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INTRODUCTION: A TREASURE
FROM THE SEA

Walking along the shoreline at low tide,
you might spot a delicate, coin-shaped
shell  half-buried  in  the  sand.  Its
symmetrical  pattern,  often  featuring  a
star-like  design,  makes  it  instantly
recognizable. This is the sand dollar, a
small marine creature that has captured
human  imagination  for  centuries.  But
beyond its physical beauty lies a deeper
story—a  tale  woven  with  religious
symbolism,  ancient  folklore,  and
scientific wonder.  The Story of  the Sand
Dollar is not just about an animal; it is
about discovery, meaning, and the quiet
magic  that  the  ocean  delivers  to  our
feet.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore
everything from the creature’s biology to
the  rich  legends  that  have  made  the
sand  dollar  a  cherished  keepsake  for
beachcombers worldwide.

WHAT IS A SAND DOLLAR?

Before diving into its legendary status,
it’s important to understand what a sand
dollar  actually  is.  Despite  its  name,  a
sand dollar is not a shell but a skeleton,
or  “test,”  of  a  small  marine  animal
belonging to  the class  Echinoidea—the
same  group  that  includes  sea  urchins
and  heart  urchins.  Sand  dollars  are  flat,
burrowing  echinoderms  that  live  on
sandy  seafloors  along  temperate  and
tropical  coasts.  When  alive,  they  are
covered in tiny, velvety spines that help

them  move  and  capture  food.  The
familiar white disk we find on the beach
is actually the animal’s internal skeleton,
which  remains  after  the  creature  dies
and the spines fall off.
The most common species found on the
Atlantic  coast  of  North  America  is  the
k e y h o l e  s a n d  d o l l a r  ( M e l l i t a
quinquiesperforata), which has a distinct
notch  or  “keyhole”  pattern.  On  the
Pacific  coast,  the  common  sand  dollar
(Dendraster  excentricus)  is  more
prevalent. These creatures go by many
regional names, including “sea biscuit”
or  “cake urchin,”  but  the name “sand
dol lar”  l ike ly  comes  f rom  thei r
resemblance to old Spanish or American
silver  dollars.  The  Story  of  the  Sand
Dollar,  however,  is  far  richer than any
coin.

THE LEGEND OF THE SAND
DOLLAR: A CHRISTIAN
SYMBOLISM

The most enduring and beloved chapter
in  the  Story  of  the  Sand  Dollar  is  its
Christian  legend,  which  finds  profound
symbolism  in  the  animal’s  physical
features. According to tradition, the sand
dollar  contains  five  distinct  “doves”  or
“birds” that represent peace, hope, and
the Holy Spirit. When you carefully break
open a preserved sand dollar,  you will
find  five  small,  dove-shaped  pieces
inside.  These are actually the animal’s
mouthparts,  called  Aristotle’s  lantern,
but  the  legend  gives  them  a  sacred
meaning.

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The Story Of The Sand Dollar 2025-02-11

The Five Wounds
of Christ
The star-shaped pattern on the top of
the sand dollar is said to symbolize the
Star of Bethlehem, guiding the Wise Men
to the newborn Jesus. Additionally,  the
five  narrow  slits  or  petal-like  markings
on the surface are often interpreted as
representing  the  five  wounds  of  Christ
during  the  crucifixion—the  nails  in  His
hands and feet, and the spear wound in
His  side.  This  alignment  of  natural
design  with  biblical  suffering  makes  the
sand dollar a powerful Eastertide symbol
for many Christians.

The Easter Lily
and the Star
On the underside of the sand dollar, you
will  notice  a  pattern  that  resembles  a
five-petaled  flower,  often  called  an
Easter  lily.  This  is  a  reminder  of  the
resur rect ion  and  new  l i fe .  The
surrounding  tiny  holes  are  said  to
represent the ten smaller wounds of the
Apostle Paul during his stoning, while the
larger  central  hole  is  sometimes
associated with the piercing of Christ’s
side.  Every  detail  of  the  sand  dollar’s
test, according to the legend, tells part
of the Passion story.

The Doves of
Peace
Perhaps the most  touching element of
the  story  is  the  cluster  of  five  small
doves inside.  When you shake a dried
sand dollar, you can hear the rattle of

these pieces. The legend says that inside
each  sand  dollar,  you  will  find  five
“doves of  peace” that  spread goodwill
and remind us of the gentle presence of
the Holy Spirit. This narrative has been
passed down through generations, often
shared  by  grandmothers  and  beach-
loving  storytellers,  making  the  sand
dollar  a  treasured  gift  for  baptisms,
confirmations, and Easter celebrations.

OTHER CULTURAL AND SPIRITUAL
MEANINGS

While the Christian interpretation is the
most  famous  in  Western  culture,  the
sand  dollar  holds  significance  in  many
other  traditions  as  well.  Indigenous
coastal  communities  along  both  the
Atlantic and Pacific have long used sand
dollars as decorative items, trade goods,
and even musical instruments. The hard,
flat test of a sand dollar can be used as a
rattle  or  percussion  instrument  when
shaken, producing a soft, tinkling sound
from the internal plates.
In some New Age and spiritual circles,
the sand dollar is seen as a symbol of
prosperity,  abundance,  and  the  infinite
cycles of life and death. Its star pattern
represents  divine  guidance,  while  the
five  doves  are  viewed  as  messengers
from the spirit realm. Many people carry
a  sand  dollar  in  their  pocket  as  an
amulet  for  good  luck  or  place  one  in
their home to invite peace and harmony.
The fact that the creature lives beneath
the sand, hidden from view, yet leaves a
beautiful relic behind has also made it a
metaphor  for  inner  beauty  and  the
hidden treasures of the soul.
Additionally, the sand dollar appears in
the folklore of the Caribbean, where it is
sometimes called a “sea cookie” and is
believed to bring safe passage to those
who carry  it  on a  voyage.  In  parts  of
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South  America,  the  sand  dollar  is
considered a symbol of love and fidelity,
often  exchanged  as  a  token  between
lovers.  The  Story  of  the  Sand  Dollar,
therefore, is not limited to one religious
narrative—it  is  a  global  symbol  of
wonder  and  connection  to  the  sea.

HOW TO FIND AND PRESERVE
SAND DOLLARS

If  you  want  to  experience  the  joy  of
discovering your own sand dollar, there
are a few tips to keep in mind. Live sand
dollars are dark, velvety brown or purple
and covered in tiny spines. They are also
delicate and buried under a thin layer of
sand.  If  you  find  a  live  sand  dollar,  it  is
best to gently return it to the water, as
removing  live  animals  from the  beach
can disrupt local ecosystems and may be
illegal in some areas. Instead, look for
white, bleached sand dollars that have
already died and been washed ashore,
often after a storm or a high tide.
Once  you  find  a  beautiful,  intact  sand
dollar,  preserving  it  is  simple.  Follow
these  steps  to  keep  it  in  pristine
condition:

Rinse gently in fresh water to
remove sand and salt. Do not
scrub or use soap, as this can
damage the delicate surface.
Soak in a bleach solution (about
1 part bleach to 2 parts water) for
15-20 minutes to whiten the test
and kill any remaining organic
matter. Do not oversoak.
Rinse thoroughly with fresh
water again, then pat dry with a
soft cloth.
Air dry completely for 24-48 hours
in a warm, shaded place. Avoid
direct sunlight, which can cause
fading or cracking.

Apply a light coating of mineral
oil or a mixture of white glue and
water (50/50) to strengthen the
test and give it a subtle shine.

Preserved sand dollars make wonderful
decorations, jewelry components, or gifts
for loved ones.  Remember that ethical
beachcombing means taking only what
is  already  dead  and  leaving  l ive
creatures to thrive. By doing so, you help
ensure that the Story of the Sand Dollar
continues for future generations.

THE LIFE CYCLE OF A SAND
DOLLAR

Understanding the biology of  the sand
dollar  deepens our  appreciation for  its
symbolism.  These  echinoderms  begin
life as free-swimming larvae, drifting in
the  ocean  currents  for  weeks  before
settling  onto  the  sandy  seafloor.  Once
they  settle,  they  metamorphose  into
their familiar flattened form and begin to
burrow.  Sand  dollars  are  filter  feeders,
using their tiny spines and tube feet to
move sand grains and capture plankton,
detritus, and microscopic organisms.
They  grow  slowly,  and  a  typical  sand
dollar can live for six to ten years. Their
hard  test  is  composed  of  calcium
carbonate  plates,  which  grow  in  a
precise  pattern  of  five-fold  symmetry.
This pentaradial symmetry is a hallmark
of  echinoderms  and  is  the  same
structure that underlies the starfish. The
five “petals”  on the surface are actually
respiratory tracts, called petaloids, that
allow  the  animal  to  exchange  gases
while buried in the sand.
Predators of the sand dollar include sea
stars,  fish,  and crabs.  When threatened,
a sand dollar can burrow quickly or even
release  a  small  amount  of  a  sticky
substance  to  deter  attackers.  Despite
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their  tough  exterior,  they  are  fragile
creatures that rely on the stability of the
seabed for survival. The life cycle of the
sand dollar—from tiny larva to elegant
adult  to  the  bleached  test  we  find  on
shore—mirrors  the cycle of  life,  death,
and  renewal  that  is  central  to  its
legendary telling.

THE SAND DOLLAR IN MODERN
ART AND JEWELRY

Today, the sand dollar is  more than a
beachcombing  prize—it  is  a  popular
motif  in  coastal  decor,  jewelry,  and
tattoo art. Artists draw inspiration from
its  clean  lines  and  perfect  symmetry,
often  incorporating  the  test  into
earrings,  pendants,  and  wind  chimes.
The five-dove pendant, in particular, has
become  a  meaningful  gift  for  those
celebrating milestones of faith, such as
first communion or confirmation.
In addition, sand dollars have appeared
in  literature and poetry  as  symbols  of
innocence  and  the  ocean’s  mysteries.
The simple act of finding a sand dollar on
a deserted beach is a recurring image in
novels and memoirs about healing and

solitude.  The Story  of  the Sand Dollar
continues  to  evolve  as  each  new
generation  discovers  its  beauty  and
meaning.  Whether  worn  as  jewelry,
displayed on a shelf, or given as a token
of love, the sand dollar remains a small
but  powerful  emblem  of  the  natural
world’s  ability  to  inspire  awe  and
reflection.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING
SYMBOL OF THE SHORE

The Story of the Sand Dollar is a perfect
blend  of  science,  faith,  and  folklore.
From its humble life beneath the sand to
the rich legends that adorn its skeleton,
this small  sea creature holds a special
place in human culture. It reminds us to
look closely at the world around us, to
find meaning in  unexpected places,  and
to cherish the gentle treasures that the
ocean  shares  with  us.  Next  time  you
walk a beach, keep an eye out for that
white, star-capped disk. When you hold a
sand dollar in your hand, you hold not
just  a  piece  of  marine  biology,  but  a
story—one that has traveled the tides of
time  and  continues  to  resonate  with
those who take a moment to listen.


