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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to analyze the functions of religious symbols in three 

religious traditions; Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religion. This is 

accentuated by the fact that the construction, or the interpretation of religious 

symbols can be a tour de force and, at the same time, counter cultural in the hands 

of the believers. The latter has often led to fundamentalism, violence, wars, and 

loss of human lives and at great cost. Utilizing the phenomenological approach of 

agnostic neutral stance, the paper therefore contends that an understanding of 

significance of religious symbols by faith communities can ricochet in the 

harnessing of the cultural values of religions in the development and building of 

a more just, humane, peaceful and egalitarian society, especially with the 

resurgence of religion in the 21st Century.  

 

Keywords: Religious symbols, Christianity, Islam, African Traditional Religion, 

Cultural values 

  

Conceptual Framework  

According to Roger Schmidt (1988:120) we live in an interpreted world; a universe of 

meanings. This does not mean a denial of the reality of the world but rather that “the things 

we regard as facts are made or interpreted or shaped by our senses and reasons. Thus our 

world is socially constructed. The symbolic or meaning-giving process is a fundamental 

like the speaking, eating and drinking activities of human beings. This is a basic and 

pervasive activity of every human being. These activities are inseparable from language 

and the symbolic process. Symbols are inseparable from thought. Without symbols there 

will be no poetry, religion or science.  In fact, our understanding of the complex institutions 

and social structures is dependent on out familiarity with symbols.  

 

Human are “homo symbolic” or meaning-making beings. They communicate through 

words and gestures, and things that represent or denote something. This symbols are 

vehicles of meaning. Most scholars differ in what constitutes a symbol. Some argue that 
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“symbols are signs or images to people’s memories and emotions”. Others say that 

symbols arc “stories or events of any kind that reveal a hidden truth". Yet another group 

of scholars explain that symbols are “the structures of the imagination that affect the way 

in which people perceive the given and respond to it". Lastly, is the group of scholars who 

explain symbols as “the reflections of society in the mind". From these sample definitions, 

it could be said, that symbols reveal the structure of reality, that they operate in the 

imagination; and that they enter into the creation of social reality. In other words, a symbol 

is any man-made device whose primary function is to refer beyond itself, and a religiously 

significant symbol is one which directs man's attention to a reality upon which he 

acknowledges his final dependence, which is transcendent of human life and the physical 

world. In religion symbols are conceived of as expressions, objects, and pictorial 

representations of religious facts and ideas. Thus religious life is an orienting of of human 

life to a reality transcendent of human life and the physical world.  Like bridges religious 

symbols help man to transcend from the realm of the visible to the invisible reality. 

However, the symbol is not an object of worship but directs the believers to their object of 

worship. Religious symbols are forms in the empirical world used to convey man’s 

relationship it the Sacred or Holy, as well as to his social and material reality (or the 

physical world). 

 

Functions of Religious Symbols 

Religious symbols play a significant role in the lives of individual human beings as well as 

in the lives of religious groups. Hman beings come in contact with religious symbols and 

rely on them in the quest for an integrated and meaningful reality. 

To enliven the imagination 

To make divine revelation concrete 

To check the mind’s rational habit to transform into a conceptual syste 

To mediate divine reality 

To initiate the believer into the realms of sacred reality. It is the substance of religion. 

To make manifest a worshipper’s faith in so far as to appeal to men’s emotion to assimilate 

the symbol of his faith. 

 

Symbols in ATR, Christianity and Islam 

In Christianity there exists in diverse forms, a tremendous variety of visual symbols or 

images in liturgy of the churches, in the decoration of churches, in the illustration of 

religious books, in domestic devotion. Christianity regards these symbols as sacred 

manifestations pointing beyond themselves to the eternal God who is unseen in heaven. 

Thus, the symbols are expressive of the satisfactory ways of communicating the experience 

of ultimate reality (the sacred), or indeed, of making the whole of reality intelligible. This 
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could be demonstrated by a few examples from the religion. The cross, the dominant 

symbol of the Christian religion, in its variety of forms, recalls the crucifixion of Jesus 

Christ and the redeeming benefits of his passion and death. The cross is thus a symbol of 

both Christ himself and of the faith of Christians. Besides this central motif, marking a sign 

of the cross in ceremonial may be an act of profession of faith, a prayer, a dedication, or a 

benediction. 

 

Religious symbols also mediate not only divine reality; they are reflect cultural and 

national identity. For instance, J Abbink (2016:135) opines that in the Ethiopian Orthodox 

Church several names are based on the cross, Walda-Masqal (child of the cross), Haila-

Masqal (power of the cross), or Gabra-Masqal (servant of the cross). He also explains 

further that the use of the cross sign in both liturgical and every contexts symbolically 

reminds and mediates protection, blessings, as well as in stills commitment and confidence 

of the faith community in their God (136). 

 

Another is the “mandition" of Christ's image or the “Holy face” symbol in Christianity. 

This was believed to have been imprinted by Christ when he dried his face on a piece of 

fabric. The symbol puts the Christian in touch with Christ as the ever present eternal source 

of grace and true being. Alongside this, are the images of saints and martyrs in the church 

which are credited with miraculous power to protect, to heal, and to mediate divwte grace 

in the various concerns of life? Hence they are treated as spiritual agents in themselves to 

be addressed in prayer. Also the doctrine of the Eucharistic presence of Christ shows a 

symbolic understanding. The Eucharistic ethic of the church in which the sacramental 

substance of bread and wine is believed to be changed into the body and blood of Christ, 

transforms the recipient from this realm of this- world to the sphere of the sacred; this helps 

him to come in mystical union with Christ. 

 

Though symbols abound in Christianity and ATR. Islamic religion has fewer. This is due 

to Islamic concept of '"pure monotheism" which rejects the use of images and 

representations as visual aids in worship. Nevertheless, the religion is not without 

symbols. The black stone (the sacred meteorite), at the Kaa'ba does represent the invisible 

presence of Allah; and it has an historical connection to the revelation of the eternal God 

to his prophets from Abraham to Muhammed. Hence its sacredness is Islamic religion. 

Islam docs not have any visible symbol to represent the image of God. 

 

Also the prayer niches in mosques, giving direction to Mecca are symbolic. Besides the 

primary function of acoustic, reverberating the divine word, the niches do not symbolize 

the presence of Allah. For this reason Muslim must not spit in the direction of the prayer 
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niches. In this sense, the place of prayer used by Muslims is credited with holiness. It is 

regarded at times as “a sort of portable mosque”; when unrolled on the ground it provides 

a place for prayer which isolates the worshipper from his surroundings while he prays. 

Symbolic meaning is also associated with the fountain in the courtyard of the Kaa’ba for 

ritual ablutions. It is a reminder of the springs of water flowing in paradise. Other symbols 

in Islam which are also connotative include the crescent, the "Ihram” (the white seamless 

robe); the Kopn, the tower, etc. They all elicit the exalted ness of Allah.  

 

African Traditional Religion is suffused with symbols. Each divinity is worshipped by 

sacred symbols and emblems. The symbols are the anthropomorphic images of the deity. 

They are based on wide variety of phenomena such as the sun sky trees, fire, water, earth, 

hills, mountains, groves, forests, etc. The multiplicity of the symbols is a logical 

consequence of the African’s keen recognition that the numerous elements in his 

environment are manifestations of the sacred. Thus the symbols are external, physical, 

visual and concrete representation of the spiritual entities. They are receptacles of the 

supernatural powers, and manifestation of the divinities ever present reality. This accounts 

for the reason sacred symbols are usually kept from profane touch. 

 

The foregoing can be illustrated by taking a few examples from West Africa. To the Akan 

of Ghana, the “Onyamedua” tree serves as a symbol of dependence on God. Among the 

regalia of the Asantehene is an Onyamedua stump; indicating the dependence of not only 

the Asantchene but also the Asante nation. Among the Igbo of Nigeria, the dominant 

symbol of religion is the Ofo stick. It is believed that Chuku (the Great God) created the 

tree from which the Ofo stick is made of. In this perspective, the Ofo is sacred and is usually 

seen as the abode of the ancestors. Besides this, the Ofo is the symbol of unity, truth, justice, 

and indestructibility for the individual or group possessing it.  

 

In Ikwerre anthropology the "owho-nu-ogwu" stick is used to seal agreement and covenants 

of reconciliation between individuals, communities, and the deity. The belief is anchored 

on ’owho-nu-ogwu" as the highest guarantor of truth and justice, as well as the link between 

the living and the spirit world. In such cases the “owho-nu-ogwu" is struck on the ground, 

the abode of the Eli, (the Earth deity) symbolising the mutual agreement between the living 

and the ancestors (Gbule 2011). Chris I. Ejizu (1986:63) in his ethnographic studies of "Ofo" 

in Igboland images the'role of "Ofo” thus: "it is the ear of the spirits”. "With the ritual object, 

the elder blesses, settles disputes, administers oath, as well as, exercises social and political 

authority”. The Ofo hypothesis as a sacred symbol in Ikwerre indigenous heritage is based 

on the fact that it is the nodal point between the living, the departed ancestors, and the 

spirit world. 
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In Yoruba land. Ogun, the patron god of blacksmiths, hunters, and warriors; is symbolized 

by iron sharing its strength and might. Hence Ogun is god of justice and fair play. He 

enjoins high moral rectitude from his worshippers. 

 

Another sacred symbol in ATR is the shrine, the shrine can be at the river banks, forests, 

groves, hills, mountains, temples, rocks, etc. this belief is predicated on the fact that the 

sacred manifests itself in time and space, so that time and space are diaphanous indications 

of the holy. The signs such as a stake, post, pillar, etc. that delimits the shrine are endowed 

with sacred symbolic meanings which is noted by its particular designs: and no one dare 

profane them. Thus far the analysis of symbols in these religions reveals that they are used 

essentially to enliven the imagination, to make divine revelation concrete of help to 

overcome the minds rational bent to transform religion into a conceptual system. Religious 

symbols initiate people into the divine reality; they mediate, divine salvation; they are the 

substance of religion. They make manifest a worshipper’s faith and hence appeal to men's 

memories and emotions to assimilate symbols of his faith. For instance, dogma or doctrine 

translated into symbolic forms nourishes the religion as a lived, personal and social reality. 

 

Conclusion 

This brief discourse on symbols in Christianity, Islam, and ATR shows that a strong 

relationship exists between symbols and the sacred. Aside from these uses of symbols; they 

are at first level of analysis artifacts and ornaments designed for the beauty and decoration 

of churches, mosques, shrines, and homes. In conclusion, religious symbols contribute to 

the maintenance and strengthening of the relationships between man and the realm of the 

transcendent, spiritual dimension. In effect, religious symbol is the mediator, presence, 

and real (or intelligible) representation of the holy in certain conventional and 

standardized forms. 
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