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ABSTRACT

Sunlight carried an extensive tapestry of significance in Mithraism,
indicating divine strength, illumination, spiritual rebirth, and ethical
instruction. It was a deep metaphor for the riddles of life, death, and the
search for heavenly understanding, not just a physical phenomenon. With
its sophisticated rituals and symbolic language, the Mithraic Mysteries
employed sunlight as a potent tool to transmit spiritual concepts and assist
initiates on their transformational journey from the dark into the bright
light of Mithras. While Mithraism’s exact practices have mostly gone
into history, the symbolic importance of sunshine in this ancient religion
remains brilliant in religious studies, shedding light on the continuing
human yearning for spiritual illumination and enlightenment. One of
the most prominent and recurring symbols in Mithraism was sunlight,
which held deep symbolic meaning for its practitioners. In this paper, we
will explore the significance of sunlight in Mithraism, examining how it
represented various aspects of this enigmatic faith. This study investigates
the symbolic meaning of sunshine in the context of Mithraism, examining
its various interpretations and functions in this mysterious faith’s spiritual
and intellectual landscape.
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1. Introduction

Mithraism, also known as the “Mithraic Mysteries,” is a religious cult worshipping Mithras, a deity
linked to the sun and heavenly forces (Cumont, 2018). In Mithraism, sunlight was revered as the source
of all life. Mithras is often depicted as emerging from a rock, holding a dagger and a torch, with
rays of sunlight around. This imagery symbolises the birth of life from the primal rock, with sunlight
representing the divine force that sustains all existence.

The metaphorical meaning of sunlight in Mithraism is a topic of significant interest and dispute
among researchers. To grasp its significance, it is necessary to investigate the context in which it was
used and the layers of symbolism surrounding it (Britannica, n.d.). The belief in Mithras as a sun deity
is central to Mithraism. Because the sun is a strong and life-giving energy, it has long been cherished as
a symbol of divine power and enlightenment. Mithras frequently represented fighting a bull in Mithraic
imagery and are strongly associated with the sun’s energy and its role in the life-death cycle (Persoons,
2023).

Sunlight also symbolized knowledge and enlightenment in Mithraism. Mithraic initiates, known as
mystai, believed that through their devotion and rituals, they could attain a higher level of understand-
ing and insight. With its penetrating and illuminating qualities, sunlight served as a metaphor for the
enlightenment that awaited those who pursued the mysteries of the faith.

2. The Mithraic Grades

The Mithraic Mysteries had a unique system of initiation that consisted of seven separate classes,
each having significant symbolic implications and rites. This section dives into the Mithraic grades,
investigating their significance in Mithraism and their function in taking initiates through a transfor-
mational spiritual journey. The seven classes are detailed, from lowest to greatest, and their symbolic
significance. Mithraism, a mysterious and restricted Roman mystery religion focused on worshiping
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the deity Mithras, provided its followers with a systematic route of spiritual growth through seven
distinct degrees. These degrees were an important part of Mithraic initiation, each one representing a
symbolic step of spiritual progress.

Corax, the first grade, represented the first level of spiritual awareness. This initiator level was
considered novices, marking their entrance into the Mithraic mysteries. The raven, frequently con-
nected with darkness, functioned as a symbol for the unenlightened soul in search of heavenly
understanding. Advancing to the Nymphus grade marked the transition from spiritual darkness to
a deeper understanding. Initiates at this stage were seen as spiritual youths, symbolizing growth and
maturation. This grade emphasized purity and the beginnings of a deeper connection with Mithras.
The Nymphus grade indicated the passage from spiritual darkness to greater comprehension. Initially,
initiates were viewed as spiritual youngsters, representing development and maturation. This grade
emphasised purity and the start of a closer relationship with Mithras. In the Miles grade, initiates
were compared to soldiers to symbolise their dedication to the Mithraic cause. This stage signified
perseverance and bravery in the face of adversity. This stage signified perseverance and bravery in the
face of adversity.

As they approached the inner secrets, initiates were urged to show strength and tenacity. The Leo
zodiac sign represented boldness and power. At this level, initiates were supposed to confront and
overcome their anxieties, much like a lion confronting its opponents. It was a huge stride forward
regarding spiritual mastery and inner power. The lion’s association with the sun was significant in
Mithraism, a religion with solar solid attributes. The lion’s majestic and radiant nature paralleled the
symbolism of the sun, reinforcing the belief in cosmic order and the divine power of light over darkness.
This connection between the lion and the sun emphasized the celestial aspects of Mithraism.

Advancement to the Persian grade demonstrated a growing grasp of Mithraism’s Persian roots.
Initiates were urged to engage with the religion’s historic Persian traditions. This stage focused on
knowledge and wisdom. The Heliodromus grade was strongly tied with the sun, with initiates being
referred to as “sun-runners”. At this point, the initiate was ready to accept Mithras’ heavenly light
fully. They were supposed to be enlightened by the sun god’s wisdom and might. Pater, to the highest
degree, represented the pinnacle of Mithraic initiation. Initiates who achieved this level were said to
have been reincarnated, having acquired spiritual perfection and oneness with Mithras. The Pater was
regarded as a spiritual parent, helping others to enlightenment.

The Mithraic grades provided initiates with a systematic and symbolic framework for progressing
through stages of spiritual development, each filled with profound meaning and transformational
potential. Individuals progressed spiritually from lower to higher grades, mirroring the ascension from
darkness to divine enlightenment. While the specifics of Mithraism have largely passed into history,
the symbolism of the seven Mithraic degrees lives on in the annals of ancient religious traditions,
illuminating the desire for spiritual progress and enlightenment.

3. The Radiant Divinity: Exploring the Sun Deity in Ancient Religions

With its life-giving light, the Sun has held a central place in the spiritual and religious beliefs of
diverse cultures throughout history. It has inspired awe and reverence as one of the most universally
visible celestial objects. This section delves into the concept of the Sun deity in various ancient religions,
shedding light on the significance and symbolism attributed to this celestial body across different
civilizations.

Zoroastrianism and Mithraism share notions and spiritual similarities, representing the rich fabric
of religious beliefs that arose in ancient Persia. While these two faiths had separate practices and beliefs,
they also had fundamental similarities, most likely inspired by their period and place of origin’s cultural
and historical environment. Understanding Zoroastrianism and Mithraism via these intersections
provides insights into the ancient world’s complex and interrelated history of religious thinking.

Zoroastrianism (Boyce, 1975) and Mithraism, two ancient religious traditions that arose in the
same geographical location, provide an intriguing junction of spiritual ideas and related conceptions.
This section delves into the key reciprocal notions these two religions share, offering insight into the
influences and links that produced their theological landscapes. The reverence of light, cosmic dualism,
and ethical ideals are investigated as key areas of convergence to reveal the rich tapestry of concepts
that led to the formation of both religions.

Zoroastrianism (Rose, 2014) and Mithraism, a mystery religion centred on worshiping Mithras,
shared a historical and cultural setting in the Persian Empire. Because of this proximity, reciprocal
conceptions and spiritual similarities arose, which fascinate historians and fans alike.

The venetration of light is central to Zoroastrianism, as Ahura Mazda represents the ultimate god
commonly connected with the sun. Light represents heavenly knowledge, purity, and the never-ending
struggle against darkness and evil. Mithraism emphasises light, with Mithras himself being a sun deity.

Vol 3 | Issue 6 | November 2023 2



Azimi Sunlight in the Mirror of Mithraism

Mithraic ceremonies were frequently performed in underground chambers (mithraea) lit by a central
lamp, symbolising the triumph of light over darkness.

The dual worldview of Zoroastrianism is noted for positing the perpetual fight between Ahura
Mazda (the deity of righteousness, light, and truth) and Angra Mainyu (or Ahriman, the god of
darkness and deception). This cosmic contradiction shapes the moral and ethical foundation of faith.
While not as blatantly dualistic as Zoroastrianism, Mithraism recognises the interaction of cosmic
forces, with Mithras embodying the forces of light and virtue and Chaos and Darkness. Mithraic
symbols and rites reflect this dualistic contradiction.

Zoroastrianism places a high value on ethical behaviour and pursuing suitable activities. The moral
code of the faith, reflected in concepts like “Good Thoughts, Good Words, Good Deeds”, corresponds
with the overarching purpose of contributing to the triumph of good over evil. Mithraism encourages
ethical living by encouraging initiates to live virtuous lives marked by discipline, courage, and
honesty. The Mithraic degrees represent the spiritual quest for moral refinement and enlightenment.
Zoroastrianism involves fire and giving ceremonies that symbolise cleansing and spiritual development.
The fire altar is fundamental to the Zoroastrian religion. Mithraism is notable for its symbolic rites,
such as the tauroctony, which may reflect the cosmic sacrifice required for life’s regeneration and the
victory of light (see Fig. 1).

The ancient Egyptians venerated the Sun as Ra, the supreme creator god and the source of all life. Ra
was often depicted as a powerful falcon-headed deity. The Sun’s daily journey across the sky was seen
as Ra’s journey through the underworld at night, symbolizing death and rebirth. Temples dedicated to
Ra, such as the Karnak Temple in Luxor, were built to align with the Sun’s movement, emphasizing its
importance in their religious practices.

In Hinduism, the Sun is personified as Surya, the god of the Sun, who rides a chariot across the sky.
Surya is a symbol of illumination but also of knowledge and enlightenment. The Gayatri Mantra, one
of the most sacred hymns in Hinduism, is dedicated to Surya and is recited by millions of Hindus daily,
emphasizing the Sun’s spiritual significance.

The ancient Mesoamerican civilizations, including the Aztecs and Maya, worshipped the Sun as a
deity. In Aztec mythology, Huitzilopochtli was the Sun god and the patron deity of the Aztecs. He
was associated with war and sacrifice, and his temple, Templo Mayor, was positioned to align with the
rising Sun during important ceremonies. Similarly, the Maya civilization revered Kinich Ahau as the
Sun god and his presence was crucial in their agricultural and calendrical rituals.

In Norse mythology, the Sun is personified as Sol, a goddess who rides a chariot through the sky. Her
brother, Mani, is the personification of the Moon. The Norse people believed Sol was chased by the
wolf Skoll, symbolizing the inevitable eclipse or darkness. This mythological tale reflects the cyclical
nature of day and night in the Norse worldview.

In Greek mythology, Helios was the god of the Sun, often depicted as driving a chariot across the sky.
In Roman mythology, Sol was the Sun god, and his worship was closely linked with the official state
religion. The Roman Emperor Aurelian even established a new cult of Sol Invictus (the Unconquered
Sun) to emphasize the Sun’s role in maintaining the empire’s prosperity.

Fig. 1. The slaying of the bull (“Tauroctony”, 2023, Tauroctony, 2023).

Vol 3 | Issue 6 | November 2023 3



Sunlight in the Mirror of Mithraism Azimi

The concept of a Sun deity played a significant role in various ancient religions, symbolizing life,
light, and divinity. These deities were not only celestial beings but also cultural and spiritual icons that
influenced daily life, rituals, and societal structures. The universal reverence for the Sun across different
civilizations reflects humanity’s profound connection to the natural world and the awe-inspiring forces
that shape our existence.

4. Illuminating Mysteries

Mithraism strongly believed in the cosmic order and the role of celestial forces in shaping human
destiny. As a celestial body, the sun was seen as a powerful force that influenced the course of events on
Earth. Devotees of Mithras believed that by aligning themselves with the sun and its cycles, they could
tap into this cosmic energy and achieve harmony. Sunlight in Mithraism also represented a triumph
over darkness and evil. Mithras was often depicted slaying a bull, a scene known as the “tauroctony”.
This act was seen as a cosmic battle between light and darkness, with Mithras representing the
conquering force of light. In this context, sunlight symbolised the ultimate victory of good over
evil. Mithra is frequently represented as a solar deity, representing the sun’s life-giving and purifying
properties. Mithraism, also known as the “Mithraic Mysteries”, was a religious cult worshipping
Mithras, a deity linked to the sun and heavenly energies. The metaphorical meaning of sunlight in
Mithraism is a topic of significant interest and dispute among researchers. To grasp its significance, it
is necessary to investigate the context in which it was used and the layers of symbolism surrounding it.

The belief in Mithras as a sun deity is central to Mithraism. As a strong and life-giving force, the
sun was adored as a symbol of divine might and enlightenment. Mithras, who is frequently represented
fighting a bull in Mithraic art, is strongly associated with the sun’s energy and its role in the life-death
cycle.

Mithraic initiation ceremonies centred on the notion of moving from darkness to light. Initiates
would go through seven degrees or stages, representing the soul’s elevation to divine knowledge. The
ultimate objective was to achieve the highest degree, known as “Pater,” at which point the initiate
would be reborn into a new spiritual existence bathed in Mithras’ light, commonly represented as the
rising sun.

Sunlight was a physical source of lighting in Mithraism and a powerful symbol of knowledge,
truth, and spiritual enlightenment. It symbolised the transformation from ignorance to enlightenment,
echoing the initiate’s path. Seeing the rising sun during Mithraic ceremonies was analogous to the birth
of divinely bestowed wisdom. Mithraism placed a premium on cosmic order and harmony. The sun was
considered an embodiment of this cosmic order, a sign of regularity and predictability in the natural
world. Its daily rising and setting echoed life, death, and rebirth cycles, confirming the Mithraic belief
that the soul is everlasting nature.

5. Conclusion

Mithraism is a pre-Zoroastrian religious system centred on worshiping Mithra, an Iranian god linked
with different features such as the sun, justice, contracts, and battle. Sunlight is a major and repeating
motif among its numerous metaphorical aspects. The theme of transitioning from darkness to light was
central to the Mithraic initiation ceremonies. Initiates would proceed through seven degrees or levels,
symbolising the soul’s ascension to divine insight. The ultimate objective was to attain the highest grade,
known as “Pater”, when the beginner would experience being reborn into an entirely fresh spiritual life
bathed in Mithras’ light, frequently depicted by the rising sun.

In Mithraism, sunlight held multifaceted symbolic significance. It represented the source of life,
knowledge, cosmic order, and victory over darkness. The worship of Mithras and the veneration
of sunlight played a central role in its adherents’ religious and spiritual lives. Although Mithraism
eventually declined with the rise of Christianity, its symbolism continues to intrigue scholars and
enthusiasts alike, offering a glimpse into the profound mysteries of this ancient faith.
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