
Making the sign of the cross 

 

There are a number of variations and interpretations to making the sign of the cross. Presented 

here are some ancient practices.  

The original mode of making the sign of the cross was with the thumb of the right hand… 1 

Christians of the Byzantine family of Churches use two fingers in making the sign of the cross in 

reference to what they see from the form of the icon of our Lord in their churches, referring 

also thereby to their belief in two natures in Christ.  

Anba Mikhael, the twelfth century metropolitan of Damietta, however, comments saying that 

men attribute the reason for the icon representing Christ our Lord holding His ring finger on His 

thumb in this manner, to the fact that it signifies a contrast between strength and weakness, 

because the thumb is the strongest of the fingers, and the ring finger is the weakest of them. 

Also, that it is a sign that He has enchained Satan…. 

Christians of the Oriental Orthodox family of Churches use one finger only in making the sign of 

the cross for the following reasons, mentioned mainly by Sawirus of Ashmunein and Mikhael of 

Damietta:  

a) It is the sign of the One nature of Christ. Sawirus speaks of its reference to the presence 

of union and the strength of its action2.  

b) The Ten Commandments given to Moses in two tables of testimony were written with 

the finger of God (Exodus 31:18; Deuteronomy 9:10)3.  

c) God ordered the sprinkling of the blood of the victims to be made with one finger 

(Exodus 29:12; Leviticus 4:6, 17, 25, 30, 34, 8: 15, 9:9) and the sprinkling of oil to be with 

one finger (Leviticus 14:16)4.  

d) Our Lord said in the Gospel: “If I with the finger of God cast out devils” (Luke 11:20). He 

did not say “fingers”5.  

e) One finger indicates the unity of the essence of the Trinity, and that One of Its 

hypostases become incarnate, because in the single finger there are three joints, one of 

which is joined to the nail.  
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f) St Mark taught this method of making the sign of the cross to his disciples (i.e with one 

finger, and from left to right). 

g) Bar Salibi, quotes St. John Chrysostom6 as saying: “….you should not make the sign of 

the cross with the finger in a simple way, but you should first make it with will and with 

great faith….” and comments saying: “See how the Doctor speaks of one finger only and 

not of two or three”7.  

 

Some Armenians, Copts, and Syrians also make the sign of the cross with the first two 

fingers and the thumb joined together in reference to the Holy Trinity.  

The Latins, the uniates, and some Armenians, on the other hand, make the sign of the cross 

with the open hand.  

The signing of the Cross is associated with the Trinitarian formula and the crossing is 

extended from forehead to heart or abdomen, and across the upper chest from left to right 

in the Oriental Orthodox Churches and the West, and from right to left in the Byzantine 

family of Churches. The direction from the left to the right was explained by Mikhael as 

indicating thereby that we have been translated from the party of the left to the party of 

the right, even as our Lord on the cross inclined His head to the right (at least towards the 

robber on His right hand).  

Gregory Bar Hebraeus the Jacobite canonist of the thirteenth century (Nomocanon V, 5) 

enjoined the sign of the cross to be made “from the forehead to the breast, and from the 

left to the right”.  

 

Perhaps there is more to making the sign of the cross than we thought. Even technical 

details of the number and position of the finger(s) has ancient and symbolic practices.  
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