizes God as
an unimaginably complex being whose full nature cannot be understood by humans.
Baha’i mirrors Islam in prohibiting the depiction of God and also in the belief that
God is not divisible, thereby rejecting the Trinitarian division of God in Christianity.

The Baha’i faith holds that all religions contain some element of truth and that
all conceptions of God are based on the same limitless entity. God revealed the
truth of his existence through a series of messengers that included the prophets
of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism, but the Baha’i tradition includes the belief
that Baha’u’llah was the most recent prophet to be given a revelatory vision from
God. Further, the Baha’is believe, as Baha’u’llah preached, that there will be fur-
ther messengers from God in the future. This concept of progressive revelation is
central to the Baha’i conception of the universe.

Social justice is a major focus of Baha’i ethics, including addressing the wealth
gap between the rich and the poor and ensuring that persons of all races, creeds,
and genders receive equal treatment. Baha’u’llah’s teachings sometimes focused
on the goal of unifying mankind in a state of harmony and peace, and this remains
one of the stated goals of Baha’i practice. While equality and equal treatment are
central to the Baha’i faith, homosexuality and extramarital sex are forbidden. In
prayer and social customs, Baha’i bears the closest resemblance to Shia Islam.

Further Reading

Baha’i Faith. National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the United States. 2013. Web.
February 2, 2014.

Smith, Peter. An Introduction to the Baha’i Faith. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2008.
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BAHA’l CALENDAR
Redefining Time in Faith

The Baha’i calendar, called the “Badi” or “Wonderful” calendar in Arabic, is a
unique calendar system that was developed in the 19th century by the followers
of the Baha’i faith. In addition to providing a way to chart the passage of time,
the Baha’i calendar is also intended to provide a model for spiritual growth. The
Baha’i calendar has been synchronized with the Gregorian calendar, but it begins
in the year 1844 CE (called 1 BE in the Baha’i chronology). While not used out-
side of the Baha’i faith, the Badi calendar is interesting in that it provides an
excellent example of the tendency, in religion, to reorganize the concept of time
according to spiritual principles and is also one of the few extant examples of
unique religious calendars developed in the modern era.

History of the Badi calendar

The Badi calendar was invented by Sayyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi (1819-1850),
one of the founders of the Baha’i faith. In 1844, Shirazi declared himself to be the
“Bab,” meaning “gate,” a symbolic expression of his self-proclaimed position as
the vehicle for a new faith. Shirazi’s Babism movement was extremely controver-
sial throughout Persia, and the religion was quickly outlawed by the ruling Islamic
elite. The Badi calendar starts in 1844, the year that Shirazi allegedly received a
heavenly mandate to create his religion and is considered the first year of the “Babi
Era,” (now called “Baha’i Era” or “BE”). The Bab divided the solar year should
into 19 months, each consisting of 19 days, with a number of intercalary days to
allow the Badi Calendar to conform to the solar year.

The Bab was executed in 1850, but the faith lingered on until the charismatic
teacher Mirza Husayn Ali-Nuri, known to his followers as “Baha’u’llah,” became
the next leader of the faith, with believers claiming he was a messenger sent by
God. Baha’u’llah reorganized the calendar, establishing the beginning of the year
at the vernal equinox, between March 20 and March 22, and reorganizing the
intercalary days to make the Badi calendar align with the Gregorian calendar.
Baha’u’llah’s grandson, Shoghi Effendi, further refined the calendar by establish-
ing sundown on March 21 as the beginning of the year, even if the actual vernal
equinox occurs on the day before or after.

Days and Months of the Badi Calendar

Each month of the Badi calendar is named for one of God’s attributes, beginning
with Baha (Splendor) and ending in Ala (Loftiness). Between the month of Mulk
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(Dominion) and the final month are the intercalary days, known as the “Ayyam-
i-Ha” (Days of Ha). Taken as a whole, the calendar represents the quest for spiri-
tual perfection by attempting to live according to each attribute. The numbers “9”
and “19” are significant because of the Baha’i numerological system, called the
“abjad,” that assigns a numerical value to each letter in the alphabet. The word
“vahid,” meaning “unity,” has a numerical value of 19; thus 19 symbolizes “unity
with God.” Similarly, the word “baha,” meaning “splendor,” has a numerical
equivalent of 9, making 9 another sacred number to Baha’i.

Few Baha’i use the Badi calendar exclusively. Most adhere to the common
Gregorian calendar to measure the passage of days, weeks, and months, while
using the Badi calendar for the organization of holy days and religious rituals. For
instance, the first day of each month in the Badi calendar is supposed to be marked
with a feast among the Baha’is of a certain community. Traditionally, the monthly
festival is supposed to last for 19 days, a further dedication to the importance of
this number in the faith.

Holy Days and Celebrations

The final month of the Badi calendar, Ala, is the month of fasting for the Baha’is,
similar to the Islamic celebration of Ramadan. During this month, Baha’i adher-
ents between 15 and 70 years of age fast from sunrise to sundown and then gather
together for a shared meal after sunset. The fast is supposed to be a time to reflect
on the past year and to recharge one’s spiritual vitality to prepare for the coming
year.

The Baha’i New Year, known as “Naw-Ruz,” coincides with the spring equi-
nox and is related to an ancient Persian celebration of spring. Faithful Baha’is
are prohibited from working on Naw-Ruz and begin the celebration at sundown
on March 20, generally by gathering for prayers with family or members of
the community, followed by a communal meal. The Naw-Ruz celebration ends
on sundown on March 21, which is the beginning of the new year of the Badi
calendar.

On the third Sunday of January, the Baha’is celebrate World Religion Day,
a holiday established in 1950 by the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is
in the United States. The celebration honors the Baha’i belief that all religions
ultimately seek the same goals: to promote unity, bring about peace, and ease
suffering. Baha’is gather together on World Religion Day to share prayers and
have a communal meal. Characteristic prayers from the Kitab-i-Aqdas (Book
of Laws) are usually read at World Religion Day celebrations, focusing on
those that call for unity and solidarity among believers from different faiths and
traditions.
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NINE-POINTED STAR
Ninefold Concepts of the Divine

The nine-pointed star is one of the central symbols of the Baha’i faith. It represents
the sacred numerological associations with the number “nine” in Baha’i cosmol-
ogy. There is no standardized depiction of the nine-pointed star symbol. Some ver-
sions have overlapping arms, similar to the Star of David, while others have solid arms.
Geometrically, the nine-pointed star is called an “enneagon” or “enneagram,” which
is a nine-sided shape constructed from overlapping five- or four-armed polygons.

Importance of the Number Nine

The number nine is considered one of the sacred numbers of Baha’i, deriving from
an ancient tradition of assigning numerical value to Arabic letters and words. This
ancient Arabic numerology, called the “Abjad System,” begins by assigning a decimal
numerical value to each of the 28 letters of the Arabic alphabet. The term “Abjad,”
used for the numerological system is itself an acronym derived from the first four
numbers of the Arabic alphabet, usually said Alif, Ba, Jim, Dal or 1, 2, 3, and 4.

The invention of Arabic numerals can be traced to India, around 600 CE, but the
system developed to its current manifestation in the Middle East between 800 and
900 CE. The Arabic numerals did not come into general use in Europe until the 13th
century. Before then, mathematicians used letters to represent numbers, and the abjad
numerical system derived from this earlier system, before the origin of Arabic numerals.

The abjad system and other alphanumeric systems allow for the establishment
of representational and symbolic relationships between words and numbers. For
instance, two different words with the same numeric values may be associated,
such as the words ““silence” and “license,” which have the same letters and thus the
same values. Words with related numerical values may also be seen as connected,
such as a word that has the numerical value of 8 and is therefore associated with
words or phrases with associated values: 16, 24, 40, and so on.

In Baha’i, the word “Baha” is calculated by adding B(2) + A(1) + H(5) + A(1)
for a total of 9. Thus, the number nine became a sacred numeral in Baha’i, and this
association extended to symbols representing the holy number and even to natural
phenomena that come in groups of nine or multiples of nine. The fact that nine is
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The Ninth Planetoid

Modern mysticism sometimes relates the supernatural significance of the num-
ber 9 to the 9 planets in the solar system. This would not have occurred to
ancient astronomers, however, because the 9th planet, Pluto, was not discov-
ered until 1930. In 2006, Pluto was downgraded to a “dwarf planet” because
of a refinement of the characteristics required for planethood; thus, the solar
system now has the pre-1930’s arrangement of 8 planets.

the highest single-digit number also makes the number a symbol of completion
and perfection in both Baha’i and Hinduism. Because of this numerological asso-
ciation, Baha’i temples are nine-sided buildings with nine separate entrances. The
nine sides and nine entrances also symbolize the idea that there are many ways to
approach God, all leading to the same destination.

Followers of Baha’i also note that Baha’u’llah, one of the founders of the faith,
received a divine revelation precisely nine years after a similar vision was given
to the Bab, the Iranian mystic who predicted that God would grant the earth a new
messenger in the form of Baha’u’llah. In addition, the Baha’i administrative order
is divided into a set of elected institutions, each of which elects nine leaders. This
includes the highest body of law and administration in the Baha’i faith, the Uni-
versal House of Justice. Lesser bodies, including the National Spiritual Assemblies
and Local Spiritual Assemblies, are likewise led by groups of nine elected leaders.

Cosmic Symbolism

The star is one of the oldest spiritual symbols in the world and has been utilized
as a religious symbol by a diverse variety of traditions. Many other faiths use
five-, six-, and eight-pointed versions of the star symbol. Originally, star symbols
most likely referred to the celestial realm, where many faiths believe gods or
mythical creatures or heroes reside. Over the centuries, the vague celestial asso-
ciations of the star have enabled the symbol to take on a variety of new and spe-
cific meanings for many religious schools. Because of its graphical simplicity and
layered meaning, the nine-pointed star symbol has become the most widely used
symbol of the Baha’i faith around the world.

Further Reading

Momen, Moojan. The Baha’i Faith: A Short Introduction. London: Oneworld, 1997.
Smith, Peter. An Introduction to Baha’i Faith. Cambridge, NJ: Cambridge University
Press, 2008.



Baha'i | 113

RINGSTONE SYMBOL

Accessorizing Spirituality

The ringstone symbol, as its name implies, is often printed onto rings and other
jewelry as a symbol of the Baha’i faith. The symbol is described as a reminder to
the wearer about God’s purpose for humanity. Some Baha’is also believe that by
wearing the symbol on jewelry, others may notice it and become curious, leading
to conversations that may ultimately spread the word of God through Baha’i.

The lines used to form the ringstone symbol are stylized versions of the Arabic
letters B-A-H-A, the name of the Baha’i faith. The letter beh (B) is represented by
three horizontal lines, and the letter heh (H) is represented by the rounded marks
at the ends of the first and last horizontal line. The vertical line that intersects with
the three horizontal lines represents the letter alef (A). On each side of this design
are two five-pointed stars, another symbol commonly used to represent Baha’i.
Each element of the symbol has its own meaning, and the symbol that is made
from all of them together represents the purpose of following God. The three hori-
zontal lines represent the world of God (hahut), the manifestation of God (lahut),
and the physical world of man.

The Three Levels

The world of God, or hahut, is described as a realm formed from the essence of
God. This realm is unknowable both to laypeople and even to the prophets of
Baha’i, who can know of the existence of hahut but are incapable of understanding
its transcendent complexity. All of the various attributes, archetypes, and essences
of all phenomena exist in hahut in an inchoate state, blended into God’s essence.
A metaphor used to describe it is the sun, which emanates light to the rest of the
world but remains separate from this emanated light.

God’s will and emanations take
the form of a realm of command,

kingdom, or will called the “lahut.”
This level of emanation is knowable
to humanity through the manifesta-
tion of God, which takes the form
of a small number of messengers

or prophets, who appear on earth
and represent the will and teachings
The ringstone symbol is named because it is

of God. According to Bahai phi- most commonly used on totemic rings worn by

losophy, God’s unknowable essence  Baha'i adherents to symbolize their belonging
and will can only be understood by in the faith.
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humans because of the intervening level of the manifestation, or prophets, of
the faith, and without these extraordinary individuals, humanity would have no
knowledge of God.

The metaphor commonly used for the realm of lahut, or God’s will, is of a
mirror reflecting the light of the sun and thus showing the nature of God while
remaining part of the human realm. Baha’i leader Shoghi Effendi claimed in his
writings that manifestations might appear on earth once per millennium and that
each one would deepen the understanding of God by creating a linear progression
of knowledge or revelation regarding the nature of the universe and God’s will for
humanity.

The third level of the ringstone symbol represents the world of man or the
physical world. This level not only contains the material world but also many of
the nonphysical phenomena that result from God’s emanation. The physical world
can be divided into an infinite number of worlds, each a subdivision of reality.
The purpose of the physical realm is to serve as a home for humanity, and the
purpose of humanity is to fulfill the will of God. The ringstone symbol also uses a
single vertical line to join the three horizontal lines together, representing the link
between the world of God, the world of the manifestation, and the world of man
and God’s creation.

Representation of Baha'i Teachings

The ringstone symbol was designed by Abdu’l-Baha, the successor of the promi-
nent Baha’i teacher Baha’u’llah. Abdu’l-Baha asked his friend Mishkin-Qalam,
then considered one of the best calligraphers in Persia, to design what became the
ringstone symbol. This original design and many subsequent versions were found
on jewelry and other Baha’i artifacts from Abdu’l-Baha’s era. In recognition of
the lineage of teachers in Baha’i, Abdu’l-Baha also used two five-pointed stars, a
commonly used symbol in Baha’i, to represent the Bab and Baha’u’llah, who were
Abdu’l-Baha’s predecessors. Together, Abdu’l-Baha, the Bab, and Baha’u’llah are
considered the three central teachers and founders of the modern Baha’i faith.

Further Reading
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States. 2014. Web. February 3, 2014.
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Rastafarianism

Rastafarianism is often considered an offshoot of Christianity, but its central
beliefs are equally tied to early Judaism. Rastafarianism is a monotheistic Afro-
centric religion that developed in the 1930s in Jamaica. In the 21st century, there
are around 1 million Rastafarians worldwide, most residing in Jamaica.

Origins and Evolution

Rastafarianism began as a spiritualized offshoot of the African independence
movement of political activist Marcus Garvey. The Rastafarians integrated ele-
ments of Garvey’s philosophy with Christian and Jewish theology to form a new
religious movement, later called Rastafarianism. Though the movement began in
the 1930s, the height of Rastafarian influence came in the 1960s, when it was
fueled by political and social changes within Jamaica.

Garvey predicted that a new Black power would arise in Africa and that this
would harken a period when the descendants of African slaves would be repatri-
ated to Africa to take part in a new golden age of African culture. This belief
became the core of the Rastafarian movement. The Rastafarians came to believe
that Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia was the Messiah predicted in the Old
Testament, rather than Jesus Christ of Christian tradition, who is considered a
lesser prophet in Rastafarianism. This belief was also based on Haile Selassie
and his lineage of Ethiopian kings’ claim to be the direct descendants of King
Solomon, who allegedly had illegitimate children with the Queen of Sheba.

Preacher Leonard P. Howell is often considered the father of the Rastafarian
movement. Howell started a cult in 1935 that eventually developed into an island-
wide political movement. Rastafarianism gained ground during the political and
social upheaval that gripped Jamaica from the 1930s through the end of the century.
Awareness of the Jamaican faith spread primarily through its unique (now globally
famous) music, including ska, reggae, and rocksteady. In the 1960s, Rastafarians
dominated the Jamaican music industry, and a small number of innovative artists,
such as Bob Marley, became internationally known and, consequently, spread aware-
ness of Rastafarianism around the world. Many now associate Jamaican culture with
Rastafarianism, though only 5 percent of the population adheres to the faith.

115
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Rastafarian Beliefs

In the 1930s, Rastafarian culture was very conservative and socially restrictive. It
was based on the idea of the absolute superiority of the Black race and operated on
the assumption that women should be subordinate and subservient to men. Some
of the restrictions on female behavior derived from obscure passages in biblical
Scriptures, such as the prohibition that women must not cook while menstruating
and that women must cover their heads during prayer. Rastafarian women are pro-
hibited from taking leadership positions and are also prohibited from dressing or
behaving in a promiscuous manner. Prohibitions on female behavior have become
one of the most controversial aspects of Rastafarianism, and some modern adher-
ents to the faith (especially in Europe and North America) no longer recognize or
practice the religion’s traditional gender roles.

Since the 1970s, Rastafarians have modernized their approach to the faith,
removing or reducing focus on some of the more controversial aspects of tra-
ditional practice. Modern Rastafarians still hold a belief that the end of times
is near and that this period will result in an upheaval that will destroy existing
hierarchies of financial and social dominance. Rastafarians believe in a single,
personal God who can manifest human characteristics. This results from the
belief that Haile Selassie was the incarnation of God on earth. Rastafarians
simultaneously believe that all humans have a spark of divinity, representing
the soul given by God. Since the death of Selassie, in 1975, many Rastafarians
have begun to move away from a focus on the divinity of Selassie toward other
aspects of the faith.

Further Reading
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tion. Migrations in History. Smithsonian Institution. 2011. Web. February 2, 2014.
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HAILE SELASSIE
A Living God

Haile Selassie I (born Tafari Makonnen) was the 225th and last emperor of Ethio-
pia, from 1930 until his overthrow at the hands of the Marxist government in 1974.
Among followers of Rastafarianism in Jamaica, Haile Selassie is often believed to
have been a messiah whose ascendancy to the throne of Ethiopia was the begin-
ning of events that would eventually see all African descendants repatriated to
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Africa. In the years since his death, in
1975, Selassie has remained a major
figure in Rastafarian culture.

Life of Haile Selassie

Tafari Makonnen, born in Ethiopia in
1892, was the son of Ras Makonnen.
The term “Ras” represented the high-
est noble rank in Ethiopian imperial
society and the belief that the Ethio-
pian noble families were members of
the Solomonic line, or descendants of
King Solomon. When Ras Makonnen
died, in 1906, his son was taken under
the wing of Emperor Menelik II, who
had no male heirs of his own. Upon the
er.l}peror’s death, the empire passed to The modernization of Ethiopia began in the
Lij Yasu, who was a follower of Islam. g4 century under emperors Tewodros IV and
Gaining the support of the nation’s Menelik Il. As the last emperor of Ethiopia,
majority Christian population, Tafari H:?lile. Sela.ssie contin.ued this deyelopment,
Makonnen (now using the title Ras bringing h|§ country into the mainstream of
modern African politics. (Library of Congress)

Tafari Makonnen) staged an uprising

in 1916 that removed Yasu from power. Menelik II’s daughter Zauditu became the
empress, and Ras Makonnen became regent of Ethiopia. Empress Zauditu died in
1928, and two years later, Tafari Makonnen was officially appointed emperor and
renamed “Haile Selassie,” translating as “Might of the Trinity.”

During the second Italo-Ethiopian War of 1935-1936, Selassie was forced
to flee the country, but with the help of the Allied forces’ East Africa Campaign,
he reclaimed his position in 1941. However, the Ethiopian famine of the 1970s
and infighting with the nation that became Eritrea undermined Selassie’s gov-
ernment. Rebel forces, representing a Marxist regime, launched a coup in 1974
that removed Selassie from power. The former emperor was held under house
arrest until his death in 1975. The official cause of death was ruled as complica-
tions from a previous surgery, though some suspected that political enemies had
murdered Selassie.

Messiah of Rastafarianism

Many consider Jamaican political leader Marcus Garvey to be the father of Rasta-
farianism. Garvey believed that Black people, the descendants of African slaves,
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should return to Africa, and he promoted this agenda through the Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) in the early 1900s. Rastafarians credit Garvey
with having said, “Look to Africa, for the crowning of a Black King; He shall
be the Redeemer,” around 1920. Historians doubt whether Garvey actually made
this statement, and some have suggested that the statement was actually made by
Reverend James Morris Webb, a radical Black empowerment leader who preached
that Jesus was African and favored the idea of African repatriation.

In the mid-1930s, charismatic Jamaican cult leader Leonard P. Howell drew
upon the teachings of Garvey and Webb, and began preaching that Haile Selassie
was the prophesized “Black King” of Africa. This claim was based on the idea that
the Ethiopian kings were descended from an affair between King Solomon and the
Queen of Sheba and were therefore part of the Solomonic and Davidic lineages
mentioned in the Old Testament. Old Testament prophecy claims that the Messiah
will be a member of the Davidic Line, and the Rastafarians connected these dots,
seeing Haile Selassie as the fulfillment of Old Testament messianic prophecies
and Garvey’s prophetic vision of the new African King. The date of Selassie’s
coronation as emperor, November 2, became the most important holiday in Rasta-
farianism, now known as Coronation Day.

Impact on Rastafarianism

Historians are uncertain when Haile Selassie first learned that he had been named
the messiah of a Jamaican religious movement, but his curiosity convinced him to
meet with a delegation from Jamaica in 1961 with whom he discussed repatria-
tion, though a timetable was never set. Selassie never denied the Rastafarians the
right to repatriate to Ethiopia, and he did allow a small number of Rastafarians
to relocate to imperial land about 150 miles from the Ethiopian capital of Addis
Ababa.

On April 21, 1966, Selassie decided to visit Jamaica, where he met with both
Rastafarian and non-Rastafarian leaders to honor their support of his government.
Thousands of Rastafarians greeted Selassie at the airport in Kingston, and Selassie
later reported amazement at the reaction from the throngs of admirers that followed
his motorcade through the nation. Selassie reportedly told witnesses later that he
did not question the Rastafarian conviction that he was the Messiah because it was
not his place to question their beliefs. The date of Selassie’s visit became one of
the most important Rastafarian holidays, now known as Grounation Day.

On his visit to Jamaica, Selassie reportedly agreed to further consider the
repatriation issue, but he told the attending leaders that they must “liberate” their
own people before returning to Africa. This meeting is thought to have originated
the “Liberation before Repatriation” principle of Rastafarianism, which caused
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an overall change in the movement’s focus. From this point, a larger portion of
Rastafarians focused on improving social and political conditions on the island,
believing this to be the key to eventually returning to Africa.

In the 21st century, Rastafarians have begun to move away from the belief
that Haile Selassie was a messianic figure, though recognition of his historical
significance remains in the language of the religious tradition. In addition, many
modern Rastafarians no longer focus on the idea of African repatriation and have
come to see Rastafarianism as a form of Christian thought that focuses on the
rights and advancement of Black people, recognizing the contributions of such
individuals as Haile Selassie, one of the last African rulers to hold out against
European rule.
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LION OF JUDAH

King of Animal Symbolism

The Lion of Judah is one of the primary symbols of Rastafarianism. It was taken
from the symbol of the tribe of Judah in the Book of Genesis. The use of the lion
represents the belief that Haile Selassie is a descendent of King Solomon, who
is considered to be part of the genealogical line of Judah, the son of Jacob. The
symbol of a lion wearing a crown and holding a scepter has been incorporated into
Ethiopian flags and is the emblem of Rastafarianism.

The Royal Lineage of Judah

The biblical line of Judah is central to the beliefs of Christianity, Islam, and Juda-
ism. In the Book of Genesis, Judah is the fourth son of Jacob, the patriarch, and
the father of King David of the Israelites. In the Book of Genesis, Jacob refers to
his son Judah as a “lion whelp,” and so the lion was taken as a symbol for Judah’s
descendants, known as the tribe of Judah. According to Jewish interpretation, the
tribe of Judah was one of the historic Tribes of Israel, a group of twelve tribes
who occupied part of Canaan, a territory that now forms part of Israel, Palestine,
Syria, Libya, and Jordan. Since the fifth century BCE, the term “Israelite” has



120 | Hidden Religion

been used to refer to the Jewish
tribes, which includes the tribes
of Benjamin, Simeon, Levi, and
Judah.

According to the Old Tes-
tament, the Messiah will be
descended from David and thus
will be of the tribe of Judah. In
Christian tradition, the Messiah
is Jesus Christ, who is described
as the “Lion of the Tribe of
Judah” in the Book of Revela-
tions. In the Book of Matthew,

] ] Jesus Christ is described as a
The Lion of Judah, among the most recognizable d d £ Sol h
symbols of Rastafarianism around the world, is one escendant ot >0 Oljnon’ who
of many symbols representing ancient associations was the son of David and the

between lions and the concepts of royalty and king of Israel. Solomon is one
leadership. of the most important figures

in Abrahamic mythology. He is
one of the 48 prophets of Judaism and a prophet in both Christian and Islamic
tradition as well.

Since the fifth century CE, the kings of Axum in Ethiopia had claimed to
be representatives of the lineage of Judah through King Solomon, who they said
mated with Makeda, the legendary Queen of Sheba, to give rise to Menelik 1.
According to one of the oldest sacred documents of Ethiopia, known as the “Kebra
Negast,” or “Glory of Kings,” Makeda visited Solomon in Israel and converted
to Judaism, becoming pregnant on her journey. Makeda’s son, Menelik, which
means “son of the king,” returned to his father when he reached adulthood and
was given the original Ark of the Covenant, which Menelik hid within Ethiopia.

The lineage of Solomon came to power in Ethiopia in 1270 and remained in
power until 1974, with each emperor receiving the honorific title of the “Conquer-
ing Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Elect of God, King of Kings of Ethiopia.” The
Ethiopian Empire claimed the lion as the symbol of the imperial lineage, and the
lion was part of the national coat of arms until 1996, when the secular government
removed the lion from official state symbols. According to the Rastafarian cults
that emerged between the 1930s and the 1960s, Haile Selassie I was the Messiah
of the line of David whose arrival was prophesized in the Old Testament. The Ras-
tafarians therefore adopted the symbol of the Lion of Judah as one of the central
spiritual symbols of their faith, representing Haile Selassie and his divine status as
the messiah of God and ruler of Africa.
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Evolutionary Understanding

Humans have an instinctual ability to understand the body language of certain
nonhuman mammals, for instance, cats, dogs, and bears, because they were
humanity’s chief predators in the ancient world. This ability allowed prehistoric
humans to avoid being eaten and now (through millennia of selective breeding)
gives us an advantage when trying to understand our canine and feline pets.

Leonine Symbolism in History

The lion (Panthera leo) is a large cat species that ranges throughout Africa and
parts of the Middle East and India. Historically, the lion had a much broader range
that extended into Eastern Asia. A related species, the Eurasian cave lion (Pan-
thera leo spelaea), lived in Europe until 10,000-12,000 years ago and was familiar
to the prehistoric tribes of Europe, as evidenced by ancient cave drawings and
carvings that depict lions and mythological creatures with leonine features.

Like many animals capable of killing humans, the lion has been both admired
and feared throughout human history. Ancient artistic remnants suggest that pre-
historic humans had already claimed the lion as a spiritual symbol and that the
associations between lions and leadership were also present in ancient societies.
The common description of the lion as the “king of the beasts” reflects this pre-
historic association between lions and royalty. In part, lion symbolism may derive
from lions living in packs of related females that are dominated by one or a few
males. Early humans may have recognized the sociobiology of the lion as similar
to the power structure of tribal leaders and their followers.

In ancient Egypt, lion imagery was used to represent a variety of major and
minor deities. The lion was often associated with goddesses in Egypt and was
also part of the inspiration for the sphinx, a mythological creature that was part
human, part lion, a defender of kings, and an emblem of royal temples and tombs.
In India, the lion became a powerful emblem in both Buddhism and Hinduism,
where it symbolizes power and wisdom. Buddhist texts describe Buddha as having
the power and wisdom of a lion, and Hindu texts associate the lion as a symbol of
Vishnu and Parvati. Elsewhere in Asia, the lion was also depicted as a guardian
and a symbol of leadership. The lion dance of Chinese culture pays homage to
the symbolism of the lion, where it is a representation of the Han Empire and of
strength and nobility.

The early Tribes of Israel encountered lions in the Middle East and developed
their own symbolic associations with the species in addition to adopting symbol-
ism from Egypt, Persia, and Greece. The lion was one of the earliest symbols of
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Judaism, representing the divine right of rule in Israel. In Christianity, the lion is
used as both a positive and negative symbol. For instance, though Jesus is consid-
ered the Lion of Judah, the Romans also used lions as weapons in their persecu-
tion of Christians. Throughout Europe, the lion took on a multifaceted symbolic
existence, embodying bravery and nobility as well as savagery and brutality. Like-
wise, many religious traditions have adopted the symbolism of the lion as both an
honored leader and a dangerous beast, which is an apt metaphor for the dual role
of any political or religious leader.
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MARIJUANA
Spiritual Smoking

Marijuana (family Cannabaceae) is a psychoactive flowering plant native to Cen-
tral and Southern Asia. Consumption of the plant’s leaves, either through combus-
tion and inhalation or digestion, brings about intoxication and feelings of euphoria.
It is now used around the world as a recreational intoxicant, but marijuana has his-
torically been used for healing and spiritual rituals. The cannabis plant can also be
used to make hemp, the common term for a variety of industrial products that can
be extracted or produced from the plant. Hemp fibers have been used around the
world to produce paper, rope, cloth, wax, and many other products.

Marijuana use has been an important part of the Rastafarian religion since
the 1940s. It is primarily used in a spiritual context to enhance contemplation. The
global celebrity of such Jamaican celebrities as Bob Marley and the popularization
of Rastafarian reggae music created a link, in the popular imagination, between
Jamaican culture and the use of marijuana. Though recreational use of marijuana
is common in Jamaica, the Rastafarian religion does not recommend or explicitly
condone using marijuana outside of religious rituals.

Marijuana as a Medicinal and Spiritual Agent

Historians believe that marijuana cultivation may have begun as early as 10,000
years ago in parts of Asia, though it is unknown exactly when the plant’s
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psychoactive effects were discovered. Texts attributed to the Chinese emperor
Shen-Nung (also Shennong), dated to 2737 BCE, mention the use of marijuana
to treat rheumatism, gout, and malaria. The texts also mention that the plant can
produce intoxication.

Spiritual use of marijuana most likely began in China, and texts from around
the first century CE mention the use of marijuana to facilitate communication with
spiritual entities. Taoist priests used the drug in the fifth and sixth centuries to cul-
tivate spiritual communion and even to facilitate what they believed were visions
of the future.

Marijuana spread into the Middle East in the form of industrial hemp, a vari-
ety of plant-based products made from the leaves, stems, seeds, oils, and other
materials from the marijuana plant. Historians believe recreational marijuana use
may have become popular with Muslims in part because the Koran forbids alcohol
consumption. A number of Islamic spiritual societies used marijuana as a spiritual
aid, including certain sects of Sufism. References to marijuana use have also been
found among the artifacts linked to pagan religious sects in Europe, where the
drug was used both as a spiritual aid and as a medicinal herb to treat a variety of
medical disorders.

Marijuana in Jamaica

Jamaica was a British plantation colony from 1655 until the island gained its inde-
pendence in 1962. Slavery on the island was abolished in 1838, and a new wave
of immigration ensued as the island was in need of laborers to develop the local
agricultural industry. By 1900, more than 33,000 immigrants from India and 5,000
immigrants from China relocated to Jamaica, and these groups exerted a strong
influence on Jamaican culture. Linguistic evidence suggests that Indian immi-
grants may have first introduced marijuana smoking to the Jamaicans, and many
marijuana-related terms used in Jamaica have Hindi roots.

The British first brought marijuana to Jamaica as a cash crop, but the plant
soon grew wild in the highlands, transplanted naturally and by local farmers.
Before the plant was used as an intoxicant, it was widely used as a medicinal herb
across the island. Marijuana was an ideal crop for many Jamaican farmers, who
were only able to afford small plots of land, because the plants need little space
for cultivation and grow rapidly given sufficient care. The Jamaican climate is also
ideal for marijuana growth, allowing for two harvests per year.

Rastafarianism emerged in the 1930s, an outgrowth of the Black nationalism,
or pan-African, movement. The movement is largely attributed to Jamaican native
Marcus Garvey and initially focused on the divinity of the Ethiopian emperor
Haile Selassie and to the idea that all former African slaves should seek to be
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repatriated to Africa. Jamaican native Leonard Howell, sometimes known as the
founder of the Rastafarian movement, was among the first to preach the ceremo-
nial use of marijuana.

Howell and other pioneers of the movement have often justified their use of
the substance with references to biblical scriptures that they believe condone the
use of the herb, such as Psalm 104:14, which says, “He causeth grass for the cattle,
and herb for the services of man,” or Exodus 10:12, where it is written that humans
should “eat every herb of the land.”

Rastafarians used marijuana as part of their weekly meetings, often called
“reasoning sessions.” Here, the gathered individuals read prayers and discussed
spiritual issues, using marijuana to produce heightened spiritual states and cre-
ate a sense of love and unity among the practitioners. Both of the major orders of
Rastafarianism, known as the “Bobo” and the “Nayabingi,” developed a number
of marijuana-centered rituals. Among Rastafarians, marijuana is often known as
a “holy herb,” and some believe that the plant should only be used in spiritual
exercises. Many Rastafarians invoke a prayer before smoking marijuana, often
quoted as

Glory be to the father and to the maker of creation. As it was in the beginning, is
now, and ever shall be World without end: Jah Rastafari: Eternal God Selassie 1.

Modern Rastafarianism and Spiritual Marijuana

Rastafarian culture spread throughout the world in the 1970s, with the popularity
of Bob Marley and reggae music. While only 5 percent of Jamaicans are self-
described Rastafarians, the fact that Bob Marley, the most famous figure in the his-
tory of Jamaican music culture, was a dedicated Rastafarian has created a strong
international perception that all Jamaicans use marijuana. Demographic studies
indicate that as many as 60 to 70 percent of Jamaicans use marijuana, but only a
small portion employ it for religious purposes. Some sociologists have compared
marijuana use in Jamaica to wine consumption in France in that moderate use is
considered a normal daily activity, similar to having a glass of liquor to accom-
pany a meal.

Many modern followers of the Rastafarian tradition, especially those living
outside of Jamaica, have abandoned the religion’s founding ideals of repatriating
Africa and worshipping Haile Selassie I. Modern Rastafarianism blends elements
of Christianity with distinctly Jamaican cultural traditions, focusing on the lib-
eration and advancement of the descendants of African slaves around the world.
Marijuana use has likewise become generalized and separated from religious
rituals.
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In terms of the greater global significance of the Rastafarian focus on mari-
juana, the use of the drug is similar to many other global traditions that utilize
psychoactive substances and physical inducements to heighten the sense of spiri-
tual connectivity or awareness. The Rastafarians were not the first group to use
marijuana as a spiritual aid, but they are largely responsible for the continuation
of the idea that marijuana has links to spiritual awareness. While there are more
recreational marijuana users than spiritual marijuana users in the 21st century, the
Rastafarian movement provides one modern example of how intoxication contin-
ues to be linked to the process of spiritual enlightenment.
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RASTAFARIAN FLAG
Banner of Afro-Caribbean Identity

The Rastafarian flag is the official symbol of the Ethiopian Empire and the lineage
of Solomon, passed through Solomon to the Ethiopian line of kings. The flag
features the emblem of the Lion of Judah wearing a crown and scepter and is set
against red, yellow, and green bands of color.

History of the Ethiopian Flag

The colors of the Ethiopian flag trace back to colored pennants that were used in
the 17th century. Some historians have claimed that the pennants derived from
pre-Abrahamic Ethiopian tribal traditions and had various symbolic meanings
within Ethiopian society before the flag came to represent the line of Solomon
under the Emperor Menelik I.

The first official flag of the Ethiopian Empire was established in 1897, with
the triangular pennants sewn together to form rectangles. The flag originated with
the military collaboration between French and Ethiopian forces in 1897, in which
Emperor Menelik II gave permission to the French to move through Ethiopian ter-
ritory and to distribute the flag of Ethiopia to the territories that would come under
Ethiopian rule. The green rectangle at the top of the flag was meant to symbolize
the fertility of the Ethiopian land. The yellow, or gold, symbolized the wealth of
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the people and the spiritual association with Christianity. The red symbolized the
blood that was shed in the quest for independence. The 1897 flag also utilized
the symbol of the Lion of Judah, representing the Solomonic lineage claimed by
Menelik II. The lion on the flag wears an imperial crown and holds a scepter in the
shape of a cross.

In 1949, under the rule of Haile Selassie I, the Seal of Solomon ring was added
around the Lion of Judah in the center of the flag. In addition, the Selassie I flag
featured five golden five-pointed stars, the symbol known as the Shield of David
or the Star of David, further representing Selassie I’s claim to be a descendant of
David and Solomon and part of the lineage of Judah. Each Star of David symbol
on the 1949 version of the flag contains a cross, symbolizing the Ethiopian adher-
ence to Christian tradition. The 1949 flag was the first to also feature an inscription
written in the script of the Ge’ez language, the official language of the Ethiopian
Empire.

After the fall of the Ethiopian Empire, the imperial flag remained in use until
1987, when the Democratic Republic of Ethiopia introduced a new flag utilizing
the same colors but adding a blue seal formed from various elements, including
the seal of the ancient Ethiopian kingdom of Aksum, a yellow star on a red back-
ground and the country’s name written in Ge’ez across the top. Later, this design
was abandoned in favor of a simple flag that featured only the three bands of color.
In 1996, the modern flag of Ethiopia was introduced. It features the traditional
colors with the addition of a blue seal containing a yellow five-pointed star that
emanates yellow rays. The star symbolizes the united Ethiopian people and their
bright prospects for the future.

Banner of Rastafarianism

The Rastafarian movement was an Afrocentric movement that borrowed many
ideas from Marcus Garvey’s pan-African movement and supported the idea that
Africa should return to a system of self-governing nations under Africa rule. As
Africa’s oldest independent nation, Ethiopia became a symbol for African inde-
pendence in the pan-African movement, and many, including the Rastafarians,
believed that Africa should come under the rule of the Ethiopian monarchy. Mar-
cus Garvey’s movement also used a pan-African flag in the colors red, black, and
green. The black in the pan-African flag represents the Black people, the green
represents natural wealth, and the red represents the blood shed by martyrs.
Rastafarians use the imperial flag of Ethiopia and the colors of Ethiopia as
symbols of their spiritual tradition. The most popular is the version of the flag
featuring the emblem of the Lion of Judah, representing the Rastafarian belief
that Selassie was descended from the line of kings through Solomon, David, and
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Judah. As in the Ethiopian version of the flag, the green color is usually described
as representing the natural beauty and vegetation of Africa, the gold represents
the wealth of Africa, and the red represents the blood spilled in the fight for inde-
pendence and freedom. Rastafarians also often use black intermingled with the
traditional gold, red, and green, representing their adherence to the pan-African
movement and the ideals of Marcus Garvey.

Further Reading

Barrett, Leonard E. The Rastafarians. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1988.

Olmos, Margarite Fernandez, and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gerbert. Creole Religions of the
Caribbean: An Introduction from Vodou and Santeria to Obeah and Espiritismo. New
York: New York University Press, 2011.
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Zoroastrianism

Zoroastrianism is a complex monotheistic religion that developed in the area that
is now Iran between 1200 and 1500 BCE. Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s
oldest religious traditions and remains active in the 21st century, though estimates
place the number of modern practitioners at less than 200,000 worldwide.

Zoroastrianism is the largest of a small group of religions that represent the
flowering of philosophy and spirituality that occurred in ancient Iran during the
Persian era. The texts of Zoroastrianism are written in the Avestan language, which
is classified as a nonliving language with no native speakers outside of Zoroastri-
anism. The Zoroastrian scriptures are therefore one of the last remaining links to
this once flourishing linguistic heritage of the Middle East.

Origins and Evolution

The emergence of Zoroastrianism is tied to the mytho-historic life of Zoro-
aster, the founder of the religion, who lived in northwest Iran, most likely in
the second millennium BCE. Writings about Zoroaster’s life indicate that he
was trained in the polytheistic traditions of ancient Bronze Age Iran. Zoroaster
claimed to have received visions that taught him about a single creator god,
Ahura Mazda, and a malevolent spirit called Angra Mainyu, who constantly
battled for the souls of believers. Zoroaster traveled widely and attempted
to spread his beliefs, eventually finding followers among the elite within the
complex fiefdoms of Persia.

By the sixth century BCE, Zoroastrianism had become the state cult of a
lineage of Persian kings that conquered Iran, founding the first Persian Empire,
known as the Archaemenian dynasty, in 549 BCE. The Archaemenian Empire,
under the rule of Cyrus the Great, allowed religious freedom in Persia, and the
state became a haven for the Jewish people who had returned to Jerusalem after
being exiled in Babylon. Zoroastrianism also diversified, giving rise to Zurvanism,
an alternative take on Zoroastrianism based on the belief in a creator God called
Zurvan, a neutral, genderless entity who created the opposing forces Ahura Mazda
and Angra Mainyu. The priests of Zurvanism, known as the “Magi,” developed
into a powerful aristocratic elite and became one of the pillars of the political
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Magic in Bethlehem

Some historians believe that the Three Wise Men, or Magi, famous from the
story of Jesus’s birth, were members of the priestly caste of Zoroastrianism. The
word “magic” partially derives from the Persian term “magush,” which refers to
the ability to exert spiritual influence over the material world.

realm in the Persian Empire. Gradually, Zurvanism became the primary form of
Zoroastrianism, eclipsing the more traditional version of the faith.

In 331 BCE, Alexander the Great conquered the Archaemenian Empire,
resulting in the destruction of many of the Zoroastrian temples and sacred writ-
ings. Zoroastrianism survived through the Macedonian invasion and came back
to prominence under the Parthian Empire (247 BCE-224 CE), which allowed a
blend of Greek and Iranian traditions to flourish, with Zoroastrianism becoming
one of the most prominent faiths in the region. Emperor Vologeses I is credited
with helping to gather the texts that became part of the Zoroastrian sacred book,
the Avesta. The Parthians had a tendency to combine religious traditions and often
equated Greek gods with Zoroastrian gods. For instance, the cult of the Greek god
Hades was equated with the evil Zoroastrian spirit Angra Mainyu.

In 224 CE, the Sasanian dynasty took control of Persia under a lineage of rulers
that established Zurvanism as the state religion. Under Sasanian rule, the modern
canon of Zoroastrian texts was created and became a model for state rituals, led by
a powerful sect of Magi. Whereas Zoroastrianism had always been accepting of
other faiths, the Sasanian kings abandoned this practice and persecuted Christians
and Jews living under the empire. The Sasanian Empire’s rule of Persia came to an
end with the Islamic conquest of Persia in the seventh century CE, establishing the
powerful Umayyad Caliphate. The Islamic rulers allowed Zoroastrians to continue
practicing their religion, but they demanded that they pay extra taxes to the state, a
compromise that they also offered to Jews and Christians in the region.

Zoroastrianism never regained its status as a state cult, but it remained active
beneath Islamic rule in the centuries since the Islamic conquest of the Middle East.
Zoroastrianism has remained centered in Iran, though, in the 10th century CE, a
group of Persian Zoroastrians settled in India, establishing the Parsi communities
that continue to practice a unique form of the faith that is influenced by Indian
culture and beliefs. The conquests of Alexander and the Umayyad Caliphs resulted
in the loss of many Zoroastrian texts and the destruction of most of the prominent
temples of the faith from the pre-Islamic era. Despite these losses, the remaining
texts and temples have been preserved and constitute the basis of modern versions
of the faith.



Zoroastrianism | 131

Zoroastrian Beliefs

Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s oldest monotheistic religions, and many of the con-
cepts found in the world’s Abrahamic traditions have been influenced by Zoroastrian
cosmology. Zoroastrians believe in a single God, Ahura Mazda, who is an “imper-
sonal” God, meaning that Ahura Mazda is not thought of as a humanlike being but
rather as an impenetrably complex, infinite entity. This differentiates Zoroastrianism
from faiths that utilize personal manifestations of God, such as Jesus in Christianity.

Ahura Mazda is the creator of all good and happiness in the world and resides
in a perfect heavenly realm. Zoroastrians also believe in an evil spirit known as
Angra Mainyu, who resides in hell and is the creator of death, unhappiness, and
evil. After death, human souls reside in either heaven or hell, depending on their
behavior in life. There are also six Amesha Spentas, emanations from Ahura
Mazda that are sometimes thought of as divine spirits but that also metaphorically
represent the goals of Zoroastrian faith. The Zurvan sect posited the existence of a
third, morally neutral entity that gave rise to both Ahura Mazda and Angra Mainyu.

Zoroastrians believe that the duality of good and evil is an essential facet of
the universe and that, to some extent, all of life and the universe can be viewed
as the interplay of dynamic opposites. However, unlike the balanced opposition
of some East Asian faiths, Zoroastrians believe that the goal is to eliminate evil
or impurity so as to reach a state of absolute purity and goodness. The rituals and
moral behaviors taught by Zoroaster and other prominent teachers are viewed as
the path leading to heaven. Contributing to one’s society and community is consid-
ered an important representation of faith, and Zoroastrians believe in demonstrat-
ing righteousness through one’s normal life rather than dedicating oneself to pure
worship or monastic study.

Further Reading

Boyce, Mary. Zoroastrians: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices. New York: Routledge,
2002.

Nigosian, S. A. The Zoroastrian Faith: Tradition & Modern Research. Quebec, Canada:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993.

“Zoroastrianism.” BBC Religions. BBC Online. 2014. Web. January 2, 2014.

FARAVAHAR
Symbol of Egypt and Persia

The Faravahar, or Farohar, is the central symbol of the Zoroastrianism and is based
on ancient symbols of Egyptian and Persian origin. The Faravahar is a relatively
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modern symbol that was established
after an extended period of Christian
and Jewish reinterpretation of Zoro-
astrianism, though elements of the
symbol are believed to have derived
from older Zoroastrian iconography.

The Faravahar symbol originated long before
the Zoroastrian religion and has its roots in
ancient Egyptian and Persian spiritual symbols.
Individual elements within the Faravahar symbol
represent key aspects of the Zoroastrian faith.

Egyptian Origins

The central portion of the Farava-
har was co-opted from an Egyptian
symbol known as the “Khepri” (or
“Khepera”) and often called the “winged sun symbol.” The winged sun symbol
also developed independently in a number of other cultures around the world, sym-
bolizing the ancient metaphoric rise of the sun into the sky like a bird. The winged
sun became one of the most important symbols in ancient Egypt and was often
associated with royalty, carved into both implements and the tombs of important
leaders. Archaeologists believe that the symbol originally combined elements of
two prominent deities: the sun disk of the sun god Ra (Re) and the wings of the
falcon god Horus. Ra was one of the most important Egyptian gods, and cults to Ra
existed throughout the Egyptian Empire.

The winged sun seems also to have spread throughout many other Middle
Eastern and North African cultures. The Assyrians used the winged sun as a sym-
bol of their god Assur, and the Sumerians and Babylonians used the symbol to
represent the sun god Samas. The ancient Indo-Iran