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This book is dedicated to my wife, Dr. Andrea M. Nerozzi, and our two sons, Luke and Nathaniel. They are the cornerstone upon which all my good works have been built, and the capstone of my life.
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“Like a drowsy lion, Freemasonry arouses in the outsider both curiosity and mistrust. This landmark book anatomizes the creature without apology or mystification. At the same time, it summons insiders to revive their moribund craft in all the grandeur of its original mission to humanity. Mark Stavish, whose work is informed by a profound knowledge of esoteric traditions, has earned gratitude from both sides.”

JOSCELYN GODWIN, PROFESSOR OF MUSIC EMERITUS, COLGATE UNIVERSITY AND COAUTHOR OF SYMBOLS IN THE WILDERNESS AND FORBIDDEN FRUITS

“Mark Stavish’s The Path of Freemasonry provides a comprehensive introduction to the Craft—its history, inner structure, beliefs, objectives, rites, and even its symbolically rich language. Unusually, however, it goes far beyond this brief to encompass the broader social and cultural issues surrounding the tradition; and in particular its relationship with, and profound connections to, the occult societies and esoteric currents toward which some of its most respected members have contributed their energy and organizational and ritual know-how. Indeed but for the disciplinary bedrock provided by Freemasonry it is arguable whether there would be a Western esoteric tradition worth talking of. This commendable work provides the reader with an accessible and engaging overview of this subject.”

PETER MARK ADAMS, AUTHOR OF THE GAME OF SATURN, MYSTAI, AND THE POWER OF THE HEALING FIELD

“Mark Stavish has written a must-read for anyone considering Freemasonry and the esoteric path within it . . . This book will take you on a journey through its unique history, touching upon rituals, symbolism, and diving into the philosophies of its uncharted beginnings and into the modern era. Get ready for a journey and an exciting read into the world’s most venerable fraternity.”

ERIK W. KROGSTAD 33°, MASTER MASONIC SCHOLAR, LECTURER, AND BLOGGER
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Deeper into the Wonderful Mystery
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Foreword to the 2021 Edition

Arturo de Hoyos, 33°

FREEMASONRY, THE WORLD’S OLDEST and largest fraternity, has been variously described and defined. The organization defines itself as a system of morality, veiled in allegory and illustrated by symbols. Chief among its objects is the pursuit of “light,” which is analogous to truth or reality—or, to use the words of John Locke, “the knowledge of things, as they are to be found in themselves, and not our imaginations.”1 Thus, it encourages mature individual and social responsibility through awareness of the world and our place in it. Within the lodge Masons carefully avoid divisive issues, such as politics and religion. Rather, Masonic “labor” is itself a type of worship that raises humanity by self-improvement (laborare est orare, 
“to work is to pray”). Although Masonry acknowledges the existence of a Supreme 
Being, it leaves sectarian religious beliefs and concerns to the individual, promoting only brotherhood. Thus, it remarkably transcends all borders, artificial and natural, and unites members who may otherwise have remained distant.

Yet the Craft is much more than that. Albert Pike, the famous grand commander of the Scottish Rite, Southern Jurisdiction, stated, “Masonry is a march and a struggle toward the Light. For the individual as well as the nation, Light is Virtue, Manliness, Intelligence, Liberty. Tyranny over the soul or body, is darkness.”2 And, in his clearest definition, he proclaimed:

Freemasonry is the subjugation of the Human that is in man by the Divine; the Conquest of the Appetites and Passions by the Moral Sense and the Reason; a continual effort, struggle, and warfare of the Spiritual against the Material and Sensual. That victory, when it has been achieved and secured, and the conqueror may rest upon his shield and wear the well-earned laurels, is the true Holy Empire.3

The means by which Freemasonry accomplishes this is through ritual and 
symbolic instruction. This ancient and time-honored practice has the remarkable 
ability to bring its initiates into a mythical and symbolic realm where, freed 
from the thoughts and concerns of the modern world, they gain insights and learn lessons by which they navigate throughout life.

Freemasonry is ancient, and few records survive to give us insight into its original character. The oldest known Masonic document, the Regius 
Manuscript (ca. 1410), includes the Old Charges or Gothic constitutions—the laws 
and moral code of conduct observed by medieval stonemasons. Over 120 ancient 
documents detailing these principles still survive. What today we call the 
“lodge” was originally just the small private dwelling of the master—the 
stonemason who held the building contract for a medieval construction project. 
It was erected near the project, and if a Mason was lucky, he might be invited 
to enjoy its fellowship. These early Masons were likely read the Old Charges, 
given a mythical history of their trade, and invested with secret modes of 
recognition, including special handshakes and passwords. They were religious 
men, builders of cathedrals, and their stories included tales of the building of 
the Tower of Babel, Noah’s Ark, and, later, King Solomon’s Temple. Early Masons 
were also instrumental in rebuilding London after the great fire of 1666. By the 
1640s non-Masons were being admitted into Masonic lodges. This marked a move 
away from Masonry as a purely operative, trade-based fellowship toward speculative, or philosophic Masonry. In 1717 several lodges met and formed a grand lodge in England, which act is often considered the beginning of Freemasonry as a fraternity. The Old Charges were collated and published as The Constitutions of the Free-Masons (1723), wherein we read that Adam was the first Mason, and that the Garden of Eden was his lodge. This work, the first official Masonic book, continues to influence the laws of all regular grand lodges in the world today.

The earliest accounts of Masonic ritual are found in the Edinburgh Register House Manuscript (1696), though it leaves much unstated. Its descriptions of rituals are mostly abbreviated, with little explanation as to what the particular actions actually meant. Yet we know that there were secrets to be learned from the rituals. The Dumfries No. 4 Manuscript (1710) declares that “no lodge or corum of massons shall give the Royal secret to any suddently but upon great deliberation first let him learn his Questions by heart then his symbals then do as the lodge thinks fit.” There’s a good deal of debate and speculation among modern Masonic scholars about where some of these practices and symbols came from. Freemasonry has always been eclectic, borrowing what it needed to create and improve its ceremonies, rituals, and instruction. Because members were forbidden from transcribing the rituals and betraying their secrets, we have precious few descriptions apart from early anti-Masonic tracts and published exposés revealing Masonic rituals. Some of these include enigmatic statements. For example, A Letter from the Grand Mistress of the Female Freemasons 
(a mocking attack on Freemasonry published anonymously in 1724 but generally attributed to Jonathan Swift) refers to Masonry’s “Caballistical Philosophy,” while The Grand Mystery Laid Open, or the Free Masons Signs and Words Discovered (an exposé published anonymously in 1726) says that the Masonic secrets “are not divulged to any new admitted Member, because they are Cabalistical.” To what do these remarks allude? We don’t know precisely. In an 1888 letter to Robert F. Gould (England’s premier Masonic historian), Pike noted:

I cannot conceive of anything that could have induced Ashmole, Mainwaring, and other men of their class to unite themselves with a Lodge of working Masons, except this—that, as Alchemists, Hermeticists, and Rosicrucians had no association of [their] own in England or Scotland, they joined the Masonic Lodges in order to meet one another without being suspected; and I am convinced that it was the men who inherited their doctrines who brought their symbols into Masonry, but kept the Hermetic meanings of them to themselves.4

After studying Pike’s text and arguments, Gould confessed, “There is no one among our British Masonic writers who could have written up to the level of your own performance.” He also noted, “Your Lectures on Symbolism impressed me greatly and no part of them more so, than the effective way in which you show how much of the meaning of what is now done in Lodge, has been lost.”5 And there we have it: Freemasonry has much that is of unknown origin, and that is at once both practical and symbolic, or exoteric and esoteric.

In this bold and insightful work, Brother Mark Stavish explores the history, rituals, and philosophies of Freemasonry and its possible relationships with other esoteric traditions, ancient societies, and even modern physics. He looks at a variety of Masonic rites and practices and investigates how the Craft hints at or preserves currents and traditions below the surface of mundane life. But this book is more than an entertaining read. At the end of each chapter, Brother Stavish summarizes key points, provides assignments, and suggests further reading material. In other words, this is a workbook, or practical course, to encourage its readers to look deeper into the wonderful mystery that is Freemasonry.

ARTURO DE HOYOS, 33°, GRAND CROSS, K.Y.C.H. PAST MASTER, MCALLEN LODGE NO. 1110, AF&AM OF TEXAS GRAND ARCHIVIST AND GRAND HISTORIAN SUPREME COUNCIL, 33° SOUTHERN JURISDICTION (MOTHER SUPREME COUNCIL OF THE WORLD) THE HOUSE OF THE TEMPLE, WASHINGTON, D.C.
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Foreword to the First Edition

Lon Milo DuQuette, 32°

Masonry is a progressive moral science, divided into different degrees; and, as its principles and mystic ceremonies are regularly developed and illustrated, it is intended and hoped that they will make a deep and lasting impression upon your mind.

GRAND LODGE OF CALIFORNIA, CALIFORNIA CIPHER: A VALUABLE AID TO MEMORY (1990)

IT’S 4:00 A.M. I creep quietly past the rooms of my sleeping brothers and out to the darkened hallway that leads to the staircase to the atrium. The atrium is a cavernous space, nearly two hundred feet long and over fifty feet wide, built in the style of the Roman Empire. The marble floor is adorned with Masonic symbols inlaid in brass and stone of contrasting colors. The Doric and Ionic columns that flank the great hall and support second-story walkways and chambers are dwarfed by towering Corinthian columns that buttress the vaulted ceiling, three stories high, whose centerpiece stained-glass skylight now bathes the room in soft iridescent moonlight.

There are five bronze statues here whose presence I am moved to honor. Four are the goddess figures of the cardinal virtues: Temperance, Prudence, Fortitude, and Justice. They are positioned at the corners of the room, which I slowly circumambulate as I move from pedestal to pedestal. The fifth goddess stands in the very center of the hall and bears no inscription or emblem. She simply holds her forefinger to her lips as if to hush the universe. It is here at the feet of silence where I sit down on the cool floor and close my eyes. Only a moment, it seems, passes before I hear the warm ring of a temple bowl. The others are awake, and we are being called to dawn meditation.

I slip off my shoes outside the door of the lodge room and tiptoe inside to take my seat. The room is dark save for a single candle on the central altar. After a few quiet words of introduction and instruction, we close our eyes and enter our inner temples. Forty minutes later the sun has risen. We open our eyes and see the room brilliantly illuminated by three large Italian stained-glass panels that form the entire southern wall of the lodge room. Each window dramatically depicts one of the three ages of man: youth, manhood, and old age. My eyes linger on each scene in turn as I weigh the well-lived episodes of my life against those of time misspent.

After breakfast we gather beneath chandeliers of Czech crystal in the spacious reception room and for the first time see who has come this year. I immediately recognize some of the brightest stars in the firmament of modern Masonry. I also see friends and colleagues from years past, writers, scholars, teachers, and students. As always, there are several brothers who have been invited for the first time to present papers and lecture.

We are meeting for three days of presentations and discussions of issues and subjects relating to esoteric aspects of the Craft of Freemasonry. We have gathered secretly and informally under no official warrant, charter, or auspices to explore the Craft as a self-transformational art and science—to labor and strategize how best to proceed to protect, preserve, and advance the esoteric soul of Freemasonry.

Appropriately, the venue for this gathering is one of the largest and most architecturally magnificent Masonic edifices in the world, unexplainably abandoned by its usual team of custodial stewards for the duration of our meetings. The building itself is intoxicating. We are all humbled by its beauty and perfect proportions. One cannot resist being tangibly elevated as we each intuitively attempt to adjust our inner imperfections to reflect the outer perfections of the sacred geometry around us. As we walk the sacred labyrinth, sit quietly studying in the Gothic library, or muse about alchemy at the feet of Assyrian sphinxes, we find ourselves pausing and asking each other, “Is this really happening?”

Yes. It really happens, and this is how I always dreamed Masonry would be.

This, however, is not what all Masons think the Craft should be. As a 
matter of fact, there are a great many who now feel that the esoteric roots of 
our ancient institution are an embarrassment—queer and unwholesome links to 
paganism, the occult, and perhaps even Satanism. You might be surprised to learn 
that there is a concerted effort now taking place within Masonry to once and for 
all divorce the Craft from its esoteric heritage and make it an organization 
open only to men professing certain specific religious convictions. Even though 
Masonic tradition dictates that a candidate need only profess a belief in a 
Supreme Being and a form of afterlife, today there are jurisdictions and lodges 
around the world that will not consider the application of a man if they believe 
his religion to be not “mainstream” enough, or his interest in the esoteric 
nature of the craft suspiciously intense.

This is why, sadly, I cannot tell you in what country our gathering takes place. Neither can I tell you the names of the participants, or the circumstances that bring us together, or the details of our activities and goals. By necessity, Masonry has for us again become a secret society.

What makes this anti-esoteric movement so ill-timed and suicidal is the fact that Masonry’s membership numbers are plunging precipitously. Lodges are closing or merging with other lodges for lack of members. Freemasonry, as we’ve known it for the last three hundred years, will be dead in just a few years if something isn’t done. Ironically (and much to the terror of the anti-esoterics), the only demographic group that is applying for membership in significant numbers is composed of young men who are passionately interested in the esoteric mysteries of the Craft.

Fortunately, at least for the time being, exoteric Masonry is still for the most part a very big tent. Even in the most conservative quarters, leadership still pays lip service to the concept that Masonry opens her doors to upstanding men of all races, religions, political persuasions, and social and economic circumstances.*1 Aside from the obligatory duties required to advance through the degrees, the individual Mason is free to be as interested or as disinterested as he likes in matters that concern the history, rituals, traditions, and mysteries of the Craft. As it is (and much to the relief of the anti-esoterics), most Masons, once they are raised to the sublime degree of Master Mason (and, if they so choose, go on to complete the degrees in one or more concordant rites), are happy to put the quaint and curious stuff behind them and simply enjoy being part of one of the most active and generous service organizations in the world.

This is as it should be, and please don’t think that I am denigrating the contributions and efforts of a brother who wishes to participate at any level. The world needs a generous service organization to sponsor hospitals and clinics and scholarships. Some men need a relatively wholesome place to meet socially once or twice a month with other relatively wholesome men. Add to this the possibility that some men might actually have a psychological need to put on clown makeup and drive tiny cars in parades.

Without men like this, Masonry would not be (for the time being, at least) the largest and wealthiest fraternal organization in the world. These are good men who are made better by their involvement in Craft. But there are also those among them who would like to be spiritually transformed by Masonry’s deeper secrets, and currently these are the only men applying in any significant numbers. (Still, I’d wager that even some of the clowns in the tiny cars, if properly educated, might be fascinated by the esoteric side of things.)

The sad fact is, most Masons are never adequately exposed to knowledgeable brothers or material that might excite their curiosity beyond wondering, “What’s for stated meeting dinner?” It’s not that the information is not available. Plenty of fine books have been written over the centuries, some of which might be found in the libraries of local lodges all around the world. But many of these books were written in the 1800s at a time when interest in esoteric Masonry was at its zenith and when even a high school diploma meant a familiarity with Greek and Latin plus a smattering of philosophy, world religions, and history. Anyone who has ever started to read Albert Pike’s Morals and Dogma will know exactly what I’m talking about.

What has been lacking for the modern Mason, and what Brother Stavish now mercifully presents us, is a straightforward, and step-by-step, study of Freemasonry and the myriad movements and ideas that gave birth to the Craft in all its manifestations. Moreover, he sets it all vis-à-vis twenty-first-century science, philosophy, and mysticism and challenges the reader to do the same. The Path of Freemasonry is a onevolume liberal arts education in Freemasonry, and never before in the history of the Craft has it been more important for individual Masons to be so educated. I wish I could put Brother Stavish’s book in the hands of every new-raised brother, not simply for his own benefit, but for the benefit of those individuals throughout his life who will look to him as a worthy example of a knowledgeable and enlightened member of the fraternity.

May the blessing of Heaven rest upon us and all regular Masons! May Brotherly Love prevail, and every moral and social virtue cement us! Amen.

MASTER MASON’S
CLOSING PRAYER

LON MILO DUQUETTE, 32°

AUTHOR OF THE KEY TO SOLOMON’S KEY: SECRETS OF MAGIC AND MASONRY



 

How to Use This Book

While many books explain the rituals and symbols of Freemasonry, none have truly put them in the proper context so that we can understand why they are as important to us today as they were three hundred years ago. The Path of Freemasonry 
shows the reader how to understand the events that gave rise to Freemasonry, why 
they matter, and how to live a “Masonic” life as a creator, builder, and friend 
of divinity and humanity, whether or not you ever wear a Masonic apron.

While 
this book can be read as an overview of Masonic symbolism and ideas and their relationship to Renaissance and classical thought, it can and should be used primarily as a workbook for self-improvement, for self-improvement is what Masonry, esotericism, and the various modern therapies most readers will be familiar with are all about.

Begin each reading session with a prayer to the Divine Architect of the universe, the God of your understanding, to enlighten you on this very special and unique journey. Have a notebook handy and some colored pencils or pens. Read at least one of the books from each chapter’s suggested reading list. Pay attention to your dreams as you progress through this book. Allow the ideas to stimulate your creative energies. Practice at least one of the assignments provided at the end of each chapter. Write down ideas, inspirations, and other things that come to you from “out of the blue” as you progress. Eventually, you can take what you have learned and put it to use in the world of action. Join a civic group, or volunteer for a nonpolitical, nonreligious cause. You might be surprised to see how much you are blessed by helping others, and how much you have to give. Give thanks daily for the blessings you have, and spend time in meditation and prayer as often as possible.
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INTRODUCTION

What Is the Secret of Freemasonry?

WHEN ASKED IF FREEMASONRY is a secret society, many Masons will simply reply that it is a “society with secrets.” That is, there are things within Masonry that are, or should be, known only to members. A true secret society is just that: a secret. It hides its existence and conceals its motives from the public at large—and sometimes from its own members. As such, if Freemasonry is a secret society, it is a pretty poor one. Masonic halls, with their lodge and banquet rooms, dot most urban landscapes. Massive and ornate versions, often called “temples,” in that they are temples of learning, can be seen in almost every major city in the oldest and most established sections of town. Thousands of books have been written about Freemasonry, many by Masons (such as this one), and hundreds of websites devoted to Freemasonry in all of its forms and varieties exist. Masons march in parades, support charities, and wear distinctive jewelry and ties and even put bumper stickers on their vehicles so that they may recognize one another when traveling. Despite this, many people often think of Masonry as secretive—something to be feared.

It has always been observed that Freemasonry conceals its secrets from the profane and extracts oaths to maintain that secrecy under pain of the most horrific penalties for oath breakers who violate them.*2 Whilethis is true, it still raises the question of “what” exactly Freemasonry’s secret is, or at least what it is about. Many authors have turned Masonry into their own personal publishing industry, writing an endless array of speculations about “the secret.” For some, the secret is literally a buried treasure to be found somewhere underneath the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland, or the famed Money Pit of Oak Island, Nova Scotia. For others, it is an esoteric secret, a form or style of initiation, possibly obtained by the Knights Templars during their stay in the Middle East and symbolized by their mysterious head of Baphomet. Others will say there are no secrets, except as you are able to find them, thereby making it a personal decision of each Freemason. Of late, many grand masters of various jurisdictions have pointed out that most of the Masonic rituals are published in some form that is more or less accurate, and as such, the only real secrets modern Masonry has are its signs of recognition between its members—funny handshakes, passwords, and other relics of bygone days when dues cards were not issued, membership was outlawed by princes fearing possible democratic challenges to their power, and Masonry was considered heresy by the Roman Catholic Church.

When the owner of Llewellyn Publications, Carl Weschke, first brought up the idea of my writing a book on Freemasonry in 2006, I was both pleased and somewhat taken back. It was no secret that within months, Dan Brown’s runaway bestselling novel The Da Vinci Code would be released as a movie with a top-of-the-line cast, and everyone would want to get a piece of the action once Freemasonry became the hot topic of the season. The real question in my mind was how to write a book on Freemasonry that addressed the needs of the various readers, some of whom would be Freemasons, some potential Masons, and others 
simply interested in the topic. The more I thought about it, reflected on my own 
Masonic experiences, and talked to other members of the Craft—about their 
expectations from Freemasonry, their experiences, what they would like to see 
more of—the more it became clear that the message of this book extends well 
beyond the limits of a single movement, no matter how large or significant it may be.

Above all, it is important for each reader to know that there is no such thing as “the book” on Freemasonry. Masonry is defined as a system of moral teachings veiled in symbolism. This means that each Freemason is free to interpret their ritualistic experience in any manner they see fit and that no one can tell them they are wrong. This places Freemasonry in a peculiar situation, but one that clearly reflects the attitude of the age in which it came about. It provides an intellectually liberal framework wherein one can meet with others, while the secrecy protects the organization and its members to some degree from being targeted as challengers to the outside powers that be. If there is no creed of beliefs, other than belief in a Supreme Being, then it surely cannot be a religion, and as such does not compete with the religious establishment of the day.

Even so, those symbols used by Freemasonry that have their roots in religious and mystical practices—primarily those of the Jewish and Christian experience—also include elements, that while not identified, are clearly not biblical. Building, or creating, is the centerpiece of Freemasonry, and it was said for generations that the origin of the fraternity was to be found in the medieval building guilds. Oral traditions state that Freemasons, or their predecessors, were said to have possessed some occult secret carried back from Jerusalem or elsewhere and encapsulated it into the iconography of the great Gothic cathedrals. This theme was particularly expounded upon by the mysterious twentiethcentury French alchemist Fulcanelli in The Mystery of the Cathedrals, wherein he states that the entire alchemical corpus can be found in the stonework of cathedrals such as Notre Dame and Chartres.

It is easy to see why such an idea could be stated and believed by modern minds. Even as I write this, I am listening to an album of music that was composed in the twelfth century yet is hauntingly timeless—Vision: The Music of Hildegard Von Bingen, performed by Richard Souther, with Emily Van Evera and Sister Germaine Fritz as the featured vocalists. When I first heard Hildegard’s music many years ago, it became clear to me what the difference was between worship in the High Middle Ages and worship today, and why so many men and women long for a sort of Middle Ages that never was—Masonic and Rosicrucian scholar A. E. Waite among them. In the images of the tarot deck created under his direction, we see idyllic depictions of a rural Gothic world, wherein the quest for the Holy Grail is all-encompassing, and a seamless connection links the daily quasi-pagan/ shamanic beliefs of the peasantry with communal church worship and initiatic mysticism.

The beauty, charm, and inspiration of what our forebears built in the name of Our Lady can be seen in every European city and town. The last vestiges of Celtic, Roman, Egyptian, and Germanic paganism were enshrined in Catholic cathedrals in the marble and wood statues of Mary, the Mother of Christ, the Child of the Sun, sending their silent message to future generations. Writing about these fabulous structures and the men who built them in The Builders: A Story and Study of Freemasonry, Joseph Fort Newton proclaims:

Man was not meant to be a cringing being, eaten up by anxiety, shut up a prisoner in silent loneliness, living in blind cruelty. He was meant for great adventures, if he has the insight to see the laws of life and the key of kindness to unlock the doors; and in his quest for the best in others he will discover something in himself not guessed before. For each of us, though we may not be clever or commanding, but only average and unknown, life can be winged and wonderful, full of meaning and music, if we have the faith to trust the God who made us, and the wisdom to live, love, and learn.

Building is what Masonry is all about: building a better person, a better community, a better society, and a better world—all in that order.

We know what a community values based upon what it builds and what it allows to languish or decay. In the High Middle Ages, during the Gothic period, temples of stone and light were created to give praise to the Mother of God. These were once the central structures of a town or city, dominating the landscape, and often were the tallest buildings in the area, visible for miles away. Now we build skyscrapers of poured concrete to warehouse human beings as they move invisible money and information from one digital stronghold to another. These buildings belong to both the private interests that own them, as well as the bloated social services system that has drained creativity and responsibility from people for over three generations now. One need only look at the relationship in size of the Department of Social Human Services building in Center City Philadelphia, and compare it to the Grand Lodge of Pennsylvania (directly across the street from it), the neighboring Trinity Church, Philadelphia City Hall, or any one of a dozen office buildings to understand the message being sent of what is understood to be of value. Possibly the most well-known and least recognized example of architecture acting as an expression of hidden symbolism is the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. While the building takes its name from having five sides, few recognize that the pentagram and pentagon are both symbolically linked to Mars, the ancient Roman god of war. Here again, we know what a culture values by what it builds.

John Anthony West writes in the foreword to The Return of Sacred Architecture: The Golden Ratio and the End of Modernism by Herbert Bangs, M.Arch,

Not so long ago, architecture was typically the highest and most complete artistic expression of a sophisticated civilization. It provided the framework within which the other arts forms manifested. It was where the lion’s share of any given society’s creativity was directed; the architecture expressed and enshrined the soul. In fact, if we had no written history at all, we would be able to get a very good idea of the living essence of any given civilization simply by looking closely at where its creative energy is expended: Ancient Egypt’s creative energy went into its temples, pyramids, and tombs; Rome’s went into its roads, massive civic projects, and coliseums; our today goes into an elaborate missile defense system and disposable products designed to feed our materialistic, consumer-driven culture.1

Thus, any building represents the ideals of the age in which it was built. The raw functionalism of modern architecture is enough to destroy any sense of the divine—and in turn, destroy any sense of the individual as something other than a walking bag of bones. What inspires us in the United States is the churches, cathedrals, even civic facilities such as museums, and of course Masonic temples, all built before the Second World War, and many in the nineteenth century. While we are still young by European standards, Continental snobbery should not be too proud, in that two world wars, a collapsed sense of national identity, along with the moral and ethical values of rampant social materialism, have done significant harm to them as well.

Through all of this, one of the single constants has been Freemasonry.

At the risk of redundancy later on in the book, it is important to keep in mind that the lessons of Freemasonry are universal in that they deal with human strivings and aspirations for improvement and the search for Light. Masonry also demonstrates the importance of commitment to a single ideal, and how that commitment can allow a movement to not only survive but grow under the pressure of opposition and even persecution. Those interested in community and organization should take note that Masonry is a perfect example of “centralized decentralization.” While bound by specific and unchangeable landmarks, or specific Masonic signs, symbols, words, documents, and points, there is considerable variation in how Masonic degrees are worked from rite to rite as well as jurisdiction to jurisdiction. In a Masonic context the jurisdiction is the geographical region of a lodge, and its rites refer to the style and type of rituals as well as the lodge’s attendant organizational and administrative structure. Each lodge is obedient to the grand lodge that charters it but has a wide range of autonomy regarding these aspects.

This autonomy, coupled with localization (meaning that members of the lodge come from within that lodge’s community), has given a great deal of uniqueness to Masonic expression, for both better and worse. Masonry demonstrates a workable model for new and emerging spiritual movements to use if they seek to be more than Renaissance fairs without admission fees, or counterculture escapism.

Despite promises of perpetual progress, material abundance, and a world without suffering, everything that exists has its moment and then passes. Through its landmarks Masonry teaches, and demonstrates, that which is permanent and unchanging—the essence of a thing—and how to recognize it. For this very reason, the examples in this book have been taken from a variety of published Masonic rituals and jurisdictions. Normally such an approach would appear haphazard or unduly eclectic. However, since all of Freemasonry is united by its landmarks, and its rituals are localized expressions of those landmarks, filtered through the context of a particular place and time, it is possible to widen our understanding of Masonry and its lessons— lessons that can be applied equally by those outside the Craft—by examining those expressions.

If asked to define what characterizes a Mason, there could be no single 
answer. The virtues of faith, hope, and charity are all embodied in Masonry, as 
is the golden rule of “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” If 
we take our cue from the degrees of Masonic initiation, we could see that a 
Mason—one who has worked to embody the Masonic ideal and is more than a dues 
payer or pin wearer—is first and foremost a gentleman. He is slow to anger, 
quick to forgive, generous with praise, and courteous in his speech. How he 
treats others is the rule by which he is judged and measured, and the fraternity 
as well. He is a scholar in that he seeks personal self-improvement and 
knowledge of himself, humanity, and the world in which he lives. Nothing is 
truly foreign to him, and the seven liberal arts and sciences (which we’ll discuss in chapter 3) are his keys to self-awakening. A Freemason knows that by improving himself, he improves the world, and he becomes an example for his brethren and his community. He is religiously devoted, or, more accurately, mystically inclined. His attention is always drawn toward the ineffable and the sublime, as therein lies the Light of the Oriental Chair, that chair in the “East” of the lodge wherein the Master of the Lodge sits to preside over the work of the lodge. And within himself he constructs the Temple of Wisdom, that personal philosophical structure that allows him to commune with his own conscience, realization of God, and be of service to his fellow human beings. This is done in silence and without sound of hammer, mallet, or chisel, for only in the depths of silence can wisdom speak. He is a mystic last because this is the most private and personal thing about him. The fact that he is a good man, one who is generous to all and who encourages learning and self-becoming, is enough for others to know. He does not hide his Light, but he does not wear it as a badge of honor, either. If others see it in him, then so be it; if not, that is fine as well. Yet when asked, he freely shares his wisdom with others, and, if asked still, he will share how they too may find the Light within themselves, without being a braggart or proselytizing. In this way, the “secret” of Freemasonry is available for everyone to see, but like the Gospel, it is often veiled. As the proverb says, “Let those who have ears hear, and those with eyes see.”

Many of my Masonic brethren who read this book will be taken back by the clear connection it makes between the Craft and the esoteric doctrines associated with the practical aspects of occultism—mainly ritual magic, alchemy, and astrology. For many Masons in the United States and elsewhere in the world, Freemasonry’s symbols are seen as extensions of the Christian experience rather than what they are: the precursor to it. As even cursory research will reveal, within the context of the Judeo-Christian experience we find lingering traces of the ancient mystery traditions of Egypt, Chaldea, Greece, Rome, Persia, and India. The Masonic ritual experience is rooted in these same traditions, making it distinctly doctrinally non-Christian. For those Masons who object to this connection and fail to see what is before them, I suggest they turn to the King James Bible they were presented with upon becoming a 32nd-degree Mason in the Scottish Rite. Herein, they will find a series of questions and answers, many of which will surprise them if they take the time to read them and research the actual meaning of the words and their context.

The following is found within the first few pages of the Holy Bible prepared for the Scottish Rite, and given upon reception of the 32nd degree. It is published by Heirloom Bible Publishers, Wichita, Kansas.

 

Questions and Answers Relating to Characters, Places, Words, and Phrases Used in Symbolic Masonry

Taken from material by Mr. Charles H. Merz (“Ask Me Brother”), by permission of the publishers. Macoy Publishing Company, New York, N.Y. Arranged by S. J. Pridgen.

Q. Alexandria: Where was it and for what noted?

A. Egypt, School of philosophy for which Masonic teachers are greatly indebted for many of their splendid doctrines.

Q. “A.U.M.” What do they mean, or signify?

A. The trilateral name of God, which is sacred among the Hindus as is the Tetragrammaton among the Jews, is composed of Sanskrit letters, sounding. A.U.M. A stands for Creator: U for the preserver: M for the destroyer or Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva.

Q. Hebrew language: Why is it of the greatest importance in Free Masonry?

A. Because the alphabet and its numerical values is the key to the greater number of words employed in Masonry as well as the mysteries of the Bible.

Q. Hermes Trismegistus: Who was he?

A. The “Thrice Great,” a celebrated Egyptian legislator, priest and philosopher, who lived about the year 2670. From the Hermetic Arts we have in Masonry, Hermetic Rites and Hermetic Degrees.

Q. Masons Wind: What is the fundamental idea?

A. Blowing from the East, in the belief of the Middle Ages, that all good things, such as philosophy and religion, come from the East.

Q. Monarch: What monarch, [is] the son of David, and [what] is the literal meaning of his name.

A. Solomon: Kabalistic composition, its outward form expressed the symbolism as the three principal officers of a Masonic Lodge. Sol, the sun; Om, the meridian sun; On, the setting son –Worshipful Master, Junior Warden, Senior Warden.

 

Additional questions and answers make reference to some of the ideas presented in this book, such as the mystical biblical patriarch Enoch, and the symbols that Freemasonry shares with the esoteric brotherhood of the Rosicrucians. Other unexpected subjects include placing the origins of Freemasonry in the oldest of ancient mysteries and the astrological sign of Leo, and making reference to the magical creature, or serpent, known as Shermah, which legend says Solomon used to build the Temple.

Once again, those with eyes to see and ears to listen will understand the importance of the above questions and answers both within and outside of a Masonic context. Regardless, some Masons will still hold true to their belief that Masonry is simply an extension of the Jewish-Christian experience, and to some degree this will always be true. However, the ancient mystery traditions are brought forth into the Masonic ritual experience. With this fact in hand, anti-Masons will find further justification for their vilification of the Craft, but then again, be it from this book or another, they would have found their rationale anyhow—even if it meant making it up!


A NOTE TO THE NON-MASON

Most readers of this book will not be members of the Craft. Some readers may know someone—a friend or family member—who is a Freemason and will simply want to know more about Masonry. Others may be interested in the so-called secrets of the fraternity and what they may be. Whatever the case, a non-Mason will, at some point in this reading, have to ask themself, “What does Masonic philosophy have to do with me if I am not a Mason? How can it make my life better?” Answering that question is exactly the reason this book was written. Masonic philosophy is universal, and the lessons it can teach us transcend sect or cult. Any readers who are practicing religious, initiatic, or esoteric organizations will find the exercises beneficial to their particular group. Some may even find themselves “a brother (or sister) without an apron.”

Nullius in verba, “on the word of no one,” best describes Freemasonry 
and any attempts to write a definitive book or encyclopedia on the matter. 
Masonry, as we will shortly see, is a vast topic and, as a living entity, has no 
official doctrines or creeds, only the requirement that one believe in a Supreme 
Being. While every effort has been made to demonstrate the direct relationship 
of the material presented herein to ancient and modern Freemasonry, it is in no 
way exclusionary. Each Freemason must come to understand the Craft to the best 
of their ability. This book is simply my effort at fulfilling that oath and 
obligation I took on my knees before the Altar of Light present at all Masonic 
initiations.

To be clear to the reader: Despite its philosophical and religious overtones, Freemasonry is not a religion, although it shares the purpose of religion in that it encourages the union of each individual with God. Masonry does not require any specific set of beliefs other than the belief in a Supreme Being, and even this is a fuzzy idea, being individualistic in meaning. While some say Masonry is a religious organization, it would be more accurate to describe it as speculative and philosophic. Masonry has no creed or sacraments, no means of salvation, and it is a human creation, not a divinely revealed one. In the end, Freemasonry is about self-improvement and helping others, because what we do on this earth is an expression of our understanding of our relationship to divinity. The rest is simply details.
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What Is Freemasonry?

The method of initiation, as we can see, is an essentially intuitive way. This is the reason why Freemasonry uses symbols to provoke that understanding which comes through analogy.

PAUL NAUDON, LAFRANC-MAÇONNERIE

FREEMASONRY HAS CAPTIVATED the public’s attention since its inception because of its reputation as a society of secrets. However, in addition to secrets, or things known only to its members, Freemasonry is also an organization that possesses many mysteries—foremost among them the very origins of the Craft itself. As an organization, Freemasonry defines itself as “a peculiar system of morality, veiled in allegory and illustrated by symbols.” And, as such, “Freemasonry makes good men better.”

While interesting, these definitions are not terribly informative. To learn more we must examine the history of Freemasonry and how it came to be the meeting ground for men from all walks of life and philosophical persuasions at a time when class structure was rigid and religious wars ravaged Europe. Freemasonry (or, more accurately, the Order of Free and Accepted Masons) derives its system of initiation of three degrees from the techniques and methods of the early stonemasons guild as well as biblical accounts of the construction of the Temple of Solomon. From these two relatively simple resources, a complex structure of ritual, symbolism, philanthropy, and philosophy has risen. The symbolism is in part the mystery as well as the secret. Early on, symbols unique to Masonry, such as the Mason’s Word (see here) and the legend of Hiram Abiff (see chapter 2), became the source of a great deal of speculation, suggesting that Freemasons were privy to secret esoteric teaching and occult operations. This reputation, coupled with the length and breadth of the organization as it grew, created a perfect climate 
for Freemasonry to become a vehicle for the promotion of certain spiritual ideas 
that were outside of the mainstream. While such promotions were more often private affairs rather than centrally directed by a grand lodge, Freemasonry became the happy hunting grounds for esoteric groups seeking members as early as thirty years after the formation of the first grand lodge. The reasons for this are simple: Masons were educated, socially connected, and able to travel relatively freely—and there may perhaps indeed have been some early occult influences in the formation of the first grand lodge.


OPERATIVE AND SPECULATIVE MASONRY

The medieval building guilds, or early unions, had their origin in the construction of the great cathedrals and public construction projects of the day. Given that many trades were passed down from father to son, or from master to apprentice, methods and techniques were jealously guarded not only to ensure proper training, but also to limit the number of workers in any given craft. Rites and rituals of progression developed around these organizations, all reflecting to some degree the dominant theme of religion in daily life and imbuing their trade with a religious or philosophical bent. Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy are filled with patron saints, and many of these were linked with a particular trade, serving as a direct link to Christ or divinity and a conduit for divine blessing upon a particular field of work or endeavor.

Members of these guilds had means of recognizing one another during their 
travels as well as when applying for work on a specific project. That “secret 
code,” as it were, fostered a sense of fraternalism extending beyond simple daily employment. At the same time, the method of transmitting guild knowledge from master to apprentice meant that in some way, even if only tenuously thin, members of these guilds could see themselves as connected to great builders of old, in a lineage going back to the Roman architectural colleges, the temples of Egypt, and even Solomon himself.

Despite their exact and precise knowledge, most of the members of trade guilds were illiterate. Those who were literate would have acted as the contractors on projects and communicated with the church or royal sponsors, thereby giving them some interaction with the ruling elites in the various cities, regions, and countries in which they traveled and worked.

Given this intimate connection and the well-established network of building lodges and related guilds that existed across Europe, it is no surprise that around the year 1640 men who were not operative stonemasons were admitted into Masonic lodges and, as such, were known as accepted or speculative Masons. Preference was given to relatives of operative stonemasons, but the initial reason for admitting nonstonemasons into the lodges appears to have been purely financial. The fees associated with membership were substantial, so along with them must have come benefits to outweigh the costs. What made this development unique—even pivotal—is that a host of middle-class professions suddenly found themselves seated together as never before. Within half a century the majority of masons in most lodges were accepted and not operative. In the 1700s this trend continued, with many lodges composed exclusively of accepted brethren, and not a single bricklayer among them.

This would be of little consequence if it were not for a series of events also occurring in Europe during the seventeenth century. Just as operative building guilds were accepting non-stonemasons into their ranks, the Thirty Years’ War was coming to a close. The Rosicrucian Enlightenment—an attempt to promote Hermetic and esoterically inclined leadership across Europe in an effort to end sectarian warfare—had failed, and numerous groups and networks of educated, wealthy men with an active interest in esotericism, alchemy, Qabala, Hermeticism, and Utopian ideals needed a safe place to hide as well as meet. For many, the guild of Freemasonry may have been the perfect place, and not without precedence. As we will later see, the Knights Templar may possibly have used the masons’ guild for the same purpose. On the run after the arrest of their brothers-in-arms in 1309, the Templars 
fled to Scotland, and possibly other areas not under strict papal control, and 
hid themselves among the stonemasons. This allowed them to still communicate 
with each other and travel without attracting too much attention.

The same would apply centuries later to Hermeticists on the run or seeking to have a safe means of travel, contact, and lodging when in foreign lands. The speed with which the operative lodges were overtaken by speculative members is critical to this line of thinking, as is the justification given for the formation of the first grand lodge, the Grand Lodge of England. The question we are constantly faced with is, “Why would educated, wealthy men actively seek to associate with other men who were clearly of a lower social class? What is it that the masons had to offer?” The answer, as we will later see, may very well have to do with one word: geometry.

During the Renaissance and the early period of the Enlightenment, mathematics was seen as a means to pure knowledge—access to the celestial realms of pure mind and idea. Math, as a repeatable and demonstrable method, gave certitude, which faith alone could not. It was the gateway to the rule of reason (rather than faith), and as a result, along with occult associations of numbers, math was against the law in the medieval era, and zero was forbidden as the Devil’s number. It’s critical here to understand that at this time, science, philosophy, and esotericism were not separate fields of study but had considerable overlap. Men of learning were at least superficially familiar with Jewish mysticism (Qabala), alchemy, astrology, and the theories of natural magic. Natural magic was the cornerstone of Renaissance philosophy and occultism; it proposed that the universe was composed of a series of interconnected energies, ideas, and planes of consciousness (complete with elemental, celestial, and demonic inhabitants) and that they could be affected through symbols, sounds, and physical acts such as alchemical and ceremonial operations.

Despite the climate of fear that surrounded the study of such things, not all societies investigating the hidden realms of nature were secret at the time. Among the most famous and influential was the College for the Promoting of Physico-Mathematical Experimental Learning, renamed the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge in 1663. The Royal Society, as it became known, had King Charles II as one of its benefactors and included some of the most well-known Freemasons as its first members, including architect Sir Christopher Wren (who played a key role in rebuilding London after the Great Fire of 1666),*3 philosopher John T. Desaguliers, military engineer Robert Moray (an associate of Francis Bacon and René Descartes), and scholar Elias Ashmole.




ELIAS ASHMOLE: ANGELIC MAGICIAN AND “FIRST FREEMASON”

Elias Ashmole (1617–1692) is often referred to as the “first Freemason” and falsely given credit in some histories as having cofounded the order.†4 This high praise, while incorrect, does point to the influence he had in the formation of early Masonic ideals, made possible through his love of learning and obsession with antiquity.

Born in the town of Lichfield, Staffordshire, in 1617, Ashmole attended the local school, became a lawyer, and established a practice in London.‡5 He became a Freemason on October 16, 1646. Upon his marriage in 1649, his wife’s estate allowed him to devote his entire time to scholarly research, which included alchemy, Qabala, magic, and astrology. He was an avid antiquarian, collecting numerous books and manuscripts. His extensive collection eventually formed the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford University, and among its most famous books were the original notebooks of Dr. John Dee and Edward Kelley detailing their “Enochian experiments”—communications with the spirit world. These notebooks eventually became part of the holdings of the British Museum and formed the core elements of the Enochian system utilized by the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, Aleister Crowley, and later ceremonial magicians. In addition, Ashmole preserved important Hermetic and alchemical texts, including Thomas Norton’s Ordinal of Alchemy, and authored a book on the early origins of the Order of the Garter, published in 1672. Titled The Institutions, Laws, and Ceremonies of the Most Noble Order of the Garter, this was to be his magnum opus.

Ashmole was close friends with astrologer William Lilly; they appear to have assisted each other in staying out of harm’s way during the troubled years of the English Civil War and the Restoration of Charles II. Lilly, by all accounts, is the father of English astrology, having earned an amazing sum during his own lifetime from the accuracy of his predictions. His masterpiece of over eight hundred pages, Christian Astrology, was the standard reference book on astrology in the English language until the astrological revival of the late nineteenth century.

Like Lilly, Ashmole was not content to be merely a bookish scholar of the occult arts. He eagerly pursued operative methods of alchemy, astrology, and angelic magic—or the attempt to communicate with angels, the messengers of God through various ritualistic and meditative means—in his search for wisdom and knowledge of God.*6 He even cast a horoscope on October 23, 1667, to discover the most beneficial time for King Charles II to ceremonially place the first stone of the Royal Exchange. Unfortunately, with the 1659 publication of Meric Casaubon’s A True and Faithful Relation of What Passed for Many Years between Dr. John Dee and Some Spirits, attacks on the works of Dee, known to be in Ashmole’s collection, created a whirlwind of controversy that would later be understood as the beginning of the end of the Hermetic worldview.

While much of the antimystical thought of the period was aimed at ending the proliferation of sects and the religious warfare that had decimated central Europe and England, it was also the beginning of a profoundly materialistic, mechanistic, and atheistic worldview that would come to full fruition in the twentieth century, with communism and laissez-faire capitalism as the primary examples.

Over the next three centuries, the scientific model—the basis for modern society—would become perfected but not fully understood. As a result, its technical applications became a replacement for genuine introspection, spawning such false philosophies as modernism, or the belief in eternal progress and a world without limitations, and the so-called scientific materialism of Marxism, atheism, and contemporary “consumerism.”*7
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