
the old rugged cross history
The old rugged cross history is a fascinating journey through time, connecting the deep-rooted
Christian faith with the enduring symbols of sacrifice, redemption, and hope. This powerful symbol,
often depicted in art, music, and literature, has transcended generations, representing the central
message of Christianity: the crucifixion of Jesus Christ and the promise of salvation. In this article, we
will explore the origins of the old rugged cross, its significance in Christian theology, and its cultural
impact throughout history.

Origins of the Cross Symbol

The cross as a symbol of Christianity has its roots in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, which is one of the
most pivotal events in Christian belief. The Roman Empire used crucifixion as a form of execution,
primarily for slaves, revolutionaries, and the most dangerous criminals. However, the crucifixion of
Jesus transformed this instrument of death into a powerful emblem of faith.

The Historical Context

- Roman Crucifixion: Crucifixion was a common method of execution in the Roman Empire,
characterized by the public display of the condemned. It was designed to serve as a deterrent to
others.
- Jesus’ Execution: Jesus was crucified around 30-33 AD under the orders of Pontius Pilate, a Roman
governor. His death is viewed by Christians as a sacrifice for humanity’s sins.
- Early Christian Symbolism: After the resurrection, early Christians began to use the cross as a
symbol of their faith. It served to remind followers of Christ's suffering and the hope of eternal life.

The Development of the Old Rugged Cross Theme

The phrase "old rugged cross" particularly gained prominence in the 20th century, but its roots can be
traced back to earlier Christian traditions. The cross became a symbol not only of suffering but also of
the love and sacrifice of Jesus.

Literary and Artistic Representations

The cross has been depicted in countless works of art, literature, and music throughout history. Some
key representations include:

1. Art: Early Christian art frequently depicted the crucifixion, focusing on the suffering of Christ. In
contrast, Renaissance art often emphasized the glory of the resurrected Christ.
2. Hymns and Songs: The phrase "old rugged cross" became widely known through hymns like "The
Old Rugged Cross," written by George Bennard in 1912. This hymn encapsulates the emotional and



spiritual significance of the cross.
3. Literature: Many Christian authors have referenced the cross in their works, using it as a symbol of
hope, redemption, and faith.

The Old Rugged Cross Hymn

One of the most notable contributions to the legacy of the old rugged cross is the hymn "The Old
Rugged Cross." Written by George Bennard, this hymn has become a staple in Christian worship and a
poignant reminder of Christ's sacrifice.

George Bennard and His Inspiration

- Background: George Bennard was born in 1873 in Hillsdale, Michigan. He became a Methodist
minister and was deeply influenced by his faith and experiences.
- The Writing Process: The hymn was penned during a time of spiritual struggle for Bennard. He aimed
to express the beauty of the cross and its significance in Christian life.
- Themes: The hymn reflects themes of suffering, redemption, and the hope of eternal life. It
resonates with believers as a reminder of the ultimate sacrifice made by Jesus.

Theological Significance of the Old Rugged Cross

The old rugged cross holds profound theological significance within Christianity. It embodies key
doctrines that are central to the faith.

Key Theological Concepts

1. Atonement: The cross represents the atonement for sin. Christians believe that Jesus’ death paid
the penalty for humanity’s transgressions.
2. Redemption: The old rugged cross symbolizes the redemption of believers. It signifies the
possibility of a restored relationship between God and humanity.
3. Hope and Resurrection: The cross is not only a symbol of death but also of hope. The resurrection
of Jesus three days after his crucifixion assures believers of eternal life.

Cultural Impact of the Old Rugged Cross

The old rugged cross has had a significant influence on culture, shaping not only religious practices
but also art, literature, and social movements.



Influence on Art and Music

- Visual Art: The image of the cross has inspired countless artists, leading to masterpieces that evoke
deep emotional responses. From medieval depictions to modern interpretations, the cross remains a
powerful symbol.
- Musical Adaptations: Beyond Bennard’s hymn, various artists across genres have created music
inspired by the old rugged cross, reflecting its significance in contemporary worship and personal
faith.

Social Movements

Throughout history, the cross has also been a symbol of hope and liberation in various social
movements. It has inspired:

- Civil Rights Movement: Activists often used Christian imagery, including the cross, to advocate for
justice and equality.
- Charitable Work: Many organizations have adopted the symbol of the cross in their missions,
emphasizing the Christian call to serve others.

Modern Interpretations and Legacy

In contemporary society, the old rugged cross continues to be a powerful symbol within and outside
the church. Its message resonates with both the faithful and those searching for meaning.

Contemporary Worship and Expression

- Church Services: Many churches incorporate the imagery of the cross in their decorations, sermons,
and worship practices, reminding congregants of its significance.
- Artistic Expressions: Modern artists continue to explore the themes associated with the old rugged
cross, creating works that challenge and inspire.

Conclusion

The history of the old rugged cross is a testament to its enduring power as a symbol of faith, sacrifice,
and hope. From its origins in the crucifixion of Jesus to its representation in art, music, and culture,
the old rugged cross has left an indelible mark on the Christian faith and the world at large. As
believers continue to reflect on its significance, the message of the cross remains as relevant today
as it was over two thousand years ago, offering a message of redemption and hope to all who seek it.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of 'The Old Rugged Cross' in
Christian music?
The Old Rugged Cross is a significant hymn written by George Bennard in 1913, symbolizing the
Christian faith's emphasis on sacrifice and redemption. Its poignant lyrics reflect the deep emotional
connection many Christians have to the cross as a symbol of Jesus' suffering and love.

Who wrote 'The Old Rugged Cross' and what inspired him?
George Bennard, a Methodist minister, wrote 'The Old Rugged Cross' in 1913. He was inspired by his
personal struggles and the concept of the cross as a place of hope and salvation, which he wanted to
convey through the hymn.

How has 'The Old Rugged Cross' impacted modern Christian
worship?
The Old Rugged Cross has had a profound impact on modern Christian worship, often being included
in church services and revivals. Its themes of sacrifice and redemption resonate with congregations,
making it a staple in hymnals and a source of comfort for many believers.

What are some notable recordings or performances of 'The
Old Rugged Cross'?
Notable recordings of 'The Old Rugged Cross' include versions by artists such as Alan Jackson, Johnny
Cash, and the Gaither Vocal Band. These renditions have helped to keep the hymn alive in
contemporary Christian music and introduce it to new generations.

In what ways has 'The Old Rugged Cross' been used in popular
culture?
The Old Rugged Cross has been referenced and used in various forms of popular culture, including
films, television shows, and literature, often to evoke themes of faith, hope, and redemption. Its
enduring message continues to resonate beyond religious contexts.
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