FREEMASONRY: RELIGIOUS & OTHER COMMON MISCONCEPIONS

THIS THOUGHT PROVOKING QUESTION WAS PLACED ON

THE CORNERSTONE WEB SITE IN DECEMBER 2004

TOGETHER WITH A REPLY FROM THE EDITOR

QUESTION

Dear Friend,

I am not a Freemason, but I have been asked by a freemason with whom I correspond to submit a question (such as the above). Having been a member of evangelical christian churches, I find that the picture which has been painted of Freemasons and Freemasonry has been quite a black one. In short, in evangelicalism Freemasonry tends to be depicted as being a 'false religion'; some evangelicals would even argue that it is Satanic.

But should one trust what one always hears? Of course not! Any religious group or organisation is not free from the tendency to use propaganda, and the tendency to publish highly subjective perspectives as if they were absolute objective truth. The popular literature about Freemasonry must therefore be treated with caution - not that it is summarily dismissed, but the subjective biases and preconceptions of anti-Freemasonic authors must of course be examined.

Having been a member of evangelical churches, I am aware of the perennial warning which is issued against Freemasonry. Generally, Freemasonry tends to be associated with the phenomenon of 'false religion'. It is distrusted in the same sense that the New Age 'Movement' is distrusted, being perceived as ungodly and as incompatible with christian faith.

Having really little knowledge of Freemasonry, apart from brief conversations with a Freemason whose erudition in the subject reflects careful study, I am not qualified to make a penetrating analytical evaluation. However, there are various questions I would ask regarding how Freemasonry is portrayed by its detractors, as follows:

To what extent is the view justified that Freemasonry, in the sense that it has esoteric initiation rites is a secret society and therefore with a tendency to corruption? (remember, popular critiques have emphasised strongly scandals involving secret and unfair deals, ie, 'unfair' promotion for freemasons in the professions?

To what extent is the view justified that Freemasonry has higher levels, and that at the highest level Lucifer (or Satan) is recognised as one who should be worshipped?

These are just some of the critiques made of Freemasonry. But how true are they? How do Freemasons perceive the critique that one cannot be both a christian and a Freemason?

To what extent are the critiques made based upon misinformation and half-truths? Is there any basis in reality to the critiques? If the criticisms are untrue, why is that they have arisen? And how might such criticisms be addressed and overcome by Freemasons?

(Name Witheld)
REPLY

Dear Reader,

Thank you for your letter which I, and I am sure, many freemasons will find very interesting. 

I have to concede that it is unfortunately true that many evangelical Christian churches have been or are critical of freemasonry. Some, as you also quite rightly state, have labelled us as a 'false religion' or worse still. However, you are equally correct to point out that 'one should not always believe what one hears', and that 'popular literature about freemasonry must therefore be treated with caution'. Because you raise a number of interesting questions - I would like to answer each individually if I may.

You also ask about freemasonry having a possible 'tendency to corruption', because you say we are a 'secret society' with 'esoteric initiation rites'. Well - freemasons certainly do perform private mystery plays - to try and encourage the candidate in being a better person, but I cannot see how such amateur dramatics can possibly engender a 'tendency to corruption'. On the contrary, we try to take some care over who we initiate - and anyone with a known criminal record is automatically barred from joining a lodge. Equally, if a mason is found guilty of a criminal offence in a Court of Law he is expelled from the Order. Indeed when all masons are initiated, they have to promise that they will never use their masonic membership for self-advancement or any other pecuniary interest - and that their first allegiances must always be to the State in which they reside, their Religion and their family. These ethical responsibilities are again emphasised when a mason becomes a Master of his lodge. All of these responsibilities come well before any duties they may feel they owe to freemasonry, and every mason knows he is not allowed to use his masonic affiliations for his outside business interests. Personally, I have never come across members using their membership for business purposes, though that isn't to say it has never happened. But should a mason get this ethical balance wrong, he is not only neglecting his wider social and religious responsibilities - he is also not being a good mason. 

Of course it is human to err, and one of the most likely ways we can easily stray is by showing favouritism to those we know, like and trust. Though such favouritism is actively shunned by the masonic movement, the danger of it occurring through masonic connections is, at worst, probably no different from it occurring through any other human organisation, whether it is a political or social club, church, mosque, synagogue or youth group. In fact - I would argue that there is possibly a greater chance of nepotism happening within many non-masonic groups - because most do not take the trouble to ward their members away from showing such unfair favouritism, - whereas masonry does exactly that. Personally - I would be far more worried about associations cultivated at golf or gentlemen's clubs in this regard, yet ironically - nobody says a word about them.

Regarding the accusation that freemasonry is a 'secret society', well technically it clearly is not. For if it was a real 'secret society', either we would not have heard of it - or it would be banned in most of the countries it now is openly practiced in. A more accurate description of freemasonry, is that it is a private organisation, where members can meet in private - perform ceremonies that are closed to non-members, and its membership is kept private much like any other club. For if I were to telephone the local golf, conservative, labour or liberal club, and request a list of members, together with their contact details - the response would probably be for me to 'mind my own business'. And yet no-one would deduce from this that they were 'secret societies'. In fact, many freemasons are only too proud to announce their affiliations - but some, due to the many misperceptions concerning the order, have to be more guarded about 'coming out', fearing a possible prejudicial response. For instance, in my lodge an Indian brother - professing the Hindu faith - resigned because his local council independently decided that membership of freemasonry was incompatible with a career in that particular council. Fearing that he might lose his job, he reluctantly decided to resign from the lodge in order to protect his livelihood, as his first concern was the welfare of his wife and family. However, I think it was morally repugnant that he should have felt obliged to take such a drastic decision, in a free and democratic society.
Surely the word most relevant here his tolerance. For it is a quality much needed in our society and world right now. To my mind if someone belongs to a group - it should not matter whether it is bound by a social, political or religious affiliation, as long as society in general deems it legal - then no individual or group should be permitted to intimidate another for that affiliation - however much they might privately disapprove. Tolerance surely is the quintessential bench mark of a just democracy, and the core component of a free and caring society. With regard to the case of the Indian brother already given, surely it is not up to a local legislative body to make arbitrary decisions about this or that affiliation, in order to suit the private whims and prejudices of a few individuals. Moreover, this is especially true as these allegations commonly stem from unproven apocryphal scare stories. My point is - I feel the same principal necessarily applies to religious groups: that all should be respected - and none should be allowed to denigrate another - at the very least - for the sake of good harmony in society. For instance, if I spread unproven and malicious rumours about an individual, I could quite rightly be taken to court for slander, or if it was written, libel. But because freemasonry is a group that embraces peoples from all across the world, from a wide variety of religious and cultural backgrounds - it is not protected by the law in the same way that an individual is, or for that matter, a group based ostensibly upon a particular religious, racial or ethnic make-up.

This brings me to your question of religion and freemasonry. Contrary to what many have stated freemasonry is not a religion, nor is it a substitute for one. It does not have any separate creed or dogma, and nor does it offer any sacrament or promise of salvation. Indeed if you ask five freemasons what its all about - you will probably get five very different answers. Though the origins of the movement are still somewhat sketchy - research is ongoing, including my own, all of which strongly suggests that we owe a large part of our early formation to the guilds of the British Isles and possibly beyond. These guilds began in medieval times - when the whole of Europe was undeniably Christian. As such, many guilds - along with the religious confraternities - were involved with practising mystery dramas based upon themes contained in both the Old and New Testaments. The view was - that the New merely confirmed the Old - and if one looks at a city like York - famous for the Corpus Christi plays - there is a great deal of evidence to show the guilds were central to the performance of these dramas. Although many of these practices ceased at the reformation - the impulse was never completely lost. In Elizabethan and Stuart England, the playhouse was all the rage - and the era famously produced great playwrights and poets, such as Christopher Marlowe, William Shakespeare and Ben Jonson. However, all this again ended with the outbreak of the English Civil War circa 1641/2. During the ensuing struggle - and especially during the Interregnum (1649-60), the Puritans were vehemently opposed to singing, dancing, theatrical performance and as consequence many of England's ancient traditions, including Maypole and Morris dancing were banned. The country had to wait until the Restoration of Charles II in 1660 for many of these practices to be permitted again. 

From what we now know, the origins of modern freemasonry are traceable from this period - and by 1700, we have the first extant ritual manuscripts, which show a Christian catechism, based upon a mystery surrounding the Mason Word. Though this figurative drama centred upon Solomon's Temple - it was done in a wholly Christian context, and to this day - international freemasonry is still associated with two Christian Saints - Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist. Today however, regular freemasonry accepts men from all religious backgrounds - as long as they believe in a Supreme Being - and the tenets of brotherly love, relief and truth. Nevertheless, the age old Christian values of Faith, Hope and Charity are still espoused by our Order, together with the four Cardinal virtues of Justice, Fortitude, Temperance and Prudence - clearly reflecting the freemasonry's Christian origins. Even today - most masons do not realise that one half of the flag of the United Grand Lodge of England depicts the symbols of the four evangelists: an angel for St. Matthew, a bull for St. Luke, a lion for St. Mark, and an eagle for St. John. Furthermore, freemasonry in Sweden, Norway, Finland, Iceland, Denmark and one Grand Lodge in Germany, all still work purely Christian rites - as they inherited their ritual from sources unaffected by the changes occurring elsewhere.

On a personal note, I was brought up as a Catholic - and I find freemasonry is a perfect compliment to whatever faith you have - because it not only teaches you about morals, ethics, charity and self-knowledge, but by virtue of your work with brethren of other faiths and cultures - it also promotes understanding and tolerance. We are forbidden to discuss politics and religion inside our lodges, because that is what divides men, though all can have their own beliefs and discuss what they like outside. Ok, some accuse freemasonry of trying to syncretise and blend all faiths into one homogeneous super-faith, but that could only occur if freemasonry was a religion, competing for followers, which it does not. In the same way, no-one would accuse the United States, which was founded by many masons, of attempting to create a new super-religion, just because its Constitution embraced many faiths - under the banner of 'One Nation Under God' and bearing the motto 'In God we Trust'. For no-one seriously asks 'which God?' - for that so obviously depends upon the religious conviction of the individual. 

In the same way - freemasonry does not have a private God to whom we refer as the Supreme Being - rather, this is a generic reference to cover whichever faith the individual may profess within the Order. ie. for a Muslim this would refer to Allah, or for a Jew - Yahweh or Jehovah. As for any alleged reference to Lucifer or Satan in the lodges - well the idea is frankly ludicrous; in the words of the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham, its 'nonsense upon stilts'. Many millions of men have been freemasons - including many hundreds of famous household names, and a large number of religious figures - such as Dr. Geoffrey Fisher, Archbishop of Canterbury; Sultan Sir Mohamed Shah, third Aga Khan and spiritual leader of the world's Ismailis; the Methodist Minister and best-selling author the Revd. Norman Vincent Peale; Sir Israel Brodie, Chief Rabbi of the United Kingdom; Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormons; the Abd El-Kader, the Algerian national hero, Muslim leader and Sufi; Swami Yogi Vivekenanda, founder of the New York school for the study of comparative religion; a number of Orthodox Priests and Bishops, and a recently deceased Benedictine Bishop in France whom I knew. I feel sure these men would not have all been masons if our practices had conflicted with their religious education and faith.

best wishes

Matthew
HOME
