
The Sign of the Cross                                                   by Ken Litchfield 

The symbol can be traced back to Judaism like most Catholic things. When the Jews were fleeing 
Jerusalem in 587BC Ezekiel sealed them with the Hebrew letter TAV (pronounced tau) This 
letter has evolved over time from a + sign, to an X design to what now looks like a cursive lower 
case r. At the time of Ezekiel it looked like + which is the symbol that the early Christians traced 

on their foreheads.   

Christianity was illegal before 300AD.  The early Christians had to disguise the Cross in other 
symbols like the fish with the X tail. Christians recognized it as the symbol for Christianity but 
the Jews and Romans didn’t notice too much. 

!  
The Didache from 70AD refers to Christians being “sealed” which would most likely be this 
same + sign that the Jews had already been using. 

In 197AD Tertullian writes about Christians tracing the Sign of the Cross (+) on their foreheads 
before and after many activities. Tertullian remarks about this group of Christians using this 
symbol more than others. Tracing the cross on the forehead wasn’t a new idea at this time.  

Around 400AD we have the earliest written evidence we still have of people tracing the large 
cross on their whole body.  

To trace the sign of the Cross on your body, first hold your thumb, first and second fingers  
together represent the Trinity. 
The ring and pinky fingers are folded in to represent the unity of Christ’s two natures. 

Start at the forehead then move down to the lower chest. 
Then move your fingers to the left shoulder and then to the right shoulder. 

Moving from left to right represents moving from Misery to Glory or Death to Life or Hades to 
Heaven. 
  



The Orthodox Churches trace from right shoulder to left to represent the separating of the sheep 
and goats or Gentiles and Jews 

Protestants generally don't use the sign of the cross because it is a Catholic practice and not using 
it is part of their protest. Some Protestants won’t have a cross in their church but most recognize 
it as a symbol to represent Christ. Some Protestants try to connect the large cross (t) to the 
Babylonians god Tamuz but the cross sign comes from Judaism not paganism. 

We still use the small + today when tracing the cross on our foreheads on Ash Wednesday. Many 
Catholics trace the small cross on their forehead, mouth and heart before the Gospel reading at 
Mass to remind us to keep the Word of God on our mind, on our lips, and in our hearts. 


