
Considering the ancient runes, why and how  

1 Corinthians 9:20-22:  And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to 

them that are under the law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law; To 

them that are without law, as without law, (being not without law to God, but under the law to 

Christ,) that I might gain them that are without law.  To the weak became I as weak, that I might 

gain the weak: I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save some. 

While the issue of “being under the law” is a theological one, it is also a cultural one, hence the 

common mis-citing of this text as “Paul was a Jew to the Jews, a Greek to the Greeks.” Culture 

must be considered in both understanding the Gospel and in communicating the Gospel.  To 

“gain” those of different cultures requires understanding their culture sufficiently to communicate 

the Gospel, not only to “explain” the Gospel, but to present the Gospel in such a way that they 

are “won.”   This requires the use of aspects of the culture of those we intend to win for Christ.  

Cultural aspects which must be considered include language, art, history, pre-existing religious 

and philosophical views, social and economic structures, as well as many more. 

When Christian missionaries came from the Mediterranean world to the north and west of 

Europe with their Hebrew based religion, Greek based philosophical approaches and Latin 

language, they had to address a wide range of cultural issues.  The runes were part of that 

culture and the Christians use and adaptation runes engaged the culture in the cultural areas of 

language, art, and history.  

In today’s First Half, we will discuss the evidence we have regarding runes, the history of the 

Christian interaction with runes, including linguistic and artistic expression, how the uses of 

runes provide us with evidence of Christian impacts to European culture and how the history of 

the use of runes has itself impacted the interaction of Christianity with later cultural 

developments in Europe and North America.  

 

This will necessarily require some discussions of the way runes are described and studied 

(which are themselves cultural artifacts).  Hopefully this is at least a bit engaging.   We will 

discuss the range of purposes for which runes were used over the previous 2000 years.  We will 

look at a variety of artifacts which represent the Christian uses of runes, including examples 

such as:  

The Franks Casket, which includes text in both runes and Roman letters with imagery from 

Jewish history, the visitation of the Magi and Norther European folklore,  

The Ruthwell Cross, with text from the “Dream of the Rood” in runes,  

The Jelling Stone with its announcement that King Harald “Made the Danes Christian,” and 

The writings of J.R.R. Tolkien, which helped secular people believe in the transcendent.         

We will also consider the historic uses of runes for purely secular purposes, and, sadly, for 

superstitious, nationalistic, and racist purposes.  



Some Significant Rune Rows  

 

Early inscriptions (c. 50–750) Elder Futhark (Proto-Norse, Proto-Germanic, Gothic, Alemannic, Old High 

German)  

      U                               S 

F u ê È × K G W : H n I J § P · á : t b E M l Á D O 
f   u   þ   a  r  k   g  w      h   n  I   j   ï   p  z/R  s       t   b   e   m l   ñ   d   o 

 

Anglo-Saxon and Frisian inscriptions (c. 500–1000) Futhorc (Old English, Old Frisian)                                                 

                                                 h                                                    

FU ê Æ r ½ G W ¥ n I Ã § P · s t b E M l Å D O ‚ È (ó  ù ¡ ö ® § Î) 
f   u  þ  o  r    c   g  w  h  n  i   j   §   p   X   s   t   b   e  m   l   ñ   d  œ  a  æ    y  ä  G   k   K   q  st 

 

Viking-Age Norse inscriptions (c. 750–1100) Younger Futhark/Futhąrk (Old Norse) 

 
A. Long-branch (Danish) 

       Ê                        ò 

F u d o Ö k : h n I a s : t ‡ m l z (ye g)  
f     u þ   â   r k        h  n   i   a  s      t  b  m  l     R   y e  G     

 

B. Short-twig (Norwegian-Swedish)  

       ÌÍ      e „C 

f u d Ê Ö k: š N I ƒ c: T Ì º l Z (y g)  
f    u   þ  â  r   k     h n   i  a  s   t  b  m l  R    y  G     

 

4. Later medieval Nordic inscriptions (c. 1100–1500) Futhork (Norse Dialects/Middle English) 

 

A. Sweden and Denmark 

F u d Í Ö k: h N I ƒ c: T ‡ m l z v y É g e a ‰ “  p  
f     u  þ  â   r k      h  n   i  a s    t  b  m  l    R   v   y  ø  g e  æ  c d p 

 
B. Norway 

Fud Í Ö k: h NI ƒ c: T ‡m  lz É  (ø)  gs e a “ € 
f  u þ  â  r  k    h n i a s   t  b m l y  ø     q     g c æ e d p 

 
C. Isle of Man/Jæren 

Fud ÊÖk: šN I ƒ c: T Ì · l Z (y g)    
f  u þ â r k    h n  i a  s   t  b   m l   R    y   G  

 

5. Later medieval manuscript rune Futhork (Latin/Swedish/Danish/Norwegian/Icelandic/German) 

                                         s    u y 

ƒ ‡ ‰ ’ d q e f g h I k l m N Í p k r C t u v z ‰ a o 

a  b   c  d  þ  ð  e f    g   h   i  k   l   m  n  o  p  q    r  s   t   u  v    y   z  æ  ø 

 

Runic Unicode Block (on-line instantiation) 

 

Junicode  

ᚠᚡᚢᚣᚤᚥᚦᚧᚨᚩᚪᚫᚬᚭᚮᚯᚰᚱᚲᚳᚴᚵᚶᚷᚸᚹᚺᚻᚼᚽᚾᚿᛀᛁᛂᛃᛄᛅᛆᛇᛈᛉᛊᛋᛌᛍᛎᛏᛐᛑᛒᛓᛔᛕᛖᛗᛘᛙᛚᛛᛜᛝᛞᛟᛠᛡᛢᛣᛤᛥᛧᛨᛩᛪ 
 

 


