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      “In The Mysteries of John the Baptist, Tobias Churton has produced a remarkably fresh analysis of the ‘herald of the Messiah.’ The great value of this book is that Churton provides not only a careful overview of the role of John, as handed down in Christian tradition, but gives us a unique and erudite reanalysis of the role of the Baptist using the lenses of Gnosticism, Freemasonry, and other esoteric traditions that have elevated John to a position equal to or superior to Jesus. This book is a truly invaluable addition to scholarly literature on John the Baptist.”

      THE REV. JEFFREY J. BÜTZ, S.T.M., INSTRUCTOR OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES 
AT PENN STATE UNIVERSITY AND AUTHOR OF THE SECRET LEGACY OF JESUS
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      PREFACE

      I seldom cease to be amazed by the extraordinary wealth of esoteric knowledge to be found in the Bible. That word found is of course the key: “Seek and ye shall find” is a master watchword; do not expect to find anything if you wait to be shown. As I grew up, I was always struck by how much religious instruction came secondhand. No one really wants secondhand parents; likewise we should not be satisfied by anything less than a genuine relationship with the One who draws our imaginations onward to the truth we seek. We need to experience truth in ourselves; if it is not our truth, both gift and possession, it is of little value: parrot-talking is the language of the moral bigot who knows what is right for everyone else but does not know himself, fearing exposure to the spiritual light. Laws are walls built to protect us; spiritual truths are doors to the unknown. Hence, the fear of God is the beginning of all understanding: this is the fear that enables us to enter the unknown.

      Congregations customarily “receive” the word; consequently the word seldom acquires profound levels of meaningfulness for the receiver. People often hang on to beliefs like talismans, fearing “offense,” as if the talisman might shatter if touched by the unknown. Has there ever been a society more fearful of causing or receiving “offense” than ours? The phenomenon suggests to me that our convictions are paper thin, demanding protection of law. Lawyers do well from it all, but spiritual liberty suffers. Meanwhile, sacred mysteries, pregnant symbols, spiritual doors are bandied about like goods in the vulgar marketplace like beautiful love songs on the lips of the lascivious. We take religion for granted, as if we know it all.

      We do not.

      This insight became very clear to me when I decided to investigate John the Baptist. We think we know who he is, but we have been misled: a flanker has been pulled, rendering us blind. I hope you can share in my journey for the truth of John the Baptist.
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      Chapter One

      THE MYSTERY OF JOHN THE BAPTIST

      
        Among them that are born of woman there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist.
      

      MATTHEW 11:11A

      I HAVE LONG BEEN FASCINATED by the figure of John the Baptist, but did not realize how persistent a fascination this was until I noticed, some time ago, that our home displays no fewer than three portraits of the mysterious prophet. Each portrait tells a different story, each reveals something different about the man known to us as a Christian saint, but who, in his own time, was seen as nothing of the kind.

      Three paintings. They all feature “John,” yet they might very well depict three different people, even though two of the paintings are the work of the same artist.

      First, we see John as a heroic, muscular, commanding figure. He stands firm, practically naked, towering over the River Jordan with all the force and passion of Poseidon in his natural element. Fierce and kind, the Baptist’s face and beard are reminiscent of a Sikh warrior and holy man: an inspired guru, one who knows the world and what is beyond it. He has the chest of a Hollywood Hercules, with masterful hands mighty enough to take anyone through anything, from belated baptism to a brick wall.

      
        [image: image]
      

      
        Figure 1.1. Painting by Louise Ford
      

      The background figures, by contrast, seem diminished. They appear as sick, curious, censorious, or violently hostile—like townsfolk nervously watching Clint Eastwood stalking a remote Main Street in a “spaghetti western.”

      On a hill above the people, Jesus reclines. Perhaps insignificant, a sole spectator of the star performance, Jesus observes the scene below. On the shore, a female figure (a self-portrait of the artist) dips her toe into the waters. Should she “take the leap,” or should she not? Should she join the giant in the water’s depth and be transformed, or forever cling to familiar, secure territory?

      This painting depicts John the Baptist as a figure of massive attraction, at least to the artist. Her watercolor is a kind of fan letter: one from the heart, wrought with the pigments of imagination dipped in the waters of initiation.

      Recently, I met the artist, Louise Ford, by chance. Now a quarter of a century since she had been moved to concentrate her talent on the Baptist, just what, I asked, had inspired the work? John, Ford recalled, was for her the man who had gone beyond. He was the man with the guts to step outside of society, regardless of peer disapproval and hostility. Heeding a higher light, a purer voice, he entered the wilderness to live in the wild on what nature alone provided: to go without comforts, subsisting on the spirit, to live out his “outsiderness,” his consciousness of his difference to the “once-born” children of matter, with all his strength of endurance. Trusting he had done aright, John demonstrated with actions, as well as words, his willingness to pay the price for his audacity and startling holiness. The John-type goes beyond the city walls: the mind-set of his time. And the city, which thinks it knows all, cannot tolerate him; John tells the truth. He is a “voice crying in the wilderness”—a cry the artist long ago heard and clearly longed to hear again, in the feverish vacuum of our collective anthill.

      Louise Ford’s second vision of John is very different. Wrought in bright poster paints, the painting attempts to fashion a fresh approach to religious art: a kind of psychedelic spiritualism, to capture the spirituality of an event as seen from within. The chosen moment is the baptism of Jesus at John’s hand. Jesus, having taken the plunge, has arisen, while John also rises from the billowing, quaking waters like a god hewn from a great ship’s prow. The beam of his arm extends to his fellow, Jesus. Jesus, no less muscular than his baptizer, stands in a state of sublime reception. He accepts. His arms outstretched, his large hands open, his eyes are closed in mystic union. Above his head we see a divine figure, golden, resembling his physical part, but transfigured. This spiritual figure may be coming from on high—a kind of “Holy Guardian Angel” from beyond this world—or he may be rising from Jesus’s head, signifying an inner experience. The overall impression is one of Jesus himself rising, in travail of fire, air, earth, and water—raised, apparently, by the power of John’s hand. For all this we still feel ourselves in the midst of a familiar scene, a scene that has defined John’s purpose and his status in Christian tradition.

      John baptizes Jesus. That is to say—and we are meant to see—John is a secondary figure: one who serves the “main event.”

      For ancient Christians who favored what would come to be called the heresy of “adoptionism,” this baptism signaled the spiritual being of Christ’s “adoption” of the mantle of the “man Jesus.” The man thenceforth served to cloak the transcendent being: a temporary identification of man and divinity. Whether today’s Christian follows the orthodox or so-called heretical scheme here, John’s position is, in either case, incidental.

      Oddly, we might think, John’s baptizing of Jesus indicates in Christian tradition not John’s mastery, but his subservience. Even the baptism itself is relegated in significance and potency, before it even happens. Despite its occasioning the “opening of the heavens” to Jesus’s inner vision (Matthew 3:16) and subsequent descent of the “Spirit of God” like a dove to Jesus’s head, John’s kind of baptism is nonetheless regarded in the Gospels as deficient; deficient, that is, when compared to that of a greater one to come “after” him.
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        Figure 1.2. Painting by Louise Ford
      

      John’s baptism is only “of water.”

      Nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine a more effective baptism than this one of John’s: a baptism that has inspired artists for nigh on two thousand years! The event is capped by nothing less than a voice from heaven, saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). This divine endorsement of Jesus’s significance, apparently a conflation of Isaiah 42:1, Psalm 2:7, and Genesis 22:2, is a statement of religious reflection. Jesus, the Son of God, has come “after” John. Whatever one might make of this account’s historicity, John’s part in the story is apparently done. Having prepared the way in the wilderness, John ought to retire gracefully. Jesus has no further need of him; the Baptist is redundant; his baptizing the one “after him” is John’s spiritual swansong.

      Exit John. Enter Jesus.

      In spite of the early church’s determination to ensure that John’s significance be confined to that of herald or, if I may say, “warm-up act” for the big star, a very great mystery about John, the real John, persists. That mystery kindled the imaginative genius of Leonardo da Vinci. Leonardo painted the third image of John that has hung in my home for many years (see fig. 1.3).

      While Leonardo’s original John the Baptist now hangs before the public in Paris’s Louvre Museum, five hundred years ago its viewing required an invitation to the private apartments of François I, King of France. Captivated, perhaps haunted, by the Baptist, Leonardo’s royal patron would stare in timeless contemplation into John’s enigmatic eyes and androgynous form. The painting became a true icon for the king, a window into the beyond. I have been similarly bemused by this great work of art, painted between 1513 and 1516 when Leonardo was in his early sixties. It is perhaps Leonardo’s last testament in paint.
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      Figure 1.3. John the Baptist by Leonardo da Vinci, 
Paris, Louvre

      So remote from the image of the unshaven Hebrew prophet, Leonardo’s depiction of the “Christian saint” is peculiar. Emerging from blackness, the beautiful figure suggests nothing so much as a pagan “come-on” issued from the cheeky girl/boy face who has borrowed his all-knowing smile from the expressive pallet of the Mona Lisa and his left, obscure, and decidedly serpentine arm from the neck and head-form of Leda’s divine, impregnating swan, also painted by Leonardo. John’s right arm, meanwhile, makes a dramatic gesture, crossing his chest, bending at the elbow to make a “square,” then pointing sharply upward—to heaven, presumably. The forefinger gesture is as visually dynamic as Michelangelo’s near-meeting of the Creator’s index finger and that of Adam on the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling.

      What does it mean?

      Is there a naughty anticlerical double meaning or joke inherent in the finger gesture? John’s “model” may have been Leonardo’s scurrilous pupil nicknamed “Salai” or the “little devil,” so that the gesture may be taken, on one level, as a lewd one: “Up your ass!” Leonardo’s use of the pointing gesture is, however, a recurring sign in his religious art. But what constituted Leonardo’s personal religion, if anything? The slender reed cross was added later. Was it a sop to theological propriety? Though not detracting overmuch from the painting’s central action, the cross was probably added to bring Leonardo’s puzzling image into securer doctrinal waters. The cross declares this John is a Christian! And, talking of waters, there are none to be seen. This “Baptist” has nothing to baptize with, save his eyes and that suggestive gesture we cannot quite decipher. So strong, indeed, is the pagan, sensual, classical feel of the depiction, rendering it practically unusable, at least at the time, in obviously sacred contexts, we can hardly escape wondering if Leonardo did not see something else hidden in the orthodox, biblical picture of John.

      Underlining the ambiguous and arguably pagan inspiration of Leonardo’s John is the existence of a similar work, thought to have been painted between 1510 and 1515 by a follower of Leonardo from a drawing by the master. The painting has a dual identity. It is known both as St. John in the Wilderness and as Bacchus, the god of religious ecstasy, wine, and intoxication.

      Originally a variant on Leonardo’s conception of the Baptist, some curiosus in the late seventeenth century chose to add vine leaves to the figure’s head and leopard spots to John’s hairy loincloth. A vine wreath added to the Baptist’s former staff transformed it into a Bacchic thyrsus, Dionysus’s sacred staff borne by his wine-intoxicated followers. According to Euripides, the thyrsus dripped with honey—a not insignificant detail, as we shall see. We may naturally ask whether this iconographic vandalism resulted from pious outrage at a sensual St. John or whether it was derived from positive insight into the figure’s pagan provenance.

      We cannot leave this maverick image of John-Bacchus without noting that the characteristic da Vincian finger gesture is stranger still. The Bacchic, or Dionysian, John—if we may call him such—has his right forefinger pointing up at 45 degrees across his chest, while his left forefinger points down vertically to the Earth. With the figure’s left leg drawn across his right knee at a right angle to the staff, there is the suggestion of some geometrical conceit, but any suggestion of an injunction to accept the famous, pointedly “Hermetic” principle as above, so below—indicating magical links between heaven and Earth—is nullified by the fact that the figure’s right hand does not point directly upward, as in Leonardo’s more famous painting, but at an angle, as though referring to something off, or right of canvas. The gestures baffle, but they do not compel, as in the single finger gesture of Leonardo’s own finished work.

      
        JOHN AS DIVINE MERCURY

        Renaissance philosophy revelled in allegories, visual and literary puns, dynamic riddles, and multiple meanings. Renaissance man sought unity of being through the diversity of the world. He confronted chaos and disorder with a faith in hidden harmonies and higher orders on which he depended and with which he could operate. Symbolic links between the pagan gods of the classical period and corresponding “principles” perceived in the church’s approved biblical figures were not only highlighted for moral and philosophical uplift but, in many a learned in-joke, sported with. At least one of these correspondences may illuminate some of the mystery of Leonardo’s John the Baptist, if not the mystery of “the Baptist” himself.

        Less than a decade before Leonardo painted his late masterpiece, the considerably less talented German artist Conrad Celtes adopted the then-current fad for presenting biblical figures as pagan deities. Celtes produced a woodcut wherein, among other obvious correspondences, the goddess Minerva appeared as Mary while the Greek god Hermes appeared as a straight stand-in for John the Baptist. There was no mystery or allegorical depth to this cross-identification of John and Hermes. Celtes simply hooked into the idea of Hermes as the divine messenger and made the not-very-startling, or not-very-original, identification of John-Hermes by reference to the ecclesiastically acceptable understanding of John the Baptist as revered “forerunner” or herald of Christ: the one crying in the wilderness. Once appreciated, however, the link of John to Hermes turns out to be highly suggestive.

        In ancient times, the “herald” or “ambassador” (Greek: kērux) enjoyed an important presiding role at official ceremonies. Like the god Hermes, the herald was the mouthpiece of the sovereign power: the messenger with the message. In Leonardo’s day, Hermes was not understood simply as the classical divine messenger with wings on helmet and feet—a kind of Olympian mailman—he was also seen as the divinity active within Hermes Trismegistus (Thrice Great Hermes), the divine philosopher par excellence and legendary giant of patriarchal science. Thrice Great Hermes (today we might say Super-Mega-Awesome Hermes) was thought to have been a kind of incarnation of Hermes the god, as well as being the prophet Moses’s human contemporary and even inspiration.

        Writings attributed to Thrice Great Hermes were collected together as the Hermetica. Much later Latin versions of the “Corpus Hermeticum” were also called the “Pymander” or “Divine Pymander.” These were named after the first treatise in the collection, called in Greek the Poimandrēs. First printed in Treviso, northern Italy, in 1471, the Pymander revolutionized Renaissance thinking, pointing the way to the divine mind through inner ascent to the heavens. In fact, since at least the late fourteenth century, Hermes had been known as a kind of honorary patron of freemasons (master masons of freestone), a paternal status Hermes had anciently enjoyed in the world of alchemy, the art of chemical transformation and first foundation of modern chemistry. In alchemical “recipes,” Hermes often played the role of “psychopomp”: leader of souls across the waters of corruption and decay to rebirth and psychic integration: a spiritual-physical ascent-master. It was thought that the “souls” of metals could be acted on by appealing to higher, spiritual influences; man, too, was a “metal” with hidden “virtue” or power.

        The Hermetic writings available to Leonardo were composed in the early centuries of the Christian era, probably in Egypt, though nobody in Leonardo’s time thought so. They were considered as either antecedent to, or contemporary with, the “philosophy” of Moses. The Hermetica appeared to prophesy the “son of God,” Jesus. Hermes also spoke of a “herald” (Greek: kērux). In Corpus Hermeticum IV, this herald was sent by God to mankind with a bowl of nous (divine mind) in which men could be baptized if they chose to heed the call and accept the offer of gnosis or higher, divine knowledge and consciousness. The “mixing bowl” or krater in which the willing initiate could be baptized also enjoyed an alchemical meaning. We see here an obvious link between John the Baptist and the Hermetic revelation: John as Baptist, or spiritual operator and agent of transformation.

        Perhaps you have seen old alchemical images of the Hermaphroditic (male/female) rebis, the divine Child of the “mysterious conjunction” of the divine Sun and goddess Moon. The rebis was usually illustrated as being masculine on one side and feminine on the other: sometimes rendered as a king and queen in one body. The hermaphroditic rebis symbolized the combination of contrary or opposite principles at a higher level of chemical transformation processes. The very word hermaphrodite calls us to observe a spiritually generative conjunction of the gods Hermes and Aphrodite: Mind and Beauty, where Mind is both lunar and mercurial, and Beauty, both solar and Venusian: an ecstatic combination!

        Thus, the apparent “androgyny” or Hermaphroditic quality of Leonardo’s Baptist may reflect experience of the Hermetic androgyne who points the way to a higher state of being and consciousness. Is this a pointer to a way back to a lost primal condition from which Man had fallen, or a way forward to an evolutionary destiny? It is both. One by-product of the way is the perception that masculine and feminine characteristics will no longer be perceived as being at odds, but unified in joyous harmony: a return to the “One.” Leonardo was perhaps looking ahead to a new age. His John pointed the way.

        French King François I, who liked to visit Leonardo’s apartments at the royal château at Amboise in the Loire Region, stated privately that Leonardo had been not only the most outstanding genius of art and science, but a uniquely gifted philosopher as well: a man to enlighten a king. Did the king get the message?

        If he did, he kept it to himself.

        That Leonardo’s “John” emerges from blackness (ignorance?) may also be significant. The lowest or primary stage of the alchemical art was called the nigredo or blackness, from which low material state the transformative principle (sometimes referred to as the “stone”), redeemed the secreted “gold” or hidden virtue of alchemical potential. We are thus at liberty to see Leonardo’s John the Baptist as an image of the Hermetic principle of spiritual and material transformation: the “ascent of Man” to a higher stage of psycho-spiritual awareness.

        Leonardo’s John is therefore not only transformer, but transformed: herald and initiator. He is a kind of Christ, symbolizing a higher principle: the divine Self.

        He knows.

        We have come a long way from the image of John the Baptist up to his knees in the Jordan torrent, baptizing Judeans and calling out from the wilderness for national repentance. Or have we? I might have thought so until I received an invitation that arrived on the wings of cyberspace around Easter 2010. It was not an invitation to a mixing bowl of noetic baptism, nor to an alchemical wedding: I was invited to bring my own bowl of inspiration to the presence of the Brethren of Alexandria-Washington Lodge No. 22, Alexandria, Virginia, in time for their annual St. John the Baptist Day feast at Gadsby’s Tavern in Alexandria. The date: June 24, traditional birthday of St. John the Baptist.

        Alexandria-Washington Lodge No. 22 is no ordinary Masonic Lodge. It is one of the oldest Free and Accepted Masonic Lodges in the United States and is famous for once having enjoyed as its Master General George Washington. The Lodge meets today at the remarkable George Washington Memorial in Alexandria, an architectural wonder paid for by Masonic subscription and modeled on the more ancient wonder of the world, the Pharos, or lighthouse of Alexandria, Egypt.

        Inspired by the thought of a modern Lodge that linked the light of ancient Alexandria to the modern world and that still honored the age-old link between masonry and St. John the Baptist, the theme for my proposed address came immediately to mind. Would it not be appropriate to delve into just why it was—and is—that the figure of St. John the Baptist holds a special place in Masonic mythology? I anticipated a fairly routine investigation into the usual Masonic sources, with a pleasant mixture of entertainment and, hopefully, a sprinkling of enlightenment for all.

        I was in for a surprise.

        Though dimly aware that there was more to St. John the Baptist than met the eye, I very soon found my researches taking an unexpected path. What had begun as a literary peregrination into obscure folklore quickly grew beyond the bounds of a forty-five-minute celebratory address into a compelling journey into the shadows of history.

        Whether I have emerged from the darkness with pearls rather than “chimaeras of little worth” I must leave for the reader to decide. As the quality of baptisms may certainly differ, so everyone’s John will not, and cannot, be the same. I hope, however, that at the end of this journey you will feel you know something of value about the man whose greatness Jesus is reported to have declared unsurpassed by any man born of woman.

      

    

  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

      Chapter Two

      ST. JOHN’S MEN AND THE PASSION OF THE CORN

      
        There were three men came out of the west, their fortunes for to try,
      

      
        And these three men made a solemn vow:
      

      
        John Barleycorn must die.
      

      
        They’ve ploughed, they’ve sown, they’ve harrowed him in,
      

      
        Threw clods upon his head,
      

      
        And these three men made a solemn vow:
      

      
        John Barleycorn was dead.
      

      
        They’ve let him lie for a very long time, ’til the rains from heaven did fall,
      

      
        And little Sir John sprung up his head and so amazed them all.
      

      
        They’ve let him stand ’til Midsummer’s Day ’til he looked both pale and wan,
      

      
        And little Sir John’s grown a long long beard and so become a man.
      

      
        They’ve hired men with their scythes so sharp to cut him off at the knee.
      

      
        They’ve rolled him and tied him by the waist serving him most barbarously.
      

      
        They’ve hired men with their sharp pitchforks who’ve pricked him to the heart—
      

      
        And the loader he has served him worse than that, For he’s bound him to the cart.
      

      
        They’ve wheeled him around and around a field ’til they came unto a barn,
      

      
        And there they made a solemn oath on poor John Barleycorn.
      

      
        They’ve hired men with their crabtree sticks to cut him skin from bone—
      

      
        And the miller he has served him worse than that,
      

      
        For he’s ground him between two stones.
      

      
        And little Sir John and the nut brown bowl and his brandy in the glass,
      

      
        And little Sir John and the nut brown bowl proved the strongest man at last.
      

      
        The huntsman he can’t hunt the fox nor so loudly to blow his horn,
      

      
        And the tinker he can’t mend kettle or pots without a little barleycorn.
      

      JOHN BARLEYCORN,

TRADITIONAL ENGLISH BROADSIDE SONG,

SIXTEENTH–SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

      Centrally organized symbolic Freemasonry was allegedly instituted in 1716 when, according to the Rev. James Anderson’s Constitutions of Free and Accepted Masonry (1738), “Free Masons” from four London lodges met together at the Apple Tree Tavern in Charles Street, Covent Garden, during the second year of the reign of the Hanoverian King George I. These four lodges of Free Masons agreed to form a “Grand Lodge,” apparently to “revive” what the writer considered a neglected institution. The Masons put the oldest master mason (or architect-builder) present in the chair to center the union. The Rev. James Anderson’s account is the sole record of the proceedings.

      On June 24 the following year (1717), according to Anderson, the Goose and Gridiron Ale-house in St. Paul’s Churchyard accommodated this “Grand Lodge” of “Free and Accepted Masons” for a midsummer feast, again under the eye of the curiously unnamed, oldest master mason. The presence of the oldest master mason lends some authenticity to the account since it had been established as a rule in 1663 that a Lodge convened without the presence of at least one working stone mason was not properly constituted; it would be Anderson himself who oversaw the “disappearance” of this significant requirement.

      From a list of candidates, the Goose & Gridiron’s summer feasters elected one Antony Sayer, gentleman, to be “Grand Master” of their “Grand Lodge.” New though this Grand Lodge certainly was, the custom of meeting to oversee business—and to feast heartily—on June 24 was long established among the master masons, interested gentlemen, freestone carvers, stonecutters, carpenters, plasterers, painters, glaziers, and tilers who appear to have constituted the greater part of seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century Free Masons’ lodges.

      Why did Masons meet on June 24?

      June 24 was St. John the Baptist’s Day.

      Unusual for a saint’s day, June 24 was the date Christian tradition allotted to John’s birth, not his death. In fact, John’s birthday was the accepted date of Midsummer, close to the summer solstice, when the Earth receives her most intimate embrace from the visible source of light and life at our system’s center. Seventeenth-century Free Masons called the sun the “jewel” of the Lodge. The Jewel was said to rest first on the Lodge’s Master, who, like the Sun and the Square, was called a “Light” of the Lodge, enthroned in the East where the sun rose. The Free Mason works in the day, in the light, in conformity with the pattern of the universe. The symbolic Masonic Lodge is effectively a microcosm, a “little universe”: as above, so below.

      Since time immemorial, St. John the Baptist, who slept beneath the stars, had been an established patron saint of “Free Masons.”

      In 1723, what is now the City of London’s Old Dundee Lodge No. 18 was affiliated to the new Grand Lodge. The Lodge received a number. Taking a number brought it into conformity with the new Grand Lodge’s regulations, published that year by Scottish clergyman and dutiful record keeper the Rev. James Anderson. Surviving Lodge minutes show that between 1748 and 1775 brethren received six visits a year from persons signing themselves “St. John’s Men.” These 162 St. John’s Men would not be numbered; so they paid a visiting fee, a kind of penalty for having come from lodges outside the Grand Lodge rolls. Their lodges had not, would not, or had not yet conformed to the new system. Instead, they were distinguished by looking to St. John as their seal of authority. Even though independent of the Grand Lodge, St. John’s Men were permitted to visit “regular” brethren accepted by the Grand Lodge. Since London’s Grand Lodge did not absorb all Masons at once, and since it certainly encountered resistance to its advances on existing lodges around the country, especially in the north, we may reasonably suppose that there lived around the kingdom, during this period, a goodly number of “St. John’s Men” or “St. John’s Masons.”

      St. John appears to have been an identity focus for pre-Grand Lodge fraternities who valued their autonomy. An anonymous “irregular” Masonic catechism called The Grand Mystery of Free-Masons Discover’ d, published without Grand Lodge authority in 1725, insists on the St. John identity in greeting fellow Masons: “I came from a right worshipful Lodge of Masters and Fellows belonging to Holy St. John who doth greet all perfect Brothers of our Holy Secret; so do I you, if you be one.”

      Evidence from the late seventeenth century confirms the Baptist’s significance to Free Masons, before the appearance of the Grand Lodge. A rare Masonic catechism named after its preserver, the antiquarian and botanist Sir Hans Sloane, is headed “A Narrative of the Freemasons word and signes” (Sloane Manuscript 3329, British Library). It contains questions and answers that once passed between fellows and candidates for admission to lodges. Here is an example:

      Q: Where was the first word given?
A: At the Tower of Babylon [Babel].
Q: Where did they first call their Lodge?
A: At the holy Chapel of St. John.

      We may justly suspect the “holy Chapel of St. John” to have been a euphemism for the wilderness, for that is where St. John the Baptist stood in communion with God, and where he centered his upright spiritual building. The wilderness is the place where the divine voice, or Word, declares that a path will be made straight, as John the Baptist famously declared, echoing Isaiah’s ancient prophecy. The voice crying in the wilderness announces the Way, the straight way, the way of return to the true Temple of God. On this principle John stood, and endured to the end. And it is worth adding that while we automatically think of John’s path in the wilderness as a horizontal road of returning exiles to Zion, that is, a path or even new construction across the earth and stones, we should consider the possibility that enlightened Masons and others may have understood the path to be vertical, to the stars and heavens beyond: a Jacob’s ladder or upstanding Square. We may recall an Leonardo’s John, pointing upward. The straight road is a spiritual path and operates in both directions. A path is made so that a higher principle may descend by it as the restored spirit of fallen Man simultaneously “ascends.”

      Distance from the stain of a corrupt civilization is recommended elsewhere in the Sloane Manuscript. A catechism asks the Candidate to consider that the “just and perfect lodge” is to be found “on the highest hill or Lowest Valley of the world, without the crow of a Cock or the Bark of a Dog.” This is of course the perfect Lodge. It is constituted in the imagination, as becomes clear when the Candidate, on being asked, “How high is your Lodge?” is to answer, “Without foots, yards, or inches it reaches to heaven.” This ideal, microcosmic Lodge appears to have been enacted in the upper rooms of taverns in the teeming city that emerged in the forty years after London’s Great Fire of 1666, when the work of members of the London Masons’ Company (formerly the London Freemasons’ Company) was in great demand.

      The novel Grand Lodge began to assume control of Free Masons’ Lodges after 1717, establishing new lodges of its own regulated brand. The Grand Lodge had its own far-reaching, and largely unspoken, agenda. Part of that agenda appears to have been to establish a regulated fellowship where Christian denomination, with all its divisive political consequences, would not influence a lodge’s ideal amity and harmony. You must be a brother to a brother regardless of your, or his, religious upbringing, be it Catholic, Protestant, or anything else. While it may be assumed that such mutual tolerance was already a characteristic of some British lodges, the new Grand Lodge went further, asserting that there existed, and had always existed, a “religion on which all men could agree” and “all men” included Jews and Muslims and Hindus and all believers in God. Before Abraham, the Supreme Being or “Great Architect” had made a covenant with all humankind, symbolized in the story of Noah and the rainbow; Man had gone astray, God had stayed the same. This idea answered a specific political, as well as spiritual, need of the time—and perhaps our time as well.

      Given this perspective, traditional Christian feast days and saints were perceived by the framers of new regulations as sticking out like sore thumbs, binding British Masonry to its Catholic, prescientific, pre“enlightened” traditions: a world unreformed, a world conveniently to be cast off as “Gothick,” that is, dark, irrational, unenlightened. Overtly Christian references familiar to pre–Grand Lodge Free Masons would be gradually removed from authorized Masonic ritual and commentary.

      We can thus understand why those resisting the new order might have made a point of emphasising the “St. John’s Men” tradition. They probably felt that their Master—or at the least, sacred patron—was being relegated, even expunged. This phenomenon becomes strikingly visible when we look at some of the critical changes to Masonic regulations that took place in 1723 and fifteen years later, in 1738. One can, I think, see behind the apparently innocuous words to glimpse a distinct anxiety over the stubborn figure of St. John the Baptist.

      Ironically, it was on St. John the Baptist’s Day, 1721, that the Grand Lodge approved outgoing Grand Master George Payne’s General Regulations. Article 22 of these regulations ruled that

      the Brethren of all the Lodges in and about London and Westminster, shall meet at an ANNUAL COMMUNICATION and Feast, in some convenient Place, on St. JOHN Baptist’s Day, or else on St. JOHN Evangelist’s Day, as the Grand-Lodge shall think fit by a new Regulation, having of late Years met on St. John Baptist’s Day.

      We see that a “new Regulation” puts St. John the Evangelist’s Day (December 27) on a par with St. John the Baptist’s Day. For sure, December 27 is very close to the winter solstice and therefore suggests a convenient “harmony” with the summer solstice celebration, if a rather cool one, coming so close to Christmas midwinter feasting and the coldest time of the year. The regulation seems to involve not only a reduction in the traditional significance of the Baptist, but also the downgrading of a specifically traditional Masons’ feast. The Regulations proceed to make the case that “St. John’s Day,” without now specifying which “St. John” is intended, shall be for the appointment of the new Grand Master, his Deputy, and Wardens, whether it is agreed to have a feast, either for the “top brass” or all Brethren, or not.

      This regulation has led to long-standing and persistent confusion among Freemasons for whom a “St. John” is important. A famous Masonic glyph, for example, shows two parallel lines on either side of a circle with a point at its center. While the circle with a point at its center remains the classic astro-alchemical “sun” symbol, it is worth bearing in mind that Hermetic writings echoed in Copernicus’s famous pro-heliocentric treatise On the Revolutions of the Celestial Orbs describe the sun as the second or visible God. That is to say, the circle with a point at the center may denote the manifest presence of God. Masons are taught that at the center of the circle, they “cannot err.”

      Masonic symbol-expounders continue to eat their masters’ crumbs and suggest, bizarrely, that the parallel lines on either side of the sun symbol represent the “two St. Johns.” To this curiosity, the idea is added that the parallel lines somehow represent the bounds of the sun’s respective closeness and distance from the Earth (the solstices). In demonstrating such an order, or “harmony”—a concept as central to Grand Lodge ideology as it was to Hanoverian political polemic and Newtonian science—the glyph is said to link the ordered universe and its creator’s necessary bounds with the constraints that should morally govern a Mason’s conduct. In my book Freemasonry—The Reality you may find an internally consistent argument suggesting that the glyph probably represents the Ark of the Covenant with its revelatory staves, once secreted in the holy of holies in the Temple, the centering of God’s presence in Zion. Whatever the glyph’s original meaning, readers should take the “two Johns” kind of tortured explanation with a pinch of salt. It derives from the confusion that stems from trying to match St. John the Baptist to St. John the Evangelist.

      There was considerable political and ideological impetus behind the control-freakery of the new Grand Lodge with its creaking, dryly moralistic, and oh-so-rationally “enlightened” encroachments on old freemasons’ lore. The founders of the new Grand Lodge were practically all staunch Whigs, pro-Hanoverian mercantilists and great landowners. Contemptuous of prochurch Jacobite-sympathizing Tories, they were not romantics. Leading Whigs wanted a new, rational order; their descendants still do. Grand Lodge regulatory activities have long muddied the inherited symbolic waters, bringing many fascinating old masons’ traditions and symbols into disrepute, or unnecessary obscurity, among intelligent and spiritually minded people.

      The choice of St. John the Evangelist as one of a “pair” of Johns was an astute red herring. We are all familiar with chapter one, verse one of the Gospel generally attributed to John (the evangelist): “In the beginning was the word . . .” First, the use of the evangelist may have been a sop to biblicist Protestants for whom the written “word” of the Bible was religion’s sole authority, thus linking the Protestant deity to the mathematically orderly deity of Newtonian science. Second, John’s Gospel has much to say about a contrast between “Light” and “Darkness,” a symbolism familiar to the language of Masonic initiation as we now know it. Third, the “Mason’s word,” a secret to die for, is still significant in Masonic mythology. In this case, however, implied reference to the “word” serves primarily to neutralize traditional attachments to St. John the Baptist. The Baptist is generally recognized as a very different figure from St. John the Evangelist. Even in orthodox presentation, the Baptist, unlike the Evangelist, was not a follower of Jesus (a “Christian”) but a “forerunner.”

      And John the Baptist was popular: his birthday was once a public holiday or holy day.

      Should it be thought I exaggerate the force of apparently minor regulatory changes, it does well to look at Anderson’s Book of Constitutions of 1738. The book’s “New Regulations” supersede even the established “New Regulation” of 1723. From these even newer regulations we can see that the first “new” regulation of 1723 was but a minor pop against tradition. A veritable broadside was on its way. The new Article 22 stated:

      The annual Feast has been held on both the St. JOHN’s Days, as the G[rand] Master thought fit.

      And

      On 25 Nov[ember] 1723. it was ordain’d that one of the Quarterly Communications shall be held on St. JOHN Evangelist’s Day, and another on St. JOHN Baptist’s Day every Year, whether there be a Feast or not, unless the G. Master find it inconvenient for the Good of the Craft, which is more to be regarded than Days.

      But of late Years, most of the Eminent Brethren [sic] being out of Town on both the St. JOHN’s Days, the G. Master has appointed the Feast on such a Day as appeared most convenient to the Fraternity.

      It is hard for us today to grasp fully just what was being both implied and stated plainly here. It is clear that the Grand Lodge, after some fifteen years of activity, had acquired a certain confidence, not to say arrogance, in its dealings with established custom. We need not be surprised. The Grand Lodge was now “well in” with Whig nobility and the Royal House of Hanover, if indeed it had ever been “well out” of it. What matters now, the Regulations state, is what the Grand Master “sees fit.” And in 1738 the Grand Master was Henry Brydges, Marquis of Caernarvon (from 1744 Second Duke of Chandos), former Master of the Horse to Frederick, Prince of Wales (himself a Freemason), and a Knight, Order of the Bath. The Marquis of Caernarvon was also Whig MP for Steyning, Sussex.

      Caernarvon’s father, the first Duke of Chandos, had established a great house at Cannons Park, for which Royal Society member Rev. John Desaguliers (1683–1744) was made responsible by the Duke for the engineering of the water gardens. The Duke also supplied Desaguliers with his clerical living; he was the Duke’s chaplain and rector of St. Lawrence’s, on the edge of the estate.

      Desaguliers was in the Duke’s pocket. And he was a Freemason.

      A French-born Protestant émigré from Louis XIV’s vicious anti-Protestant policy, John Desaguliers had trained at Oxford and subsequently become scientific assistant to Sir Isaac Newton. Credited with inventing the planetarium, Desaguliers followed Newton’s view that the original religion was the original science. This principle was demonstrated in Newton’s mind in the grand design of Solomon’s Temple. Newton and Desaguliers believed that religion and science had since been corrupted. Roman Catholicism was held up as prime culprit, whose myriad misdemeanors included, allegedly, the cult of saints and saints’ days.

      We are not surprised, then, to learn that John Desaguliers was the Grand Lodge’s third Grand Master and Deputy Grand Master to the Whig peer, the Duke of Montagu, when, in 1723, Desaguliers oversaw James Anderson’s composition and publication of the new Constitutions of “Free and Accepted Masons.”

      The Grand Lodge was a tight ship, with Whigs in the rigging.

      High-handedly and with haughty aristocratic disdain for the concerns of older Brethren, the Regulations stated unequivocally that what suited the Grand Master was necessarily for the good of the Craft. His will was more important than “Days”; the words Saints or holy hanging unspoken. The framer of the Regulations could see no rational cause for clinging to mere tradition. Furthermore, the Regulations insisted that since eminent (noble) Brethren found it inconvenient to be “in Town” either for midsummer (heat, stench, and disease) or the winter solstice (too cold, too busy on the estates hunting, and so on), ordinary Brethren should no longer expect a St. John the Baptist (or Evangelist) feast. Such, Brethren were informed, was good for the “Fraternity.” What kind of “Fraternity” had emerged was evident to a number of rebel Freemasons. By 1751 they had had enough of the novel, earnest, Whiggish encroachments of the Grand Lodge.

      Enter the “Antients.”

      In 1751, a group of predominantly Irish-born Freemasons met together at the Turk’s Head in Greek Street, Soho, London, to form a rival “Antient Grand Lodge of England,” claiming to be in accord with the “Old Constitutions” perverted by the Grand Lodge of England. Laurence Dermott wrote the Antients’ new Constitutions, called Ahiman Rezon. In them, he strongly advocated the Royal Arch degree for Masons. The Royal Arch ritual, probably of Irish provenance, underscored and illuminated the spiritual Christian content of Accepted Freemasonry. Contrary to the “Premier” Grand Lodge, the Antients declared the Royal Arch authentic Masonry, denied to members of the novel, even if apparently older, Grand Lodge. The Royal Arch caught on fast—Dermott called it the “root and marrow” of Masonry—and the Antients became popular, especially among members of the armed services. Indeed, it was chiefly by that agency that the Masonry of the Antients came to be vigorously transplanted into the American colonies, where it flourished, albeit in tension with Lodges chartered by the older, if not ancient, Order. The Antients’ existence fostered a spirit of independence, if not rebelliousness, from Hanoverian government control in the colonies.

      It may be inferred that St. John the Baptist had something to do with some American colonists’ desire for independence.

      Published in 1756, Ahiman Rezon gave voice to the significance for Masons of the figure of St. John the Baptist. Page 150 of the book asked Masons to consider how “the stern integrity of Saint John the Baptist, which induced him to forego every minor consideration in discharging the obligations he owed to God; the unshaken firmness with which he met martyrdom rather than betray his duty to his Master; his steady reproval of vice, and continued preaching of repentance and virtue, make him a fit patron of the Masonic institution.”

      But for the martyrdom, he sounds somewhat like the deified image of George Washington.

      The Antients’ continued niggling presense eventually forced the Premier Grand Lodge of England to enter into negotiations for amalgamation, although by 1813, when the main negotiations took place, London’s Premier Grand Lodge was unlikely to regain loyalty from Masons dwelling in the now independent American colonies. Nevertheless, London continued to charter Lodges in the United States, notably to black-skinned Masons whose aspirations were rejected by indigenous Lodges, whose enlightenment program was racially selective.

      
[image: image]

      It is highly significant that during the discussions that led to the eventual establishment of the United Grand Lodge of England (under the Grand Mastership of the younger son of George III), one of the notable sticking points was the Antients’ objection that the so-called Moderns were ignoring Saints Days, in particular the feast day of St. John the Baptist, the day established for the election of Grand Masters. To a limited degree, the Antients appeared to get their way at the amalgamation. From the time of the union of the two Grand Lodges on December 27, 1813 (St. John the Evangelist’s Day!), the date of June 24 would be honored for that particular administrative function. Overt consideration of St. John the Baptist himself, however, has vanished from British Craft Freemasonry—just one of many “holes” in the contemporary Order, an Order that has wilfully reduced its ideological and intellectual significance to that of a mere “fraternal society” whose members are distinguished by a powerful—if to outsiders curious—urge to improve themselves morally. To modern observers it must appear that any reference to St. John the Baptist’s Day is merely coincidental to the date of Midsummer and the proximity of June 24 to the cosmic solstice, while even that latter relic of science might sound a little “pagan” to contemporary British Masonic authority, keen to scrub itself into a spotlessness verging on the vacuous.

      How then can we account for, first, the connection between the Baptist and old Free Masons’ customs and, second, the link between John the Baptist and the traditional Midsummer feasting—bearing in mind, as we shall see, that these questions really overlap one another?

      
        ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST AS LORD OF THE FEAST

        We have established that St. John the Baptist was important to Free Masons both before and after the establishment of the first Grand Lodge (1716–1723). The Baptist was not important to Free Masons alone. Can we locate what it was about the Baptist that people—and Masons in particular—found so appealing?

        This is no simple matter. There were no vox-pop TV or radio interviews in days gone by, asking ordinary people why they liked or did certain things. We can only assemble a rough jigsaw and see if an authentic pattern is discernible within the fragments.

        One thing is clear. It did not take Copernicus and the sixteenth-and seventeenth-century scientific revolution to convince ordinary people of the central significance of the sun to their lives. Whether the sun went around the Earth or the Earth went around the sun, the sun was still obviously the source of light, and people could see that without the sun, nothing could grow.

        Midsummer, when the sun was closest to the Earth and the days were longest was a very special time to our ancestors. Their lives and consciousness were intimately bound up with the cycles of nature. If religion was to have any meaning for this life, its inseparability from nature had to be perceived and acted on. Indeed, most people saw no clear distinction between spiritual and natural activity, except to say that people normally imagined spiritual forces could do for nature what nature could not do alone. Nature could bow to the miraculous. For many people, certain phases of natural processes looked fairly miraculous anyhow; the forces of death and decay had to be overcome. If one failed to thank God and his saints and angels for springtime, sunshine, rain, and harvest, they might not come again, or at least, they might fail, with starvation, death, and disease the result.

        So we can perhaps see that the old church’s placing of St. John the Baptist’s birthday at Midsummer was a masterstroke. Apart from the idea that Luke’s Gospel implied that John was born some six months before Jesus (whose “official” birthday of December 25 more or less marked the winter solstice, that is, the beginning of the sun’s “return”), the placing of John the Baptist at the crux of the Midsummer festivities gathered all the residual “pagan” ideas of the season and gave them an ecclesiastically solemnized coating and direction. Furthermore, it did not, presumably, pass some smart people’s notice that this association of the Baptist with Midsummer was no mere arbitrary placing of an acceptable saint over a pagan (that is, “country”) festival; there were certain unmistakable internal resonances between the known figure of John the Baptist and the beliefs of countless ordinary people in relation to Midsummer that magically activated that link.

        The first and most obvious resonance between date and saint is the tradition that John was a man who lived “under the sun.” The sun at its most witheringly merciless produces the desert; John made the straight path visible in the desert, a place of extraordinary, sometimes blinding, light. It is a place associated with vision, visionaries, and illumination: a place also of purity, of voluntary hardship, and suffering or preparation to receive light.

        As a result of his reputation, John was also associated with the so-called “desert fathers”: men such as St. Antony, the demon-haunted hermit who established desert life as an ideal in Egypt in the third century, thus inadvertently generating the practice of Christian monasticism, the life of self-denial or asceticism, that is, training.

        At the twelfth-century Chapel and Hospital of St. John the Baptist in Lichfield, England, for example, the hospital sign today features a tau cross (like a “T”), representing the Baptist. This is not a normal sign associated with John. I long wondered if it was the cross with its “head,” as it were, removed, since John was traditionally beheaded.

        A little research suggested that the symbol may have derived from involvement with the Franciscan friary next door to the hospital. The Franciscan friary was just inside the “barrs” or gates of Lichfield; the Hospital of St. John the Baptist was established “outside the Barrs”: just outside, in fact. Apart from a fear of disease, this position may also have been significant in assigning the Baptist’s patronage to the hospital: the world outside, the wilderness, the world of the itinerant and journeyman. Medieval masons were trade journeymen, not bound to place but free to travel: outsiders who made wildernesses bloom in stone as they journeyed from lodge to lodge and built the monasteries, cathedrals, castles, chapels, and bridges of the Middle Ages: St. John’s men.

        The Hospital of St. John the Baptist in Lichfield also took pilgrims in at the gates of the city, offering shelter and beer. Pilgrims journeyed great distances to Lichfield to see the relics of St. Chad at the city’s cathedral inside its massive protective walls. There is a symbolic connection between the gates to the holy place and baptism, the “password” to salvation. As we shall see, John the Baptist was also linked to healing: the function of holy relics.

        St. Francis of Assisi, spiritual father of the friary next door to the hospital, respected the desert fathers, especially St. Antony. St. Antony’s staff is usually represented as a “tau” (τ). Franciscans maintain that St. Francis took the tau as a special symbol for his brotherhood because he was impressed by a reading from Ezekiel 9:4–6 (see also Exodus 12:1):

        Pass through the city [Jerusalem] and mark a tav [the Hebrew letter “T”] on the foreheads of those who moan and groan over all the abominations that are practiced within it. To the others I heard him say: “Pass through the city after them and strike! . . . Old men, youths and maidens, women and children, wipe them out. But do not touch anyone marked with the tav.”

        The “tav” or “tau” is a sign of the saved, of the redeemed. And, of course, the outward symbol of redemption in the Christian religion has always been baptism. Through the Franciscans and the Order of St. Antony, the “tau cross” became linked to the establishment of hospitals, which were a kind of oasis in the desert of Christian suffering.

        The twelfth-century Winchester Psalter contains an illustration of John baptizing Jesus while an angel waits on the riverbank, holding a garment drawn in the outline of a tau—the left and right arms of the “T” forming the sleeves. The garment symbolizes salvation, the “new life” given through baptism. The idea of rebirth is strongly implied, while the holy, healing waters of the Jordan symbolize life and hope flowing into the desert and the deserted.

        John is often depicted carrying an image of the “Lamb of God” holding a flag with a red cross on it, the cross of sacrifice. This image derives from the Gospel of John (1:29): “The next day John seeth Jesus coming unto him, and saith, ‘Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.’”

        The idea of the “lamb” derives in part from Genesis (chapter 22) where Isaac asks his father, “Where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” not knowing that his father, Abraham, has been told by God to sacrifice his son: he, Isaac, the son, is the intended offering. As a ram stands in for Isaac’s sacrifice, in God’s mercy, so the “lamb” that is the messiah will, according to John’s text, “take away” the sin that in accordance with God’s laws ought to condemn humankind to death. The “lamb” is also the lamb sacrificed at Passover in Egypt when the Lord “hovered over” or “guarded” the homes of those Hebrews whose lintels bore the tav, the sign of salvation from God’s judgment, made in the blood of the slaughtered lamb (see Exodus 12:3).

        Since sickness and death were seen in medieval Europe to be rooted in human sin, so, in religious hospitals—there were no other kind—healing required sufferers to concentrate on the life-giving powers of the “Lamb of God.” John the Baptist pointed the sinner and the sick toward their redemption and healing. The first condition of healing in a religious establishment was, therefore, “Repent!” or turn around to God, let oneself go in faith: the traditional word uttered in the wilderness of parched hopes and spiritual clarity by John, whose hands carried the sinner beneath the healing or “living waters” to the life above them.

        Further confirmation of the very personal association of John’s word to the fears and the healing of medieval men and women, whether bound to city or village, or at liberty to journey, may be found in some very rare “pendant capsules” discovered by chance in northern England and in the Netherlands. These precious capsules, just over an inch long, are tiny pendants fashioned in gold, precious jewels, and enamel. Originally opened to reveal some holy relic or healing substance, the pendant capsules were inscribed with painstakingly executed images of God the Father, Son, Holy Ghost, Virgin Mary, St. Antony—and John the Baptist. One example found at Winteringham in North Lincolnshire is in the clear form of a tau cross: a clear call for protection on life’s journey from the judgment due to the sinner, and not the only example of its kind.

        A diamond-shaped pendant capsule found at Middleham Castle, Yorkshire, dated ca. 1475–1485, has an inscription on the obverse edge that reads Ecce agnus dei qui tollis [sic] peccata [sic] mundi miserere nobis, followed by the words tetragrammaton ananyzapta. The first phrase is a Latin rendering of the words attributed in John’s Gospel to John the Baptist (John 1:29), “Behold the Lamb of God who taketh away the sins of the world.” The words miserere nobis, “have mercy upon us,” are taken from the eucharistic liturgy and show that Christ’s sacrifice for the redemption of sinners is continued through the sacraments of the church where the sinner is pointed toward the “Lamb of God” or Agnus Dei. The figure of the Lamb of God, holding the red-cross pennant, is the symbol most associated with John the Baptist. It is clearly depicted below a Nativity scene on the reverse of the pendant. Perhaps the capsule once contained a wax wafer stamped with the Agnus Dei, which carried a papal blessing.

        It is almost certain that the pendant would also have served as a magical amulet, to ward off evil powers. It features a sapphire, symbol of the pure soul, traditional protector from peril of poisoning or blindness. The reference to the “tetragrammaton” (the four Hebrew letters of God’s name) followed by the word ananyzapta demonstrates the pendant’s magical value. We know from magical texts of the period that the word ananyzapta or ananyzaptus was widely repeated as an incantation against falling sickness or epilepsy. More prosaically, it was employed as an antidote to hangovers.

      

      
        THE KNIGHTS HOSPITALLER

        The most striking link between St. John the Baptist and the world of medieval medicine may be found amid the extensive activities of the Knights Hospitaller, sometimes called the Knights of St. John. Persisting to this day as the Sovereign Military Order of Malta, based in Rome, the massive medieval organization was first founded in Jerusalem, whence it moved to Rhodes, then Malta.

        In 1023, eighteen years after Muslim zealots destroyed a Christian hospital for pilgrims in Jerusalem, a body of Italian merchants obtained Caliph Ali az-Zahir of Egypt’s permission to rebuild the hospital on the site of the monastery of St. John the Baptist. The site’s sacredness to John appears to explain the adoption of St. John’s patronage by the knightly order, which would run side by side with the monastic hospitaller order, founded after the first Crusade in 1113 by Gerard the Blessed. Gerard expanded his order throughout the new Norman Kingdom of Jerusalem, a program augmented by Raymond du Puy de Provence, his successor. Raymond established a new hospital adjacent to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. When the order began providing armed protection for pilgrims, there emerged a private army and health service combined. Because it attracted chivalry from all over the Western world, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa granted the expanding order a charter of privileges in 1185. Frederick received the blessings of the Baptist for his pledge of protection.

        The Hospitallers have often been confused with the “Poor Knights of the Temple” or Knights Templar who appeared during the same period. The Templars wore a red cross on a white background. Initially distinguished by a black surcoat with a white cross, the Hospitallers adopted a red surcoat with a white cross with Pope Innocent IV’s approval in 1248. Complementary colors notwithstanding, Templars and Hospitallers remained institutional rivals, though their differences were glossed over by eighteenth-century Masonic apologists for “Templar-Masonry.” That the Templars were dedicated not to St. John but to St. Mary the Virgin, for example, was obscured. However, since the Hospitallers obtained much of the property, and some of the membership, of the Templars after that order’s suppression for unholy vice in 1312, it could be argued that there was a quasi-Templar persistense under the patronage of St. John. If Hospitallers in their priories ever wondered at the time whether St. John had redeemed the sins of the Templar knight sinners by extending his care to their collective goods, we know nothing of it.

        Where the Rev. James Anderson in London in 1738 supposed that the knightly orders owed their origin to “Masonry” (they had “Grand Masters”–built castles, chapels, and churches and were monastic orders), the pro-Jacobite, romantic Freemason Chevalier Ramsay had declared au contraire from Paris the previous year of (1737), that the real Masonic Order was actually derived from the medieval knightly orders (Templars and Hospitallers being implied), whose precepts of chivalry should govern a revived, and almost certainly pro-Jacobite, Masonry. Ramsay’s “Oration” would in due course germinate that “Templar Masonry” whose “Knight-Masons” are still with us, albeit strangers to the Middle Ages.

        Indeed, all of this eighteenth-century romancing and infra-Masonic pugnacity and one-upmanship was remote from the experience of medieval freestone masons and all of the other, and no less proud, trades and walks of life, for whom the dramatic—and even jovial—figure of St. John the Baptist was close.

        Taking St. John the Baptist as one’s patron saint in the days before the Reformation carried myriad blessings. The old freestone masons in their guilds, congregations, and chapters were hardly alone in desiring the Baptist’s patronage. Nevertheless, the fact remains that all we know for sure about pre-eighteenth-century relations between St. John the Baptist and British freemasons, whether “admitted” persons from genteel backgrounds or associated trades, or working master masons and their companies, is that the Midsummer Feast of St. John the Baptist was important to them. For how long this had been so, or whether other saints days, including that of St. John the Evangelist, meant much to them, we do not know. (St. John Evangelist was patron saint of Edinburgh Stonemasons.) However, since Midsummer festivities were popular throughout Britain and the continent of Europe, we can hardly suppose that freestone masons or “freemasons”—as masons of freestone were called from at least the end of the thirteenth century—made a point of absenting themselves from the general enjoyment. The question of precisely what masons as masons saw in the Baptist can only, in truth, be speculated on, though, as we shall see further, there was much resonance between the symbolic figure of John the Baptist and what we know of Masonic ideals, though, in written form, from considerably later in history.

        After all the emphasis on hospitals, sickness, Saracens, and salvation, it comes as a relief to know that St. John was probably most associated with the happy, joyous side of life in its naturalness, as well as, if not more than, the deeper meaning of it all.

        Before the continental Reformation blew up the Western Christian Church, June 24 was marked in Britain by the appearance of pulpits in the open air, decorated with boughs and green candles. Fires were lit in the open, accompanied, said critics, by “heathen rejoicing.” We can be certain that the guardians of Hanoverian harmony would not have liked that.

        Not only were ordinary folk caught up in sexy, Midsummer frolics of the Carmina Burana kind, whole regions and institutions in Europe had cause to celebrate. The Baptist was the patron of Burgundy, Malta, and Provence. He was patron saint of Florence and Amiens, as well as of weavers, tailors, tanners, shepherds, furriers, and of brotherhoods to support the condemned (John had been imprisoned and executed). There were relics of St. John’s head in St. Silvestro in Rome (ca. 1400), Maastricht, Quarante, Montpellier (ca. 1440), St. Johann in Aachen-Burtscheid, and St. Bavo in Ghent (built on a tenth-century chapel of St. John the Baptist). John’s relics could look forward to an outing for public veneration on the saint’s day.

        Midsummer Eve was a day of blessing, a lucky day, especially for suckling babes who, weaned on that day, could look forward to a life on the sunshine side; Midsummer was a good time to get married, to conceive a child, to roll sparse-clad on the ground, or to participate, discreetly, in magic rites of fertility and purification. In the German town of Leobschutz in Silesia, John himself blessed the flowers picked in his honor on Midsummer Eve; in Bohemia, a prayer was said to John as “his” flowers were picked before being mixed with animal fodder, while a baby baptized on St. John’s Day in the region was more blessed than if the infant had received a thousand thalers.*1 St. John’s Day was a good day for reconciliation of folk in conflict.

        A good time was had by all; John’s band was a happy band.
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