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Emerson UU Church’s World Religion Symbols 
Notes to accompany Power Point visuals 
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In four places, we display symbols of the world’s religions (Gathering Place: 
wall sculpture, and Sanctuary: ante pendium on the pulpit, the chalice, and the 
kneeling bench).  We should know what they mean, as they can enrich our 
worship experience in that space and because those are the dominant symbols we feature to convey the 
beliefs/values of our congregation.   
 
UU Chalice : 
630,000 people 
Designed by Austrian refugee, Hans Deutsch for the USC, in WWII.  The chalice recalls 
the oil lamps burned on ancient altars.  Underground symbol of social service in occupied 
Europe, for helping those sought by the Nazis for persecution. [Ed note:  See Jan Hus 
and the Flaming Chalice at end of this file for earlier history of chalice.]   Starting in the 
1960s, congregations started displaying the symbol and using chalices in their worship 
services.  
 
2 rings represent the two parent denominations, Unitarians and Universalists.  Used in 
1962.   
 
No  creed – no  defined interpretation of the image.  Light of religious freedom?  Initial use.  Sort of looks 
like a cross.  Circle – completeness, but two circles?  

 
 
Hinduism:   1 b adherents 
Aum and swastika symbolize the religion as a whole.  But aum is a sacred syllable in 
Buddhism and Jainism, too.  Frequently vocalized at the beginning and end of a prayer or 
meditation or reading.  A book, that Mandukya Upanishad: explains the syllable.  Various 
interpretations include: the best of everything or just everything in experience:  those with 
shapes, like things, those without shapes, like wind and fire, and everything else, like 
dark matter in space.  God’s voice.   Truth, consciousness, and bliss.   Mystic name of 
three gods or the three Vedas.  Creation, the world, and the end of the cycle of existence.  
The primordial sound when the universe was created.  
 
Confusing:  What is the connection between this syllable and the beautiful temples with 
multiple shrines to various figures of humans and animals?  Hinduism is not really one 
religion but an umbrella group of regional religions. Hindu = Persian name for Indus River 
and valley, and those living there, and the religious practices there.    
 
1 billion believers or adherents, mostly in India. 
 
Dharma (same term as in Buddhism)= ethics, rules, duties. 
Samsara (cycle of life, including reincarnation) 
Karma (action and reaction:  good karma, bad karma) 
Moksha (nirvana in Buddhism: peace, liberation) 
Yoga (physical practices) 
Like Christianity:  believes that God came to earth in human guises in order to help guide 
people. 
Krishna and Rama are two incarnations of the god Vishnu.  Avatar is the word for the 
human incarnation. 
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The Dharmachakra  , or Buddha’s path to enlightenment is a chariot wheel with eight 
spokes.  Circle = perfection. Rim= mindfulness and the hub = 
discipline/concentration. 

Some argue whether this is a religion at all, since it isn’t focused on worshipping an 
external god. Buddhism is based on the teachings attributed to Siddhartha Gautama, 
commonly known as "The Buddha" (the Awakened One), who lived in India and likely 
died around 400 BCE. He died at the age of 80 (405 BCE) in Kushinagar, India, from 
food poisoning. 

·  The Four Noble Truths: that suffering is an inherent part of existence; that the origin of suffering is 
ignorance and the main symptoms of that ignorance are attachment and craving; that attachment 
and craving can be ceased;  

·  and that following the Noble Eightfold Path will lead to the cessation of attachment and craving 
and therefore suffering.  

·  The Noble Eightfold Path: right understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right 
livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration 

Turnings, from simpler to more difficult teachings.    
Religion has evolved, not uniform or homogenous, many Buddhists sects, stressing one or another 
practice, path, or truth. 
Depictions of Buddha vary by region: 
Seated, reclining, standing, laughing (usually in China), and emaciated Buddha. 
Various hand gestures and physicality depict meaning.  
Top knot on head = wisdom 
Long earlobes = perception 
Hand gestures symbolic of stories and virtues.  Such as touching the ground – grounded.   Tote water, 
cut wood. 
"Wheel of Dharma," wheel of doctrine,  or wheel of law . A similar symbol is also in use in Jainism.  
Oldest known Buddhist symbol, global use, in many national flags.   Circle = perfection, hub = discipline, 
core of meditation, rim = mindfulness which holds everything together.    The wheel can also mean 
dissemination of the dharma teachings, rolling from place to place.   Buddhist chaplain insignia.  
 
 
Taoism: 
Asian 20-50 mm 
Related philosophies and religious traditions, some argue whether a religion.  2000 years.  
Philosopher LaoTze, 6th c BCE, divine in 2nd c BCE.  Relig concepts date back to pre-
history. China, and through Chinese influence, other countries. 
Tao:  path.  Three jewels of Tao are compassion, moderation, and humility.  Value for 
nature, reverence for ancestors, spirits.  Flow of energy, or chi (qi).  
 
Connections to astrology, martial arts, feng shui, physical training such as breathing, martial arts.  
Traditional medicine.    
 
Yin and Yang:  complimentary opposites.  Backwards S.  (previously tiger and dragon, as in Chinese 
street parades, still) Opposing forces are interconnected and interdependent, each giving birth / rise to 
the other in turn.  Dark and light, male and female, push and pull., soft and hard, dry and wet.    Not static, 
but changing, like a sun casting light and shadow across a landscape.  “get in touch with your feminine 
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side”  both in each of us.   Certain associations:  Yin includes soft, slow, dark, cool, tranquil.  Yang : hard 
fast, dry, hot, aggressive, light.  Opposing, yet, rooted together, transform each other, balanced.  
 
South Korean Flag:  “balance of opposites.”  
Architecture with dragons and phoenixes, street parades with these animals, 
 
Humanist:  good behavior working toward perfection.  Syncretism of  Budd, Confuc, Taoist, Shinto (in 
Japan)  
 
 
Shintoism: 
#? 
Japanese non-Buddhist religious practices – an amalgamation.  Not unified. Various 
local and regional beliefs.  Highly varied.  Syncretistic – Taoism, Buddhism, 
Confucianism.  Like UUs?   “The relig of Japan”  customs and values of the people.   
 
Animistic, site specific/geographical  gods or spirits,  everything contains a kami or 
spirit.  
Japanese, Torii gates, Veneration of nature, incorporates components of Buddhism and Taoism 
Not interested in afterlife but many believe that the dead become kami/spirits 
No universal prayers, does incorporate rituals to smooth life between people and spirits,  Japanese 
gardens 
Sun goddess Amaterasu most frequent – relates to sun image on the Japanese flag. Divine origin of the 
emperor was descent from Amaterasu 
 
Can combine Shinto ism and Buddhism – religious practices at different times of life.  
No core texts 
 
Islam: 
Crescent moon and star: 4th c BCE: Flag of Byzantium (Constantinople, and then 
Istambul).  Captured by Ottomans.  Not indicative of a religious belief, the way Cross 
and Menorah are.  
 
Islam means submission (to Allah). Truly Monotheistic.  Muslim is a form of this word. 
1-2 bb adherents, 30-40 nations have Muslim majority – only 20% of Muslims are 
Arabic.  
 632 CE(Mohammed’s death). Quran is the holy book.   
5 pillars, or practices of Muslims:  “No god but God and Muhammad is his prophet.”, prayer 5x day, alms 
giving for the needy, fasting during Ramadan, pilgrimage to Mecca.   
Ancient religious symbols often incorporate astronomical and astrological symbols.  Star = Venus and 
other fertility goddesses of the region. – Star of Bethlehem may relate to that.  Lunar calendars, venus 
and new moon = first day of new lunar month.   Star and moon images date back to ancient Persians and 
Siberian Turks.  Maybe star of Bethlehem, too. 
 
On flags of most Muslim nations.  Red Crescent = red cross = health organization.  
 
Judaism: 
13 mm 
Menorah: Ancient symbolism, perhaps represents the burning bush through which God 
spoke to Moses.  Exodus tells how to make one.  Most religions incorporate flames or 
light in their worship services.   At least 2600 years old.  7 candles.  (Hannukiah for 
Hannukah has 9) Described in written dox, surely date from oral tradition – probably 3000 
years old.  
 
Star of David hexagram.  Unknown origins:  D for David – family crest.  6th c BCE 
Babylonian image conquering the Judeans: king and Judean king, each with a symbol 
above their heads:  6 legged star image above Judean king.  Jewish mysticism/kabbalah: 
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6 directions of space (east/west/north/south + up / down, and center).  Starting in the 14th c, Jews 
started representing their communities in Europe with banners or flags with the star of David.  
Spanish and Portuguese Jews do not use it –associated with the Inquisition, and some orthodox 
groups reject it, too, because they don’t believe in a human/Jewish political state or because they 
associate it with magic.  More of a community symbol than a religious symbol.  
 
Mezuzah: decorative case on a door frame with specified verses from the Bible, such as the prayer 
that begins, “Listen, Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”  
 
A chuppah – canopy used in Jewish weddings symbolize the home of the couple and God’s 
presence over the new family.  
 
Yarmuluke or kippah:  cover head to honor God.  Not in the written Torah but in oral and historical 
traditions.  Some women in Reform and Conservative branches are wearing them now, too.    
 
 
Christianity: 
1.1 b Catholics, 200 mm East Orth,  800 mm Protestants (30,000 denom).: 2 b Christians. 
Cross:Early not used in religious art – Jesus depicted as shepherd, David in the lion’s den, Heracles.  Not 
used by Jehovah’s Witnesses or LDS:  idolatry and inappropriate death reference to living god.     
 
Crucifix in Catholic churches: Suffering Christ, gift by God to humans. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

East Orthodox cross and Protestant cross are “empty” – symbolizing resurrection of Jesus.  Paul says 
that his resurrection guarantees that of the believer.  Visual similarity of the Egyptian Ankh and the Coptic 
Cross (Egyptian Christian).  
 
Early Christian symbols:  IXTHYS (fish anagram) and Chi Rho.   

Bahai:  Youngest religion mentioned here.  1844 in Iran 
(Persia) 

Arabic for Splendor or Glory, the name of God.  Numeric value 
of 9: 9 pointed star.  5 pointed star combines linguistic and 
formative imagery for both a temple and the human body, 
especially of those messengers from god who assumed a 
human body.  Some B teachers wrote letters in the form of the 
star, such as this. 

5 million, persecuted in Iran. 

Bahai:  Many similarities with UU beliefs. 
19th c:  1844, Iran 
Strong social and ethical component, but a mystical aspect, too.  But not monasticism/pulling away from 
life and others. Unity of religion, of people, of god. 
Many divine messengers of this:  Mohammed, Jesus, Abraham, Buddha 
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Shoghi Effendi, the appointed head of the religion from 1921 to 1957, wrote the following summary of 
what he considered to be the distinguishing principles of Bahá'u'lláh's teachings, which, he said, together 
with the laws and ordinances of the Kitáb-i-Aqdas constitute the bed-rock of the Bahá'í Faith: The 
independent search after truth, unfettered by superstition or tradition; the oneness of the entire human 
race, the pivotal principle and fundamental doctrine of the Faith; the basic unity of all religions; the 
condemnation of all forms of prejudice, whether religious, racial, class or national; the harmony which 
must exist between religion and science; the equality of men and women, the two wings on which the bird 
of humankind is able to soar; the introduction of compulsory education; the adoption of a universal 
auxiliary language; the abolition of the extremes of wealth and poverty; the institution of a world tribunal 
for the adjudication of disputes between nations; the exaltation of work, performed in the spirit of service, 
to the rank of worship; the glorification of justice as the ruling principle in human society, and of religion as 
a bulwark for the protection of all peoples and nations; and the establishment of a permanent and 
universal peace as the supreme goal of all mankind—these stand out as the essential elements [which 
Bahá'u'lláh proclaimed].  

Conclusion:  Reflections on the symbols: 

Star of David and Crescent and star:  Both believe that God speaks to us as individuals and as 
communities and teaches us lessons through the acts of nature and other people.  Both teach that to be 
forgiven, you have to forgive and have to ask forgiveness.  I get life lessons all the time, don’t you?   
Looking at those symbols may remind me to ask, what have I learned from this disconcerting experience, 
why am I so resentful, whom do I need to forgive in order to be forgiven? 

Cross:  Redemption through grace or the gift of those who sacrificed themselves for what you now enjoy.  
How often do you find yourself thinking when you see someone in dire circumstances, “why am I so lucky, 
when I have done nothing to deserve this and that person has done nothing to deserve that.”   Or how 
often do you feel grateful for the sacrifices of others so that you could live as you do and where you do?  
The cross reminds me of both these things. 

Taoism’s balance is a constant life lesson.  Whenever I feel out of sorts, the symbol of yin yang reminds 
me to look at my life and figure out what is out of whack.  Maybe alone time or more sleep or laughter or 
volunteering to help others are just what I need to feel more contentment.   

Buddhism’s wheel has 8 spokes to remind us that enlightenment  (contentment) isn’t easy.  It requires a 
variety of tools, and some of us are better and some and rotten at others.  Looking at that symbol reminds 
me to think about which practices I’ve deployed recently and which I’ve ignored or forgotten.  Having a 
theme rather than a single goal, helps me see patterns in my behavior that seems more useful. 

Shintoism;  don’t think about much.  But appreciation of nature’s natural beauty, balances of branches 
against a sky, sound of water or a breeze are ways to find Taoism’s balance.  Slow down, shut up, look, 
listen, be.  Important to do this more than just 2 weeks on vacation.   Carve out time to look out your 
window.   The movie, Phenomenon, with John Travolta:  trees sway like a mother sways with her baby, 
like we dance.  Rhythms of interconnection.  Like our UU principle. 

Hinduism:  I love the syncretism.  I love that in Catholic churches, too:  ten of us can go in and pray to the 
god or avatar or saint we need at that particular crisis.   Some – for service, some for inspiration, some for 
gratitude.   

Bahai:  a lot like UU ism.  Just from a middle eastern rather than European origin.  Check it out.   

UU Chalice: image developed when we were helping Jews and others escape the Nazis.  Noble history.  
Who are we helping now?  What symbol might this congregation create to represent where we put our 
money, our mouths, our hands and hearts?   
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Pictures are worth 1000 words because they can convey them in a flash to all of us, through our own 
filters.   

Many talented artists in our congregation – much as I respect the images we do present here, are there 
additional symbols we might want to acquire or develop that represent us – our denomination or our 
congregation.  Northshore UU in Chicago:  Stained glass windows depict evolution.  Sanctuary door 
“knobs: convey the transformation of swords into plowshares.  Other art shows the lion lying down with 
the lamb.    
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