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As religious institutions strive to remain relevant in a modern world shaped by 
popular culture, the Catholic Church faces unique challenges in preserving the 
sanctity of its symbols while engaging new generations. Illuminating Luce: 
Symbolic Convergence and Cultural Tensions in Catholic Church Imagery examines 
the Vatican's introduction of “Luce,” a mascot designed for the Holy Year 2025. 
Intended to appeal to youth, “Luce” embodies themes of light and joy but also 
includes elements—a forked staff, bright, animated design, and the Italian name 
for “light”—that some interpret as referencing pagan or occult symbols. This 
paper investigates the psychological and cultural impact of blending sacred 
symbols with secular aesthetics, especially within contexts where religious and 
popular culture intersect. By analyzing the broader implications of such symbolic 
convergence, we explore how these design choices can influence believers’ 
perceptions, create potential conflicts with traditional values, and impact the 
cultural and spiritual integrity of religious imagery in the Catholic Church. 
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Social media.  

 

Introduction 

In anticipation of the Holy Year 2025, the Vatican has unveiled a new mascot 
named "Luce," an animated character designed to engage younger generations 
and foster a sense of connection between the Catholic Church and modern 
popular culture. The name "Luce," meaning "light" in Italian, and the character's 
bright, approachable design reflect the Church's intent to present a welcoming, 
relatable figure for young audiences. However, this effort to incorporate elements 
of contemporary culture into a religious context has stirred debate among 
traditionalists and critics who perceive deeper, possibly unintended, symbolic 
layers within the mascot’s appearance. 

The mascot’s design includes a forked staff, reminiscent of the traditional 
shepherd's crook, a symbol often associated with Christian pastoral care and 
guidance. Yet, to some observers, the forked staff resembles a "Stang" — a ritual 
object in pagan and occult traditions symbolizing stability, the axis of the 
universe, and, at times, an invitation to occult associations. Combined with the 
name "Luce," which some interpret as alluding to Lucifer, the "light bearer," this 
character evokes a complex blend of symbolism that transcends its intended role 
as a simple cultural bridge. 
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This convergence of Christian and pagan symbolism has sparked cultural and 
theological tension. For many, light has always symbolized purity, truth, and 
divine illumination in Christian teachings. Yet, "light" also carries ambivalent 
connotations, particularly when viewed through an esoteric lens, where the figure 
of Lucifer ("bringer of light") occupies a dual role as both an angelic and a 
rebellious entity. The use of a forked staff adds a layer of symbolic ambiguity, as it 
appears not only as a tool for shepherding but also echoes images of occult ritual 
items, potentially blending sacred and profane realms in a way that feels 
unsettling for more conservative audiences. 

This paper seeks to explore the implications of such symbolic convergence in 
religious and cultural contexts. As religious institutions increasingly seek to 
remain relevant to a modern audience, there is a risk of unintentionally 
incorporating symbols with historically divergent or even conflicting meanings. By 
analyzing both the Christian and pagan interpretations of light and the forked 
staff, this study aims to highlight the potential consequences of adopting 
culturally ambiguous symbols within a religious framework. It will address the 
broader implications for the Catholic Church's engagement with contemporary 
culture, the psychological effects on believers, and the importance of symbolic 
clarity in maintaining the sanctity and integrity of religious representation. 
Through this examination, the paper hopes to encourage thoughtful reflection on 
how religious institutions can navigate the delicate balance between cultural 
adaptation and spiritual fidelity. 

 

Historical Background of Light Symbolism 

Throughout history, "light" has been one of the most powerful and universal 
symbols, embodying a wide range of meanings across religious, philosophical, and 
cultural traditions. In many contexts, light is associated with knowledge, purity, 
goodness, and divine presence, contrasting sharply with darkness, which often 
symbolizes ignorance, evil, or separation from the divine. This dichotomy 
between light and darkness forms a foundational structure for understanding 
moral and spiritual concepts in numerous belief systems, shaping how people 
perceive the world and their place within it. 
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In Christianity, light is one of the central symbols of God’s presence and divine 
nature. Biblical texts frequently refer to God as the "light of the world" or the 
"true light" that guides believers out of darkness. The Gospel of John, for 
example, describes Jesus as "the light that shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it" (John 1:5). Light in this context signifies not only 
God’s purity and perfection but also His role as a source of truth and spiritual 
clarity. Christian liturgical practices emphasize this symbolism as well, with 
candles often used in churches to signify Christ’s presence and the illumination of 
the soul through divine guidance. Light, in Christian teachings, represents the 
path to salvation, moral goodness, and the triumph of divine truth over the forces 
of evil. 

However, light also has a complex and dualistic role within Christianity, especially 
when considering the figure of Lucifer, whose name itself means "light bearer" or 
"morning star" in Latin. Originally, Lucifer was regarded as an angel of high 
standing, one who bore divine light. Yet, in Christian tradition, Lucifer's fall from 
grace transformed him from a symbol of heavenly illumination to a figure 
associated with pride, rebellion, and ultimately, darkness. This transformation 
complicates the meaning of light within Christian symbolism, as it suggests that 
light itself can be wielded for both good and evil. The "light bearer" who once 
symbolized divine splendor became, through his fall, a harbinger of deception and 
spiritual misguidance. This duality in the figure of Lucifer highlights an ambivalent 
dimension of light, suggesting that even symbols of purity and truth can be 
subverted, becoming tools for misleading or manipulating believers. 

In Christian esoteric and occult traditions, light holds additional layers of meaning, 
often straddling the line between sacred and profane knowledge. In some 
mystical or gnostic teachings, light symbolizes hidden wisdom or spiritual insight, 
accessible only to those who seek deeper truths beyond orthodox teachings. In 
these contexts, light becomes a symbol of enlightenment and self-discovery, yet it 
also flirts with boundaries that traditional Christianity might consider dangerous 
or heretical. The occult interpretation of light as secret knowledge or inner 
illumination brings forth an idea that divine truths can exist outside of established 
doctrines, further contributing to the duality of light as both a guiding force and a 
potential path to forbidden knowledge. 
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This dual nature of light—a symbol of divine truth as well as a possible vehicle for 
rebellion—has deep implications for how it is perceived across both Christian and 
occult traditions. For traditional Christians, light represents safety, purity, and 
closeness to God. However, for those who study esoteric or occult meanings, light 
can be seen as a representation of hidden knowledge, self-discovery, and even 
individual power, aspects often viewed with suspicion or outright rejection in 
orthodox Christianity. This tension reflects a broader struggle over who "owns" 
the meaning of light and what it signifies in a religious or spiritual sense. 

The ambivalent role of light in both Christian and occult traditions complicates its 
use in contemporary religious symbols. While many may see light as a 
straightforward symbol of goodness, others might interpret it as a reminder of 
Lucifer's rebellion or as a gateway to hidden, potentially dangerous truths. The 
introduction of a character like "Luce" by the Vatican—where "Luce" (light) holds 
cultural, religious, and potentially esoteric resonance—inevitably triggers complex 
associations and interpretations. For some, "Luce" may indeed represent the light 
of Christ and an invitation to spiritual clarity, while others may see in it an 
unintentional echo of Lucifer, the original "light bearer" who fell from divine 
grace. This dual interpretation exemplifies the symbolic risks of using culturally 
and religiously loaded symbols without careful consideration of their layered 
meanings and historical connotations. 

In this paper, we will explore the implications of using "light" as a religious symbol 
in the context of contemporary culture, examining how the symbol’s duality can 
influence perceptions and potentially lead to cultural or spiritual 
misunderstandings. As religious institutions strive to remain relevant to modern 
audiences, understanding the historical background and dual nature of symbols 
like light becomes essential to maintaining both clarity and fidelity to traditional 
teachings. Through an analysis of the complex history of light symbolism, we aim 
to uncover the deeper consequences of blending sacred and profane elements, 
especially within a religious context that seeks to speak to both young and 
traditional followers. 
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Symbolic Analysis of the Vatican Mascot “Luce” 

The Vatican's 2025 mascot, named "Luce," presents an intriguing combination of 
visual and symbolic elements that are likely intended to be approachable, 
relatable, and appealing to younger generations. The character features bright 
colors, a yellow hooded cloak, a forked staff, and a cheerful expression that 
seems designed to embody warmth and friendliness. However, these design 
choices, combined with the name “Luce” (Italian for “light”), introduce layers of 
symbolic meaning that invite deeper interpretation, especially given the 
character's religious context. This section will analyze each of these elements in 
detail, considering both traditional Christian interpretations and potential occult 
or pagan connotations that might emerge. 

Visual Elements of “Luce”: 

1. Yellow Hooded Cloak: 

o The mascot wears a bright yellow hood, which, in many cultures, can 
represent joy, warmth, and positivity. Yellow is also associated with 
enlightenment and illumination, aligning with the name "Luce" and 
suggesting an image of divine light or purity. In a Christian context, 
yellow could be seen as a color symbolizing the light of Christ, 
radiating hope and divine presence. 

o However, the hooded cloak has additional connotations. Hooded 
figures have often represented mystery or spiritual journeys, from 
medieval monks to shepherds. In the mascot’s case, the hood could 
signify the concept of spiritual guidance and protection, suggesting 
that “Luce” is a comforting figure meant to lead young followers 
toward faith and understanding. 

2. Bright, Playful Colors: 

o The use of bright colors aligns with the Vatican’s stated goal of 
engaging younger audiences, as vibrant colors are generally more 
appealing to children. The overall design feels reminiscent of anime 
or popular children’s animation, linking the mascot to a genre that is 
already familiar and friendly for today’s youth. 
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o Bright colors in Christian iconography have traditionally symbolized 
purity and innocence. The use of such colors could thus convey an 
image of innocence and positivity, helping to establish "Luce" as a 
character that embodies joy, divine love, and inclusivity. 

3. Forked Staff: 

o The most striking and potentially controversial feature of the mascot 
is the forked staff, a design choice that has generated significant 
debate. Traditionally, a shepherd’s crook—a single curved staff—is a 
Christian symbol of pastoral care, representing the role of the Church 
as a shepherd to its followers. However, the forked design of "Luce's" 
staff diverges from this familiar shape and more closely resembles a 
"Stang," a ritual tool commonly associated with pagan or occult 
traditions. 

o In pagan symbolism, a forked staff like the Stang is a significant 
object used to represent stability, the cosmic axis, and the 
connection between the earth and the heavens. This association with 
the pagan ritual tool could imply a broader, universal symbolism, 
suggesting balance, nature, and unity with cosmic forces. However, 
in a Christian context, the use of such a staff might seem problematic 
or ambiguous, as it carries associations with rituals and belief 
systems outside traditional Christian teachings. 

o The presence of a forked staff may thus create a subtle tension, as 
some viewers may interpret it as a symbol of the occult or other 
spiritual practices that Christianity traditionally opposes. This 
potential for dual interpretation can be particularly disquieting for 
conservative audiences, as it blurs the boundaries between Christian 
symbolism and practices associated with paganism. 

4. The Name “Luce”: 

o The name "Luce," meaning "light" in Italian, is central to the mascot's 
identity and reinforces the character's association with divine 
illumination and guidance. In Christianity, light is often associated 
with God, truth, and moral clarity. Jesus Christ is referred to as the 
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“light of the world,” and the concept of divine light is pervasive in 
Christian teachings, symbolizing the presence of God in human life 
and the path to salvation. 

o However, the name “Luce” also has esoteric and potentially 
controversial connotations. In Christian tradition, Lucifer, often 
translated as "light bearer," was once an angel associated with light 
before his fall from grace. Though Lucifer’s name originally signified 
illumination, it later came to represent rebellion and opposition to 
God. This complex history of the term “light bearer” introduces an 
unintended ambiguity to the name “Luce,” especially for those who 
might associate it with esoteric or occult beliefs. Consequently, the 
choice of "Luce" as a name may evoke mixed reactions, with some 
interpreting it as a positive symbol of divine guidance and others 
viewing it as unsettling due to its historical associations. 

Interpretations of “Luce” Through a Christian Lens: 

From a traditional Christian perspective, “Luce” can be interpreted as a positive 
figure symbolizing spiritual guidance and divine light. The yellow cloak and bright 
colors evoke joy and purity, aligning with the virtues of innocence and kindness 
that Christianity encourages. The name “Luce” could be seen as a reference to the 
light of Christ, casting away darkness and guiding believers toward spiritual 
understanding. The character’s friendly and approachable design might be 
understood as an invitation to young people, symbolizing the Church's desire to 
be inclusive, modern, and relevant in a rapidly changing world. 

The forked staff, while unconventional, could also be viewed through a Christian 
lens as a tool of guidance. Some may interpret it as a unique shepherd’s staff 
meant to reach out to a broader audience, symbolizing a creative approach to 
engaging youth and sharing the teachings of Christ. However, for traditional 
Christians, the forked shape may disrupt the usual associations with the pastoral 
crook, potentially leading to confusion or concern over its symbolic integrity. 

Potential Occult Connotations of “Luce”: 

When viewed through the lens of occult or pagan symbolism, “Luce” takes on a 
different character. The forked staff resembles the Stang, a ritual object in certain 
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pagan practices that represents a connection to the natural world and the axis 
mundi, or world axis, through which the material and spiritual realms are said to 
intersect. This similarity raises questions about the choice of symbolism, as it 
aligns with practices and beliefs that stand outside Christianity. For those familiar 
with the Stang and its significance in pagan traditions, the mascot’s staff could be 
seen as a deliberate or accidental allusion to an alternative spirituality, 
introducing a dual interpretation that may feel inconsistent with the Church’s 
message. 

Moreover, the name “Luce,” while meaning “light,” could be interpreted by some 
as a reference to Lucifer, the original “light bearer” in Christian theology. In 
certain esoteric teachings, light symbolizes hidden or forbidden knowledge, 
which, combined with the forked staff, could appear to represent an invitation to 
explore spiritual realms beyond traditional Christian doctrine. For those with a 
sensitivity to occult or New Age interpretations, the mascot could seem to 
embody a convergence of Christian and pagan symbols, which may appear as a 
dilution or compromise of traditional values. 

Conclusion of Analysis: 

The Vatican’s mascot “Luce” carries a complex array of symbols, which, when 
viewed from multiple perspectives, reveal both opportunities and challenges. 
While designed as an approachable, modern figure for young Catholics, “Luce” 
inadvertently opens up interpretations that may be unsettling to more traditional 
believers. The combination of the name “Luce,” the forked staff, and the bright, 
friendly design highlights the difficulty of creating symbols that resonate across 
cultural boundaries without straying into ambiguous or conflicting 
interpretations. 

This section illustrates how symbols, even those intended to be simple and 
inviting, can carry layered meanings that transcend their initial design. The 
analysis of “Luce” will inform the broader discussion of how religious institutions 
can engage with modern culture while remaining mindful of the historical and 
spiritual weight of the symbols they employ. 
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Comparison with the Stang in Pagan and Occult Symbolism 

The use of a forked staff in the Vatican’s “Luce” mascot invites an immediate 
comparison with the Stang, a powerful symbol within certain pagan and occult 
traditions. The Stang is more than a ritual tool; it is a representation of stability, 
cosmic balance, and natural cycles, embodying profound meanings that connect 
the practitioner to the earth, the seasons, and the universe. This section explores 
the role of the Stang in pagan practices, analyzing how its similarities to the staff 
held by “Luce” may create unintended associations that could lead to confusion 
or discomfort among religious audiences. By examining the cultural and symbolic 
weight of the Stang, we can better understand the complexities of using a similar 
symbol within a Christian context. 

The Stang's Role in Pagan Rituals 

The Stang, often crafted as a forked staff with two prongs at the top, is a 
significant and ancient symbol in various forms of pagan and neo-pagan practices. 
Unlike a simple walking stick or shepherd’s crook, the Stang represents the axis 
mundi, or world axis, a spiritual concept found across many cultures that 
symbolizes the central point of the universe. In pagan rituals, the Stang is seen as 
a bridge between the physical and spiritual realms, a focal point through which 
energies flow between the earth and the heavens. By grounding it in the earth or 
using it as an altar, practitioners symbolically anchor themselves to the cosmos, 
emphasizing their connection to both nature and the divine forces that govern 
seasonal changes. 

The Stang also serves as a representation of stability and balance. Its two prongs 
often symbolize duality—light and dark, male and female, life and death—
acknowledging the balance of opposites in the natural world. When placed in 
ritual circles, it can become a center of focus, symbolizing unity and grounding the 
ceremony within the earth’s cycles. Additionally, the Stang is closely associated 
with seasonal festivals, such as solstices and equinoxes, where it is adorned with 
symbols or items that reflect the changing times of the year. This seasonal 
decoration connects the Stang to agricultural cycles and the rhythms of the 
natural world, reinforcing the importance of the earth’s stability and the ever-
turning wheel of time. 
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For practitioners, the Stang is a sacred object, imbued with meanings that 
transcend mere utility. It represents a worldview that embraces the cyclical, 
interconnected nature of existence and recognizes the cosmos as an ordered 
system where balance must be maintained. As a tool in ritual, the Stang guides 
the practitioner’s focus, grounding them spiritually and aligning them with the 
larger forces that govern life and nature. 

Similarities Between the Stang and “Luce’s” Staff 

The forked staff held by the Vatican’s “Luce” mascot bears a strong resemblance 
to the Stang, particularly in its forked shape and its use as a central, symbolic 
object. While it is possible that this resemblance is coincidental, the similarity may 
nonetheless evoke associations with pagan traditions for those familiar with the 
Stang. The staff in “Luce’s” design, much like the Stang, is positioned as a focal 
object, drawing attention to itself and thereby inviting viewers to interpret its 
meaning. 

In both the Stang and “Luce’s” staff, the forked design holds visual and symbolic 
weight, suggesting duality or balance. This shape diverges from the traditional 
shepherd’s crook, which is more commonly associated with Christian symbolism 
and pastoral care. The visual parallel to the Stang might imply that “Luce’s” staff 
represents a different kind of guidance, one more in line with nature and the 
cycles of life than with conventional Christian imagery. The staff could be seen as 
suggesting a connection to the earth and an alignment with the natural world, 
themes often associated with pagan spirituality. While the Stang’s purpose in 
paganism is to embody cosmic stability and connection, “Luce’s” staff may 
unintentionally convey similar messages, signaling a balance between earthly and 
spiritual realms rather than strictly Christian pastoral care. 

Furthermore, the role of the Stang as a bridge between worlds—the physical and 
the spiritual—might mirror, albeit inadvertently, the Vatican’s aim to bridge 
traditional faith with modern culture through “Luce.” By choosing a forked staff 
for a character meant to appeal to young people, the Vatican may have intended 
to signal openness and accessibility. However, to those familiar with pagan 
symbolism, the similarity between the staff and the Stang may suggest an 
unintended embrace of non-Christian spiritual ideas, such as a balance between 
opposing forces and a connection to universal energies. This association could be 
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particularly disconcerting to traditional Christian audiences who may perceive the 
staff as an unorthodox choice, symbolically blending Christian imagery with 
elements from alternative spiritual practices. 

Unintended Associations and Conflicting Interpretations 

The resemblance between “Luce’s” staff and the pagan Stang introduces a layer 
of ambiguity that may lead to conflicting interpretations, especially among 
audiences who are sensitive to symbolic details. For traditional Christians, the 
staff’s resemblance to the Stang may appear incongruous, raising questions about 
the intended message of the mascot. The choice of a forked staff could be seen as 
straying from established Christian symbols, potentially blending or diluting 
religious boundaries in a way that feels uncomfortable or disorienting. In this 
light, “Luce’s” staff might come across as an attempt to make Christianity more 
palatable or accessible by adopting elements that resonate with other spiritual 
traditions, but at the risk of alienating conservative believers. 

For others, particularly those with knowledge of pagan or occult symbolism, the 
forked staff may trigger associations with the values and practices inherent to 
those traditions. The Stang, as a symbol deeply embedded in pagan rituals, carries 
meanings that may be incompatible with Christian doctrine. Its use as a cosmic 
anchor or a ritualistic focal point does not align with the pastoral role traditionally 
represented by a shepherd’s crook. By adopting a similar design, the Vatican’s 
mascot may unintentionally evoke ideas of balance and cosmic unity that exist 
outside, and sometimes in contrast to, Christian theology. This could lead to the 
perception that the Church is drawing from esoteric or non-Christian traditions, a 
possibility that might generate controversy or confusion among adherents who 
value the distinctiveness of Christian symbolism. 

The dual interpretation of “Luce’s” staff also underscores the complexity of 
symbolic representation in religious contexts. When symbols overlap with those 
from other traditions, they gain new layers of meaning, which may be positive, 
neutral, or potentially unsettling. The forked staff in “Luce’s” design could serve 
as a bridge between Christian and modern cultural aesthetics, appealing to those 
who value an inclusive or syncretic approach to spirituality. However, it also risks 
reinforcing a perception of blurred boundaries, where traditional religious 
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symbols appear to mix with those of other spiritual systems, potentially diluting 
or challenging the clarity of Christian teachings. 

In sum, the symbolic resemblance between “Luce’s” staff and the pagan Stang 
illustrates the delicate balance that religious institutions must navigate when 
adopting modernized or non-traditional imagery. For the Vatican, a mascot 
designed to engage the youth may unintentionally introduce associations with 
symbols from outside the Christian canon, which can lead to complex and 
conflicting interpretations. As the Church continues to adapt its messaging to 
reach new audiences, an awareness of the deeper connotations of symbolic 
elements like the forked staff is essential to maintain both the integrity of 
Christian symbols and the trust of traditional followers. By understanding the 
potential for unintended symbolic convergence, religious institutions can make 
more informed choices in their representations, ensuring that their messages 
resonate with clarity and fidelity to their core beliefs. 

 

Modern Religious Imagery and Cultural Sensitivity 

In an increasingly secular world, religious institutions like the Vatican face the 
challenge of remaining relevant to younger generations who are often more 
attuned to the language and aesthetics of pop culture than to traditional religious 
symbols. The Vatican’s introduction of "Luce" as a mascot for the Holy Year 2025 
exemplifies this effort to bridge the gap between faith and contemporary culture. 
However, this approach carries complex implications. By blending religious 
symbols with modern, culturally resonant imagery, the Vatican risks symbolic 
appropriation, misinterpretation, and alienation of its more conservative 
followers. This section explores the Vatican’s intentions, the broader implications 
of incorporating pop culture aesthetics into religious contexts, and the potential 
pitfalls of this approach. 

Appealing to Youth Culture Through Pop Culture Aesthetics 

The Vatican's decision to create a mascot like "Luce" stems from a desire to 
connect with a younger audience, a demographic that may not find traditional 
religious symbols and imagery immediately relatable. Pop culture has become a 
powerful language of its own, with specific visual styles, such as anime-inspired 



14 
 

characters, resonating deeply with youth around the world. By adopting a mascot 
that incorporates these stylistic elements, the Vatican aims to make faith more 
accessible and appealing, bridging the gap between ancient teachings and the 
digital age. “Luce” embodies a cheerful, approachable figure that feels at home in 
the same visual landscape as many children’s shows, online avatars, and gaming 
characters. The bright colors, simple lines, and friendly design signal openness, 
modernity, and inclusivity, qualities that the Vatican likely hopes will make 
Catholicism feel relevant to a generation raised in a media-rich environment. 

Yet, this attempt to modernize religious outreach has broader cultural 
implications. When religious institutions adopt secular and pop-cultural 
aesthetics, they tread a fine line between engagement and appropriation. While 
such a mascot might initially capture the attention of young people, it may also 
create confusion around the deeper religious meanings that the Church intends to 
convey. Visual elements from pop culture are often devoid of the spiritual or 
symbolic weight that accompanies religious icons, potentially diluting the 
intended message. In creating a mascot that resembles popular media characters, 
the Vatican risks reducing profound spiritual concepts to easily consumable, 
surface-level representations, which may resonate on a superficial level without 
inspiring a deeper connection to faith. 

Symbolic Appropriation and Dilution of Religious Symbols 

The incorporation of pop culture aesthetics into religious imagery raises 
important questions about symbolic appropriation and the potential dilution of 
sacred symbols. By borrowing stylistic elements commonly found in secular 
media, religious institutions may inadvertently strip religious symbols of their 
sacred meaning, turning them into symbols that are consumed and discarded like 
any other aspect of popular culture. Symbols that have traditionally represented 
complex theological ideas or spiritual truths may become flattened, their 
meanings transformed or misunderstood as they are absorbed into the broader 
visual language of contemporary media. 

For example, the forked staff carried by "Luce" may appear to young audiences as 
merely a fun, unique design feature, with no understanding of its potentially 
complex symbolism. However, for those aware of its possible resemblance to 
pagan symbols like the Stang, this element takes on a different connotation. What 
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might be intended as a symbol of guidance or guardianship could be 
reinterpreted through secular or occult lenses, especially in an era where cultural 
and spiritual symbols circulate freely and often acquire multiple, sometimes 
contradictory, meanings. 

Furthermore, symbolic appropriation may create unintended associations that 
obscure or alter the traditional messages embedded within religious symbols. In 
the case of "Luce," the name, meaning “light,” is rich with Christian connotations 
of divine guidance and purity. Yet, due to cultural overlaps, the name also evokes 
associations with Lucifer, historically called the “light bearer.” This association 
may be unintended, but it demonstrates how complex and fraught it can be to 
blend religious symbolism with secular aesthetics. By adopting imagery that 
resembles or references symbols from other traditions, the Vatican risks diluting 
the clarity of its message, inviting interpretations that may stray from traditional 
teachings. 

Such symbolic dilution can be especially problematic in a media landscape where 
images and icons are often disconnected from their original contexts, becoming 
empty vessels that viewers fill with their own interpretations. Religious symbols, 
which once conveyed profound, context-rich meanings, may become hollowed 
out as they circulate within a media environment that privileges speed, simplicity, 
and accessibility over depth. The Vatican’s intention to engage youth through 
familiar, modern imagery is understandable, but it also exposes the Church to the 
potential of losing control over how its symbols are understood and valued. 

Risk of Alienating Conservative and Traditional Followers 

While the Vatican’s attempt to modernize its outreach may appeal to younger 
audiences, it also risks alienating more conservative or traditional followers. 
These followers are likely to value the sanctity and continuity of religious symbols, 
seeing them as immutable representations of faith that should remain distinct 
from secular influences. For such individuals, the adoption of imagery that 
appears to blur the line between Christian symbols and those associated with 
paganism, occultism, or pop culture may feel like a betrayal of religious 
authenticity. A mascot like “Luce,” with its ambiguous symbolism and potential 
occult connotations, could be seen as diluting the Church’s message, 
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compromising the integrity of its teachings in an attempt to appeal to modern 
tastes. 

For traditional believers, religious symbols are not merely decorative or 
utilitarian; they carry profound spiritual significance. The staff, for example, has 
long been a symbol of pastoral care in Christianity, associated with the shepherd’s 
guidance and protection of the flock. A forked staff, however, evokes associations 
outside the Christian tradition, potentially invoking ideas of the occult or 
alternative spiritual practices. Conservative followers may view this as an 
unnecessary and troubling departure from orthodox iconography, interpreting it 
as a signal that the Church is compromising its values to accommodate secular 
society. In this context, the mascot’s design might create a sense of alienation, as 
it appears to disregard or overlook the importance of preserving the sanctity of 
religious symbols. 

Moreover, the name “Luce” may deepen the discomfort for some traditional 
Christians who associate the concept of “light bearing” with Lucifer, the fallen 
angel. Although "Luce" is intended as a symbol of divine light, the overlapping 
associations can create a sense of unease, particularly for those who see the 
Church’s mission as distinct from and opposed to esoteric or occult symbolism. 
This tension is heightened in an age when information about various spiritual 
traditions, symbols, and interpretations is widely accessible, making it easier for 
viewers to draw connections and make associations that the Vatican may not 
have intended. 

In striving to be culturally relevant, the Vatican faces a challenging balancing act. 
On one hand, engaging with pop culture aesthetics may help the Church connect 
with a younger, more secular audience, offering a pathway to understanding and 
participation. On the other, this approach may lead to a perception of 
compromise or syncretism, where sacred symbols are seen as blending with, or 
even adopting, elements from other belief systems. For conservative followers, 
this could be perceived as an erosion of religious identity, with the Church 
seemingly prioritizing outreach over theological integrity. 

Conclusion of Analysis 

The Vatican’s use of a modern mascot like “Luce” reflects a broader trend within 
religious institutions to engage with contemporary culture and make faith 
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accessible to new generations. However, the attempt to incorporate pop culture 
aesthetics into religious symbolism presents a set of complex challenges. While 
this approach may attract young people by presenting a relatable image, it also 
risks symbolic appropriation, dilution of sacred symbols, and alienation of 
traditional followers. The use of ambiguous imagery, like the forked staff, can lead 
to unintended associations that may confuse or conflict with established Christian 
teachings. 

This analysis underscores the importance of cultural sensitivity and awareness 
when adapting religious symbols for modern audiences. Religious institutions 
must consider not only the potential benefits of cultural relevance but also the 
deeper implications of altering or reinterpreting symbols that hold significant 
spiritual meaning. As the Vatican continues to explore ways to connect with 
youth, it may need to strike a careful balance, ensuring that the integrity and 
clarity of its message are preserved even as it adopts new forms of outreach. For 
faith to remain both relevant and respected, religious imagery must be employed 
with an understanding of its historical weight and spiritual resonance, preserving 
the depth and continuity that traditional believers value while adapting to the 
needs of contemporary culture. 

 

Psychological and Cultural Impact of Blurred Symbolic Boundaries 

The blending of sacred and secular, or even profane, symbols within religious 
contexts can have significant psychological and cultural repercussions. For 
believers, religious symbols are more than mere decorative elements; they are 
manifestations of deep-seated spiritual beliefs and serve as touchpoints for faith, 
trust, and connection to the divine. When religious institutions adopt imagery 
that mixes traditional religious symbols with pop culture aesthetics, occult 
references, or ambiguous design choices, it can affect how followers perceive the 
sanctity of those symbols, potentially leading to a sense of disorientation, 
mistrust, and even alienation. This section explores how blurred symbolic 
boundaries impact believers' perceptions, contribute to cultural desensitization or 
trivialization of the sacred, and generate psychological effects due to ambiguity in 
religious representation. 
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Blending of Sacred and Profane Symbols: Impact on Perceptions, Trust, and 
Faith 

Religious symbols serve as anchors of faith, linking believers to a larger spiritual 
narrative and reinforcing a shared understanding of their beliefs. When these 
symbols become ambiguous or are mixed with elements from secular culture, 
they can disrupt this narrative, creating confusion about the intended message 
and purpose of the imagery. For believers accustomed to clear and traditional 
representations, the introduction of mixed or modernized symbols, like the 
Vatican’s mascot "Luce," may come across as a departure from established 
norms, causing some to question the intentions behind these choices. This 
blending of sacred and secular can lead to a gradual erosion of trust, as it may 
appear that religious institutions are prioritizing cultural relevance over doctrinal 
integrity. 

For example, the use of a forked staff for “Luce” introduces a level of symbolic 
ambiguity that may be unsettling for those who view religious symbols as fixed 
representations of spiritual concepts. The forked staff resembles the Stang, a tool 
in pagan rituals, which can create associations with non-Christian or even occult 
practices. For traditional believers, seeing a symbol that appears to merge 
Christian and pagan elements may raise concerns about syncretism—the mixing 
of distinct religious beliefs or practices. This ambiguity can feel like a departure 
from the clear, unchanging messages that many expect from their faith. When 
religious institutions engage in this type of symbolic blending, they risk alienating 
followers who see such actions as an erosion of the distinctiveness that sets their 
faith apart from other worldviews. 

This blending of symbols may also affect faith on a deeper level by weakening the 
sacred aura of religious symbols. If a religious symbol begins to resemble 
something from secular or occult traditions, it may no longer feel as spiritually 
“safe” or as intimately connected to the divine. Believers may start to question 
whether these symbols still hold the same power and meaning, or if they have 
been co-opted by cultural trends. This sense of disconnection from traditionally 
sacred symbols can create a rift in the believer's perception of their faith, 
potentially diminishing the sense of trust and reverence they once held. Over 
time, the repeated blending of religious symbols with secular elements can 
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contribute to a gradual erosion of faith, as the lines between the sacred and the 
secular become increasingly blurred. 

Cultural Desensitization and Trivialization of Sacred Symbols 

In a society saturated with media, where symbols and imagery are constantly 
repurposed, religious symbols face the risk of becoming part of the broader 
landscape of consumer culture. When religious institutions incorporate pop 
culture aesthetics or secular elements into their symbolism, it can lead to cultural 
desensitization, where sacred symbols lose their spiritual significance and become 
seen as mere aesthetic or design elements. This desensitization occurs because 
these symbols are encountered in contexts outside of their traditional religious 
settings, causing them to blend into the visual landscape of everyday life rather 
than standing out as profound representations of faith. 

For instance, the use of a bright, cartoonish character like “Luce” as a Vatican 
mascot may make religious imagery more accessible and appealing to a young 
audience, but it also risks trivializing the deeper spiritual meanings behind 
religious symbols. A mascot that resembles popular anime or gaming characters 
may cause sacred symbols to be perceived as “cool” or “fun,” but at the cost of 
reducing their complexity and depth. When sacred symbols are trivialized in this 
way, they may come to be viewed as interchangeable with any other pop culture 
imagery, weakening their spiritual authority and significance. For followers, 
especially younger ones, this trivialization may lead to a perception that religious 
symbols are no different from any other brand or icon in consumer culture, 
ultimately diminishing the reverence with which these symbols are traditionally 
held. 

This process of desensitization also impacts the broader cultural understanding of 
religious symbols. As sacred imagery is incorporated into popular culture, it 
becomes more difficult for society to recognize and respect the sanctity of these 
symbols. The more frequently religious symbols are encountered in secular 
contexts, the less likely they are to inspire the same feelings of awe, reverence, or 
devotion they once did. Instead, they may come to represent a kind of “spiritual 
wallpaper,” a backdrop that lacks the potency to invoke spiritual reflection or 
transformation. For traditional believers, this cultural shift can feel disheartening, 
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as it implies a world in which the sacred is no longer set apart, but rather 
absorbed into the mundane and commodified. 

Psychological Effects of Ambiguity in Religious Representation 

The psychological effects of ambiguous or mixed symbolism in religious 
representation are profound, especially for those who regard religious symbols as 
culturally or spiritually charged. Ambiguity in religious imagery can lead to 
cognitive dissonance, a psychological state of discomfort that arises when 
individuals are confronted with conflicting information or interpretations. For 
example, a believer may feel disturbed or conflicted upon seeing a religious 
symbol like a forked staff that resembles both a Christian pastoral tool and a 
pagan ritual object. This ambiguity challenges the believer’s internal 
categorization of what is “holy” versus what is “profane,” creating an internal 
conflict that can undermine their sense of spiritual certainty. 

This psychological dissonance can lead to feelings of alienation or 
disenfranchisement among those who expect religious symbols to convey clear, 
unambiguous meanings. For believers who hold these symbols as sacred, 
ambiguity can provoke anxiety or distrust, as it appears that their faith’s most 
cherished symbols are being altered or reinterpreted in ways that feel unfamiliar 
or threatening. This sense of ambiguity can weaken their emotional attachment 
to these symbols, reducing their ability to provide comfort, guidance, and 
connection to the divine. Over time, the repeated experience of encountering 
ambiguous religious imagery may lead to a decline in spiritual engagement, as the 
symbols that once fostered a sense of closeness to God now evoke uncertainty or 
discomfort. 

Additionally, the use of ambiguous religious symbols can have implications for 
identity formation, particularly among younger believers who are still shaping 
their understanding of faith. For many young people, religious symbols serve as 
anchors that help them form a coherent religious identity and worldview. When 
these symbols become ambiguous or start to blend with secular or occult 
elements, it can create confusion around what their faith truly represents. This 
confusion can hinder young believers’ ability to form a stable religious identity, 
leading to a fragmented or superficial connection to their faith. Rather than 
seeing religious symbols as distinct representations of a specific belief system, 
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they may begin to view them as flexible or interchangeable, which can diminish 
their commitment to traditional religious practices and teachings. 

In a broader sense, the ambiguity in religious representation introduced by 
blended symbols like "Luce" reflects a cultural shift towards syncretism, where 
multiple belief systems and symbols coexist and interact. While this approach 
might foster inclusivity and dialogue, it also risks diluting the distinctiveness of 
each tradition, leading to a loss of clarity and purpose in religious practice. For 
believers, this ambiguity may undermine the sense of security and clarity that 
religious symbols have historically provided, leaving them adrift in a landscape 
where the lines between the sacred and the secular are increasingly blurred. 

Conclusion of Analysis 

The blending of sacred and secular symbols in religious contexts can have 
profound psychological and cultural impacts, affecting how believers perceive, 
trust, and connect with their faith. As religious institutions adopt modernized 
imagery to appeal to contemporary audiences, they risk unintentionally 
desensitizing followers to the sanctity of these symbols, potentially leading to a 
loss of reverence and understanding. The ambiguity introduced by these blurred 
boundaries can create cognitive dissonance, alienation, and confusion, 
particularly among those who view religious symbols as essential to their spiritual 
and cultural identity. 

To navigate this complex terrain, religious institutions must carefully consider the 
psychological and cultural ramifications of their symbolic choices. Maintaining 
clarity and respect for traditional symbols, while thoughtfully engaging with 
contemporary culture, can help preserve the integrity of religious teachings while 
ensuring that they remain accessible and meaningful to modern audiences. 
Through an awareness of the potential consequences of blurred symbolic 
boundaries, religious leaders can foster a renewed appreciation for the sacred, 
ensuring that religious symbols continue to inspire trust, reverence, and spiritual 
connection for generations to come. 
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Conclusion 

In an era where cultural and religious symbols are increasingly intertwined, the 
Vatican’s mascot “Luce” exemplifies the complex and often unintended 
consequences of using ambiguous, multi-layered symbols in religious contexts. 
This paper has explored how unintentional symbolic overlap—such as the 
resemblance between “Luce’s” forked staff and the Stang from pagan traditions—
can lead to conflicting interpretations and a blurring of boundaries between the 
sacred and the secular. While the Vatican likely intended “Luce” to serve as a 
bridge to younger audiences, making faith more accessible through familiar, pop 
culture-inspired imagery, this approach has also introduced ambiguity that could 
impact believers’ perceptions, trust, and connection to traditional symbols of 
their faith. 

One of the primary findings of this analysis is the potential for such overlapping 
symbolism to lead to confusion, alienation, and even mistrust among believers, 
especially those who hold traditional religious symbols as sacrosanct. The 
blending of sacred and secular imagery can weaken the distinctiveness of religious 
symbols, diluting their spiritual significance and contributing to a sense of 
desensitization. As symbols like “Luce” become more common in modern 
religious outreach, there is a risk that these symbols will no longer be perceived 
as exclusive manifestations of faith. Instead, they may be seen as interchangeable 
with other pop culture symbols, reducing their ability to inspire reverence or 
provide spiritual guidance. 

The societal implications of using ambiguous or multi-layered symbols in religious 
contexts extend beyond individual belief systems. When religious institutions 
adopt imagery that incorporates elements from secular or even occult traditions, 
they contribute to a cultural environment where the boundaries between 
religious and secular, sacred and profane, become increasingly indistinct. This 
blurring can foster a form of cultural relativism where all symbols are seen as 
equally malleable and devoid of fixed meaning. While this trend might foster 
inclusivity, it also risks eroding the unique identities of distinct religious traditions. 
The rise of syncretism—where symbols and practices from different belief 
systems merge—may appeal to those seeking a more universal spirituality, but it 
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can also lead to a weakening of the cultural and spiritual coherence that 
traditionally anchors religious communities. 

Given these challenges, religious institutions must navigate a delicate balance 
between cultural relevance and symbolic integrity. While it is important to engage 
with modern audiences, especially younger generations, there is also a need to 
protect the sanctity of religious symbols and maintain their spiritual clarity. To 
this end, religious institutions should consider the following recommendations: 

1. Maintain Symbolic Clarity: Religious symbols should be chosen and 
designed with a clear understanding of their historical, theological, and 
cultural connotations. By ensuring that symbols retain their traditional 
meanings, institutions can prevent unintended associations that might 
confuse or alienate followers. Any adaptations should be carefully 
considered to ensure they align with the core tenets of the faith. 

2. Be Culturally Aware and Sensitive: Institutions should conduct thorough 
research into the potential meanings and associations of any symbols they 
introduce, particularly if they resemble symbols from other religious or 
cultural traditions. Awareness of how symbols are perceived across 
different cultural contexts can help prevent unintended overlap or 
misinterpretation. For example, understanding the implications of using a 
forked staff similar to the Stang could allow religious leaders to consider 
alternative designs that would avoid evoking non-Christian associations. 

3. Encourage Open Dialogue: As symbols evolve and take on new meanings, 
religious institutions can benefit from engaging in open discussions with 
their communities about the purpose and significance of any new imagery. 
By providing clear explanations for design choices and addressing potential 
concerns, religious leaders can foster trust and transparency, helping 
followers understand the intent behind symbols that may initially seem 
unfamiliar or ambiguous. 

4. Respect the Distinctiveness of Religious Symbols: In the effort to appeal to 
modern culture, institutions should be mindful of not compromising the 
distinctiveness that makes religious symbols powerful and sacred. Rather 
than blending sacred symbols with secular aesthetics, religious 
organizations might consider preserving and highlighting the uniqueness of 
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these symbols, emphasizing the depth and history they represent. This 
approach not only respects tradition but also helps educate newer 
generations about the profound meanings embedded in religious imagery. 

5. Consider Alternative Forms of Engagement: While symbolic 
modernizations like mascots may seem effective for reaching youth, 
religious institutions might explore other forms of engagement that do not 
require altering sacred symbols. Educational programs, interactive 
experiences, or digital platforms could offer meaningful ways to connect 
with younger audiences without modifying the symbols that have 
historically represented their faith. 

In conclusion, the Vatican’s use of “Luce” illustrates both the opportunities and 
challenges inherent in adapting religious symbols to fit a modern, culturally 
diverse world. As religious institutions strive to remain relevant, they must be 
careful not to sacrifice the depth and clarity of their symbols for the sake of 
accessibility. By remaining aware of the potential for symbolic misinterpretation, 
these institutions can better preserve the sanctity of their symbols while still 
engaging with contemporary culture. Ultimately, the path forward lies in a 
thoughtful approach that respects both the historical integrity of religious 
symbols and the need for meaningful connections with a new generation of 
believers. Through such an approach, religious institutions can maintain the 
power of their symbols to inspire faith, trust, and reverence in an ever-changing 
world. 
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