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Mythology and symbolism 

[URMI CHANDA]


There are many ways to understand, interpret and practice religion. From attending religious discourses to visiting places of worship, from performing rituals and participating in festivals to observing food and clothing rules, the scope of religion is vast. These are highly visible manifestations of religious practice. 

However, religion informs thoughts and behaviours in other subtler, albeit stronger ways. Through channels such as myths and symbols, religious ideas pervade the collective consciousness. Often, they are omnipresent in a culture to the extent that they aren’t even noticeable to most. Fantastical tales about creation & destruction, heaven & hell, gods & demons are passed down to us from our infancy. Myths are not necessarily always labelled as such. They may be disguised whole or in part as lullabies and bedtime stories, epics and songs, folktales & folk art, sermons & liturgical narratives and even common superstitions and local customs. 

Further, these tales are liberally sprinkled with symbols and allegory, creating their magical appeal. These symbols are often translated in visual art and can be seen as architectural elements on religious structures, as ritual objects and talismans in people’s homes, and even as motifs in clothing and jewellery. Consider symbols/symbolic objects like the Ichthys/fish (for Christians), the Kamal/lotus (for Hindus), and the Fanous/lantern (for Muslim) beyond the obvious cross, om, and crescent moon & star. 

Much of what people consider sacred comes by association through such myths and symbols embedded deep into any given religious culture. Therefore, when engaging in interfaith dialogue, it is important to take into consideration the stories and symbolic elements of the communities one engages with. 

A study of mythology and symbolism could give useful insights into what a community considers sacred and what the source of those beliefs are. Comparative study may throw up important common elements between religions, of which there are surprisingly many, and speak in a language that is understood by the lay person. And most importantly, they may help an interfaith relations advocate avoid making inadvertent statements that may be offensive. 
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