
Christian Shapes and Colors 

NOTE: The images and descriptions of most of these symbols are used with permission from 
the website Symbols in Christian Art and Architecture. We are grateful to Walter E. Gast 
for permission to use them. Please seehttp://www.planetgast.net/symbols/ for more details.  

SHAPES  

 
Trinity Shield 

 

The Shield of the Trinity is often used in catechisms and other forms of Christian 
education to illustrate the triune nature of the Godhead. The Father (Pater), Son 
(Filius) and Spirit (Spiritu) are distinct persons, but they are all one God (Deus). 

 
Triquetra 

 

The triquetra is an early Trinitarian design found especially in the British Isles. Its 
three equal arcs represent equality, its continuous line expresses eternity, and the 
interweaving represents indivisibility. 

 
Trefoil 

 

The trefoil is a stylized shamrock, which St. Patrick used to illustrate the doctrine of 
the Trinity. It is a single design composed of three joined circles, which represent 
eternity, signifying one God in three Persons. 

 
Triangle 

 

Early symbolic representations of the Trinity are rare, but the triangle is probably the 
first. Like other Trinitarian symbols, it represents one God in three Persons. The 
doctrine of the Trinity comes first from the story of Jesus' baptism, where the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit are each uniquely present. Jesus himself stated the doctrine in 
the Great Commission.    Bible Ref: Luke 3:21, Matt. 28:18 

 
Wheel 

 

A rotating wheel is symbolic of divine force. A burning wheel is thus sometimes 
shown in presentations of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden. God's throne is 
sometimes portrayed borne on flaming wheels covered with eyes and wings, an 
allusion to the vision of Ezekiel. A flaming wheel may also be used as an emblem of 
Ezekiel for the same reason. Bible Ref: Ezek. 1:15 

 
Square 

 

A square may be used as a symbol of many things, all primarily related to the number 
four. It may represent the four corners of the earth. It may represent the four 
Evangelists - Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  

 
Circle 

 

The circle, because it has no beginning or end, is symbolic of eternity. It is used most 
often as a reference to God. 

 
Circles (Entwined) 
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This figure, formed of three interwoven circles, is a symbol for the Trinity. The circles 
represent the eternal nature of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Entwined, they remind 
us that God is one, even though he reveals himself in three Persons. 

 
Star (4-Pointed 

 

The four-pointed star is usually styled to resemble a cross and is sometimes depicted 
as the star of Bethlehem. The cross shape reminds us both of Jesus' birth and the 
purpose for which He was born. Season: Christmas 

 
Star (5-Pointed) 

 

The five-pointed star is the star of Bethlehem. Shaped roughly like a human being, it 
represents Jesus' incarnation. The star symbolizes the Epiphany, the revelation of 
God to humankind and the taking of the good news of redemption to the Gentiles. It is 
a popular symbol at Christmastime and is often seen hovering over nativity scenes or 
placed atop Christmas trees.  

 
Star (6-Pointed) 

 

The six-pointed star is the Creator's star. Its six points stand for the six days of 
creation. The points are also said to represent the six attributes of God - power, 
wisdom, majesty, love, mercy and justice. This star is also known today as the Star of 
David, and is a symbol of modern-day Israel. The six-pointed star is of ancient origin 
and is used in many religions with a variety of meanings. 

 
Star (8-Pointed) 

 

Eight is traditionally the number of regeneration. (It is for this reason that many 
baptismal fonts have an octagonal base.) Jesus was circumcised and given his name 
when he was eight days old. Baptism is understood to be the New Testament 
equivalent of the covenant of circumcision. 

 
Star & Orbs 

 

Twelve stars surrounding a sun and moon represent Jacob and his wife and Jacob's 
12 sons, who themselves became the fathers of the 12 tribes of Israel. Together they 
are an Old Testament type of the whole company of God's elect. 

CROSSES 

 

 

Ankh or Ansate Cross 

The ankh, or ansate cross, is an ancient 

Egyptian hieroglyph representing life and 

regeneration. It was adopted by Christians 

as a symbol of eternal life. 

 

 

Cross (Byzantine) 

The Byzantine cross is generally used by the 

Greek Orthodox Church. 

 

 

Cross (Celtic, Irish) 

One of the most ancient of cruciforms, this 

cross was used by the Celtic Christians in 

Great Britain and Ireland. 

 

 

Cross (Greek) 

An ancient cruciform with arms of equal length. 



 

 

Cross (Eastern) 

This form of the cross is used primarily in the 

Russian Orthodox Church. The upper bar 

represents the inscription, abbreviated 'INRI', 

that Pilate had placed above Jesus' head. 

The meaning of the slanted bar is lost in 

legend. One story holds that Jesus' legs 

were of unequal length, another that the 

earthquake caused the cross to tilt, and 

another explanation is that the slanted bar 

forms St. Andrew's cross.  

 

 

Jerusalem, Crusader's, Fivefold) 

This complex form is composed of a central 

cross made of four tau crosses representing the 

Old Testament law. The four smaller Greek 

crosses represent the fulfillment of the law in the 

gospel of Christ. Others have interpreted it to 

represent the missionary work of the church - 

spreading the gospel to the four corners of the 

earth. The cross appeared on the coat-of-arms 

Godfrey of Bouillon, the first ruler of the Latin 

Kingdom of Jerusalem. It was embodied in the 

heraldry of the Crusaders. 

 

 

Cross (Latin) 

This most common of all cruciforms reminds 

us of the supreme sacrifice offered by Jesus 

for the sins of the world. The cross is empty 

to remind us of the resurrection and the 

hope of eternal life. 

 

 

Cross (St. Andrew's) 

According to tradition, St. Andrew felt unworthy 

to be crucified like his Lord, so he begged that 

his cross be made differently. It is a symbol of 

humility and suffering. 

 

 

Cross (Papal) 

This cross is the official emblem of the papal 

office. It may be used by none other than the 

Pope himself. The three bars are sometimes 

said to represent the three crosses on 

Calvary, or the Pope’s three realms of 

authority.. 

 

 

Cross (Pattee) 

The Pattee Cross means 'Footed' cross, was 

frequently used in heraldry. It is often confused 

with the Maltese Cross. 

 

 

Cross (Patriarchal) 

This is an ecclesiastical cross that is often 

seen carried by the patriarchs in works of 

art. The upper bar represents the inscription 

placed on the cross by Pilate. It was adopted 

by cardinals and archbishops as a 

hierarchical distinction. 

 

 

Cross (Pommee) 

The knobs, resembling apples, represent the 

fruits of the Christian life. Since knobs were 

used on pastoral staffs in ancient times as 

symbols of authority, this is sometimes referred 

to as the Bishop's Cross. 

 

 

Cross (Maltese) 

The eight outer points of this cross are 

symbolic of regeneration. They are 

sometimes said to represent the eight 

beatitudes. The cross was the emblem of the 

Knights of St. John, who were driven from 

Rhodes to the island of Malta by the Turks. 

Malta is the island where St. Paul was 

shipwrecked. 

 

 

Cross (Tau) 

The tau cross, made from the Greek letter 'T', is 

the simplest of all crosses. It is often used as the 

cross of prophecy, or Old Testament cross, 

because it is the traditional sign that Israelites 

made with lamb's blood on their doorposts in 

Egypt on the night of Passover. A tau cross is 

often pictured as the pole on which Moses lifted 

up the brazen serpent in the wilderness. 



LITURGICAL COLORS 

 
Black 

 

It is used in Masses and Offices of the Dead, also on Good Friday in memory of the 
profound darkness that covered the land, when our Lord was crucified. There is generally 
some white about black vestments to indicate that the souls of the departed will soon enter 
upon eternal joys. At the obsequies of young children, white is worn because they die in 
innocence. 

 
Green 

 

Green is the color of plant life, abundant in spring. It is used to represent the triumph of life 
over death. Green is the liturgical color for 'ordinary time', including the Sundays after 
Pentecost and the Sundays between Epiphany and the beginning of Lent 

 
Purple 

 

It is worn in Advent and Lent, on Ember days, Rogation days and vigils. This color is also 
used on the Feast of the Holy Innocents, on account of the lamentations and weeping heard 
through Jerusalem when they were massacred by order of Herod. But should this feast fall 
upon Sunday, the color of the occasion is red, as is also the color of the octave, from the 
fact that the lamentations are supposed to have ceased by this time. Season: Advent and 
Lent 

 
Red 

 

Red is the color of blood, and so is used in the church as the liturgical color for the 
commemoration of martyred saints. It is used on Pentecost in memory of the tongues of fire; 
it is also used on the feasts of the Apostles and martyrs, and on those of our Lord's Passion, 
as well as on the Feast of the Holy Cross, because our Lord shed His blood upon the 
Cross.     Season: Pentecost 

 
White 

 

It is worn, therefore, on the feasts of our Lord, of the Blessed Virgin, the Angels, and of all 
those Saints, who are not martyrs. On the Feast of St. John the Baptist, however, white is 
worn although he was martyred, because he was sanctified before his birth.  
Season: Easter 

 
Gold 

 

Gold is sometimes used to represent white, especially on feast days such as Easter or 
Christmas, or for Nuptial masses. 

 
Rose 

 

Rose is a color used to represent Joy. It is used for Guadete, the third Sunday of Advent, 
and Laetare Sunday, the fourth Sunday of Lent. 

 


