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Introduction: A Small Gesture, an Immense Meaning

Every day, millions of Catholics begin their prayers with the words: “By the sign of the Holy
Cross, deliver us from our enemies, Lord our God.” It is a simple gesture, yet it holds a
profound theological, historical, and spiritual meaning. Have we ever stopped to reflect on its
importance? Why is the Holy Cross the sign with which we begin our encounter with God?

In a world increasingly distant from the sacred, understanding and rediscovering the value of
this prayer helps us live our faith with greater depth and awareness. This article invites you
to explore the history, meaning, and spiritual richness of this powerful sign.

1. Origin and History: The Sign of the Cross Through
the Centuries

The sign of the cross is one of the oldest gestures in Christianity. St. Basil the Great (4th
century) already spoke of it as an apostolic tradition:

“We have learned to mark the sign of the cross on our foreheads by
an unwritten tradition, which comes from custom.” (On the Holy
Spirit, 66).

But how did the specific practice of saying “By the sign of the Holy Cross...” arise? Its exact
origin is unclear, but it is believed that this brief prayer became popular in the Middle Ages as
an exorcism against temptation and evil. The cross has always been seen as a defense
against the devil, following St. Paul’s teaching:

“For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to
us who are being saved it is the power of God.” (1 Corinthians
1:18).

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 1



@ “By the Sign of the Holy Cross”: A Spiritual Treasure in Our Hands | 2

In Catholic tradition, the cross is a sign of victory over sin and death, which is why invoking it
holds special power.

2. Explanation of Each Phrase: A Path of Protection and
Faith

A) “By the sign of the Holy Cross”

This first phrase reminds us that the cross is more than just a symbol; it is the mark of our
salvation. Jesus sanctified this sign with His own blood, transforming it from an instrument of
torture into the supreme emblem of love and redemption.

Tracing the cross over our bodies is a silent proclamation of our faith, a recognition that we
belong to Christ. By doing so, we cover ourselves with His grace and remember that our
entire lives must be marked by the cross.

B) “From our enemies”

This expression does not refer only to human enemies but primarily to our spiritual enemies:
sin, the devil, and temptations. The cross is our defense against them, reminding us of
Christ’s words:

“In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have
overcome the world.” (John 16:33).

By invoking the cross, we acknowledge our weakness and ask for God’s help in resisting the
forces of evil.

C) “Deliver us, Lord”

Here we make a direct plea to God, recognizing that only in Him do we find true protection
and salvation. This phrase echoes the Our Father:
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I “Deliver us from evil.” (Matthew 6:13).

It is an act of trust in His power and merciful love.

D) “Our God”

This conclusion reaffirms our relationship with God. We do not invoke a distant being but our
Heavenly Father—the God who created us, loves us, and protects us. By proclaiming Him as
“our” God, we renew our commitment to Him, remembering that we belong to Him and that
He watches over us.

3. Why Make the Sign of the Cross at the Beginning of
Prayer?

The cross is the threshold that opens us to the mystery of God. When we make the Sign of
the Cross:

1.

3.
4,

We invoke the presence of the Holy Trinity (in the name of the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit).

. We place ourselves under Christ’s protection and remember that our faith is

founded on His sacrifice.
We sanctify our bodies by marking them with the sign of divine love.
We renew our baptismal promises, for in Baptism we were marked with the cross.

The custom of beginning prayer with this sign helps us enter into God’s presence with
reverence and faith.

4. The Importance of This Gesture Today

We live in a world where faith is constantly challenged. Making the Sign of the Cross with
awareness and devotion is a silent yet powerful testimony of our Christian identity.
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In times of tribulation, illness, or danger, this small gesture is a refuge of strength. Parents
who bless their children with the cross pass on an invaluable spiritual heritage.

The saints understood its power: St. John Vianney said that the devil flees at the sight of the
cross, and St. Teresa of Avila used it as a shield in her spiritual battles.

If we rediscover the richness of this gesture, our spiritual lives will be strengthened. It is not a
mere habit; it is an act of faith that connects us to the history of salvation.

Conclusion: A Call to Consciously Live the Cross

The next time you trace the Sign of the Cross and say “By the sign of the Holy Cross...”, do so
with full awareness of its meaning. It is not a mechanical repetition but an act of love, a
shield against evil, and a reminder that we belong to Christ.

May this prayer help us live under the shadow of the cross, trusting in God’s power and in

Christ’s victory over evil. For in the cross, we find true freedom, peace, and salvation.

“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up
his cross daily and follow me.” (Luke 9:23).

May the Holy Cross always protect us!

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 4



