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The Dove and the Holy Spirit: A Symbolic Interpretation in the Bible

Janice Wei-Ying Wang ( = 45)
The Graduate Institute of Religious Studies
National Chengchi University

The Holy Spirit is frequently referred to in symbols in the Protestant Bible. Among
those, a dove is undoubtedly the most representative of the symbols of the Holy Spirit.
This thesis tries to answer two questions: Why the authors of the four Gospels used a
dove as the symbol for the Holy Spirit? As a symbol for the Holy Spirit, what is the
dove's specific significance? This is introduced in Chapter one.

According to the theory of hermeneutics of W. Randolph Tate, Chapter two of this
thesis interprets this symbol from three dimensions: The World Behind the Text, The
World Within the Text and The World in Front of the Text. Chapter three looks for its
footstep in the ancient world, beginning from Mesopotamia - the Sumer Goddess
Inanna, also called Ishtar in Babylonia. She became the Syrian and Canaanite
Goddess Astarte. In Crete there was Dove-Goddess, and ancient Greek people
worshipped Aphrodite. These Goddesses and doves are intimately associated. The
dove was also the bird of choice for omens. Amazingly, even the priestesses who
announced Zeus' oracles were called "doves".

Chapter four studies doves' images in the Bible, including Prophet Jonah (His name
means "dove"). Chapter five discusses the concept of the Holy Spirit in the Bible and
in the time between two Testaments.

Chapter six compares the other symbols of the Holy Spirit in the Bible with dove. The
dove was a unique "emblem of affection”. From all the discovery and studies in the
previous chapters the thesis attempts to portrait a conclusive religious image of doves
in the ancient world. Chapter seven concludes the thesis in line with the interpretative
theory of three approaches done in the previous chapters. To conclude, in search for
symbols for the Holy Spirit, doves are the best choice of the authors of the four
Gospels. Doves are messengers, symbolizing and delivering the wisdom of God to
the world, at the same time conveying the love from the Holy Spirit.
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