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Most Excellent, Your Excellencies, and Companions, There are subjects in 

Freemasonry that may be adequately introduced by explaining a ceremony, 

identifying a collection of symbols and describing the organisation in which those 

symbols are employed. The Holy Royal Arch is not such a subject. It cannot be 

understood merely by cataloguing the Triple Tau, the banners, the sceptres, the 

geometrical figures, the working implements or the furniture of a Chapter. Neither can 

it be understood merely by recounting the return from Babylon, the rebuilding of the 

Temple and the discovery beneath its ruins. 

All those things are important, but they are manifestations of something deeper. 

The Royal Arch is concerned with a problem. That problem is first presented, but 

deliberately left unresolved, in the Master Mason's Degree. It is the problem of loss. 

What happens when continuity is broken? What happens when knowledge that 

should have been transmitted is no longer directly available? What happens when the 
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visible Temple upon which a civilisation, an institution or an individual has relied is 

destroyed? What survives destruction? Can what has been lost be recovered? 

And, if it can, does recovery mean merely finding again what once existed, or does 

it require a deeper transformation of the person who is searching? These are not minor 

ritual questions. They are questions about human existence. Every civilisation 

encounters loss. Every institution eventually faces discontinuity. Every generation 

inherits structures it did not build and ruins it did not create. 

Every human being sooner or later discovers that what appeared permanent is not 

permanent: youth passes, authority changes hands, professional identity ends, loved 

ones disappear, certainty is challenged, buildings fall, reputations fade, and even the 

body upon which we depend is mortal. The Royal Arch takes this universal human 

experience and transforms it into an initiatory drama. Its candidate does not enter the 

triumphant world of Solomon at the height of his glory. He enters a world after 

catastrophe. The First Temple has gone. Jerusalem has suffered destruction. The 

people have known exile. 

The old order has collapsed. Yet the story does not end there. There is return. There 

is labour. There is excavation. There is descent. There is discovery. There is restoration. 

And finally there is rebuilding. This movement from loss to recovery is the central 

argument of the Royal Arch. The purpose of this study is therefore not merely to 

explain what the Royal Arch contains. It is to investigate what the Royal Arch means. 

To do that seriously, we must approach it historically, constitutionally, biblically, 

symbolically and philosophically. 

We must also distinguish carefully between those levels, because a Masonic 

tradition is not automatically a historical fact, a biblical image is not necessarily a 

literal description of Royal Arch furniture, and a philosophical interpretation should 

not be falsely presented as proof that an eighteenth-century ritualist consciously 

intended every comparison that a later student may discover. That distinction is not a 

weakness. It is the beginning of serious scholarship. 

PART I HISTORY, TRADITION AND THE MAKING OF THE ENGLISH ROYAL 

ARCH 1. History, Masonic Tradition and Philosophical Interpretation 

Before discussing origins, we should establish three categories. The first is 

documented history. This includes minutes, warrants, regulations, surviving jewels, 

manuscripts, printed exposures, correspondence, records of Grand Lodges and Grand 
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Chapter, and contemporary references. From these we may attempt to reconstruct 

what Masons actually did and believed at particular periods. The second is Masonic 

traditional history. The ritual speaks of ancient Lodges associated with Moses, 

Solomon and Zerubbabel. These narratives are not modern critical historiography. 

They are sacred and Masonic history reorganised for initiatory purposes. 

Their significance lies not only in whether every detail can be reconciled with 

modern archaeological or biblical scholarship, but in why the ritual's compilers 

selected these particular figures and arranged them in these particular relationships. 

The third is philosophical interpretation. When we compare descent into the vault 

with the ancient theme of katabasis, or the recovery of the Word with philosophical 

ideas surrounding Logos, we are engaging in interpretation. 

Such comparisons can illuminate the ritual enormously, but unless evidence 

demonstrates direct influence we should not claim that the Royal Arch was 

deliberately constructed from Heraclitus, Plato, Jewish mysticism or any other 

particular philosophical system. Masonic scholarship is strongest when it is confident 

enough to say: this is documented; this is traditional; this is interpretative. Christopher 

Powell's substantial modern reconsideration of the origins of the Royal Arch makes 

this difficulty particularly clear. Early ceremonies can appear under different names, 

while identical names can conceal ceremonies that had not yet reached their later form. 

The Royal Arch did not suddenly appear fully developed with all the features we 

now recognise. Its narrative, offices and institutional structure emerged over time. 

2. The Problem of Origins 

The origins of the Royal Arch remain uncertain. That statement should not 

disappoint us. On the contrary, it places the Royal Arch within the ordinary conditions 

of eighteenth-century ritual development. Degrees often circulated orally or in 

manuscript before administrative bodies standardised them. Practices could precede 

constitutions by decades. Powell's recent research makes a particularly useful 

distinction between two elements that later became united. The first is the narrative of 

recovery: a sacred secret or name, connected with the earlier Temple, is discovered in a 

subterranean place after the Temple's destruction. 

The second is the institutional architecture of the Chapter, especially the three co-

equal Principals. The evidence suggests that the recovery narrative is older than the 

fully developed Chapter organisation. A ceremony usually identified by the title Scots 
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Master appears to have carried important elements of this narrative by the 1730s, 

whereas the familiar triumvirate of Principals emerged later. By the time of the Charter 

of Compact in 1766, much of the recognisable English Royal Arch structure had 

developed. This is crucial because it suggests that the philosophical problem precedes 

the bureaucracy. 

Before there was a Supreme Grand Chapter, before there was a settled system of 

officers, and before the English ritual had reached its later form, Masons were already 

attracted by the idea that the loss experienced in the Master Mason tradition might 

lead to another drama of rediscovery. That tells us something about the internal 

development of Masonic thought. The Third Degree had created an unresolved 

narrative tension. The Royal Arch answered it. 

3. The Subterranean Discovery and an Older Literary Tradition 

One of the most intriguing questions concerns the origin of the story of the 

underground vault. Powell has drawn attention to the ancient ecclesiastical historian 

Philostorgius, who preserved a story concerning operations at the site of the Temple in 

Jerusalem. During the work, an underground chamber is discovered; a workman 

descends and sacred writing is found. A version of this tradition was available in 

seventeenth-century England through Samuel Lee's Orbis Miraculum of 1659. We 

should not turn similarity into certainty. 

We cannot simply announce that this story was unquestionably the source used by 

the creators of the Royal Arch. But the parallel is important. The ruined sacred 

structure, the unexpected opening beneath it, the descent of the worker, the discovery 

in darkness and the return with sacred knowledge together form an unusually close 

imaginative pattern. More important philosophically is the structure of the story itself. 

Truth is not brought from a distant country. It is not invented by the returning 

builders. It is found beneath what they thought had been destroyed. 

That means the Royal Arch's conception of discovery is archaeological rather than 

inventive. The truth precedes the seeker. The seeker removes what conceals it. This 

will become one of the defining themes of the entire Order. 
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4. The Earliest Royal Arch References 

By the 1740s the Royal Arch becomes more clearly visible. Irish references from the 

period demonstrate that something identifiable as Royal Arch Masonry had emerged, 

while Laurence Dermott himself was exalted in Dublin in 1746. The importance of 

Ireland in the early history should therefore not be underestimated, even though the 

institutional form ultimately developed differently under the English Constitution. 

The evidence from this period warns us against imposing the neat nineteenth-century 

arrangement backwards upon the 1740s. There was not yet one universally standard 

Royal Arch ritual. 

Nor was there a single central authority defining every detail. Early Freemasonry 

was more fluid than later Freemasonry often imagines its ancestors to have been. 

Rituals developed. Names shifted. Practices crossed jurisdictions. Ideas migrated. Only 

gradually did constitutions and governing bodies bring order to this ritual abundance. 

This is particularly important when modern Companions encounter differences 

between English, Irish, Scottish or American Royal Arch Masonry. Such differences are 

not necessarily corruptions of one original fixed ceremony. They are often the 

surviving evidence of a tradition that developed through multiple eighteenthcentury 

streams. 

5. Antients and Moderns 

The Royal Arch became inseparable from the great institutional division of English 

Freemasonry. The older Grand Lodge founded in 1717 was subsequently labelled the 

Moderns by its rivals. In 1751 another Grand Lodge was established which came to be 

known as the Antients. The Royal Arch was one of the clearest areas of difference 

between their public constitutional positions. Laurence Dermott, Grand Secretary and 

intellectual architect of the Antients, considered the Royal Arch central to genuine 

Masonry. His celebrated description of it as the “Root, Heart and Marrow” of 

Freemasonry was not casual rhetoric. 

Each of those metaphors is revealing. A root is hidden. It is not an ornament added 

to the top of the tree after the tree has grown. It nourishes the visible structure from 

beneath. The heart is interior. Its importance is not ceremonial prestige but life. 

Marrow is found within the bone. One reaches it only by going beneath the surface. 

Dermott's language therefore anticipates the whole philosophical character of the 
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Royal Arch. The Royal Arch is not presented as higher than Craft Masonry. It is 

presented as deeper within it. 

This is an extraordinarily important distinction. The language of “higher degrees” 

easily tempts the Mason toward hierarchy: I have climbed beyond another Brother; I 

have acquired something he has not; my position is therefore somehow superior. The 

Royal Arch, properly understood, should produce the opposite psychology. Its heroes 

are workmen. Its decisive movement is downward. Its central discovery occurs 

beneath ruins. Its great lesson is that external status can never substitute for internal 

foundation. The Royal Arch does not ask, “How high have you risen?” It asks, “How 

deeply have you understood?” 

6. The Moderns and the Charter of Compact 

The traditional simplified account often suggests that the Antients practised the 

Royal Arch while the Moderns rejected it entirely. The historical evidence is more 

complicated. Members of the Moderns did practise forms of Royal Arch Masonry. 

What developed differently was the constitutional arrangement around that practice. 

In 1766 Royal Arch Masons associated with the Moderns established the Excellent, 

Grand and Royal Chapter under what became known as the Charter of Compact. The 

first Chapter warrants followed in 1769. This institution stands in the direct 

administrative ancestry of today's Supreme Grand Chapter. 

The Charter of Compact is therefore a major milestone. Before it, the Royal Arch 

existed substantially as ritual practice. After it, the Royal Arch possessed a developing 

central administration. The distinction between experience and government is useful. 

The ceremony did not become meaningful because administrators created a Grand 

Chapter. Rather, a governing structure was created because the ceremony had already 

become important enough to require regulation. This is a recurring pattern in 

Freemasonry: symbolic life develops first; constitutional machinery subsequently 

attempts to order it. 

7. The Royal Arch Jewel in 1766 

The same period produced important features of the Royal Arch's visual identity. 

The design associated with the Royal Arch Jewel appears in connection with the 

Charter of Compact, and the Museum of Freemasonry possesses an early surviving 

example dated to 1766. This matters because the Royal Arch's distinctive geometrical 
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symbolism was not merely a decorative nineteenth-century addition. Geometry was 

embedded early in its institutional self-understanding. The significance of that 

geometry will be considered later, but one point should already be noted: the Royal 

Arch does not communicate its teaching only through narrative. 

It builds a symbolic environment in which history, geometry, colour, number, 

architecture and sacred language reinforce one another. The Chapter itself becomes a 

philosophical diagram. 

8. 1813 and the Great Constitutional Problem 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, reconciliation between the Antients 

and Moderns had become possible. The Union was achieved in December 1813 and 

created the United Grand Lodge of England. But the Royal Arch created a 

constitutional problem that could not be ignored. The Antients had treated it as 

intrinsic to their understanding of Masonry. The Moderns had permitted it to develop 

under a separate Grand Chapter organisation. A united Grand Lodge could not simply 

impose one previous system upon the other without threatening the Union itself. 

The Articles of Union therefore produced the famous formula still reflected in the 

Preliminary Declaration of the Book of Constitutions: Pure Antient Masonry consists of 

the three degrees of Entered Apprentice, Fellow Craft and Master Mason, while 

expressly including the Supreme Order of the Holy Royal Arch. UGLE today 

continues to describe this as establishing a clear and indissoluble connection between 

Craft and Royal Arch. The wording is deliberately unusual. It declares three degrees. It 

does not call the Royal Arch a fourth Craft Degree. 

Yet it refuses to place the Royal Arch outside Pure Antient Masonry. The historian 

Jim Daniel has discussed the formulation as a compromise associated with the Duke of 

Sussex. Yet what began as a constitutional settlement eventually produced a 

distinctive conception of English Freemasonry. The Royal Arch is distinct without 

being detached. It is not identical with the Craft. It is not foreign to the Craft. This 

idea—difference without separation—will repeatedly reappear in the symbolism of the 

Order. 
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9. The Philosophy Hidden Inside a Constitutional Compromise 

A constitutional formula created for pragmatic reasons can nevertheless acquire 

philosophical significance. The English arrangement suggests that completion does not 

always mean absorbing the later stage into the earlier one. The Royal Arch retains its 

own Chapter. Its ruler is not called Worshipful Master. Its members are Companions. 

Its officers, colours, ritual environment and internal symbolism are different. Yet it 

remains connected with the Craft so profoundly that the Grand Master of UGLE 

automatically serves as First Grand Principal of Supreme Grand Chapter, with 

corresponding links among other senior offices. 

Supreme Grand Chapter describes itself as sovereign over Royal Arch 

administration but not wholly independent of United Grand Lodge. This is not 

administrative confusion. It is structured duality. The same principle appears in many 

sophisticated philosophical systems. Identity does not require sameness. Unity can 

include differentiation. A human personality contains reason, emotion, memory, will 

and conscience; they are distinguishable without being separate persons. A symphony 

contains different instruments; unity is produced not when every instrument plays the 

same note, but when differences are ordered harmoniously. 

An arch consists of distinct stones; if they became one undifferentiated mass, it 

would no longer be an arch. Thus even the constitutional relationship of Craft and 

Chapter reflects a characteristically Royal Arch principle: unity through ordered 

difference. 

10. 1817 and 1822 

The Craft Union occurred in 1813, but Royal Arch administration required a 

further settlement. The United Grand Chapter was formed in 1817, and the official 

Royal Arch Regulations record that it was renamed the Supreme Grand Chapter in 

1822. That structure remains fundamentally recognisable today. The Royal Arch 

therefore reached institutional maturity in stages. The recovery narrative emerged 

before the fully developed Chapter. Grand Chapter appeared before Union. Union 

defined the Royal Arch constitutionally. The post-Union settlement reorganised its 

governance. Subsequent nineteenth-century reform then shaped the ritual form that 

English Companions would inherit. 
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History therefore warns us not to search for one moment when the Royal Arch was 

“invented”. It evolved. And its evolution is itself consistent with its message: 

continuity is often achieved not by freezing form, but by preserving principle through 

changing form. 

11. The 1834 Settlement and Ritual Standardisation 

The Royal Arch of the eighteenth century was not identical with the Royal Arch 

familiar to modern English Chapters. The nineteenth century brought substantial 

revision. In the 1830s Supreme Grand Chapter sought greater uniformity in ceremonial 

practice. The settlement associated with 1834 became particularly influential in 

shaping subsequent English working. Older practices were modified, and the 

ceremony known as the Passing of the Veils, although historically important, ceased to 

form part of ordinary English Exaltation, surviving most famously within the 

distinctive Bristol tradition and occasionally in authorised demonstrations. 

The period also saw movement away from certain explicitly Trinitarian or 

narrowly Christian elements that had appeared in older forms. This is of considerable 

importance. The Royal Arch remained profoundly sacred without becoming the 

possession of one Christian denomination or theological system. It retained biblical 

drama. It retained reverence toward the Divine. It retained the sacred Name and a 

highly developed symbolic cosmology. Yet it moved towards the broader religious 

universality characteristic of regular English Freemasonry. That distinction between 

sacred and sectarian is essential. 

Freemasonry does not require the Royal Arch to become secular in order to remain 

universal. It requires it to speak of the Divine without pretending to replace the 

Companion's religion. 

12. The Three Royal Arch Lectures 

One of the greatest losses in contemporary Royal Arch experience occurs when the 

three traditional Lectures are regarded as optional appendices rather than intellectual 

keys to the ceremony. The English tradition knows the Historical, Symbolical and 

Mystical Lectures. Evidence of their long-established importance is plentiful. Records 

from Athole Chapter, for example, show all three being delivered in 1913, while the 

modern Aldersgate working continues to preserve them, including alterations 

introduced following the 2004 decisions of Supreme Grand Chapter and permissive 
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alternative forms for parts of the Symbolical and Mystical material. Their order is 

significant. 

The Historical Lecture asks: Where are we in sacred and Masonic time? The 

Symbolical Lecture asks: What does the world around us mean? The Mystical Lecture 

asks: Toward what ultimate Reality does that world point? History gives orientation in 

time. Symbol gives orientation in space. Mysticism gives orientation toward 

transcendence. Taken together they create a complete educational architecture. The 

Royal Arch is therefore not merely a ceremony followed by three explanations. The 

ceremony and the Lectures form an intellectual whole. 

PART II THE HISTORICAL LECTURE AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF SACRED 

TIME 13. The Three Traditional Lodges 

The Historical Lecture presents three great epochs through three symbolic Lodges. 

The first is associated with Moses, Aholiab and Bezaleel in the wilderness. The second 

is associated with Solomon, Hiram King of Tyre and Hiram Abiff in connection with 

the First Temple. The third is associated with Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua after the 

return from captivity. A university-level treatment must state clearly that this is 

Masonic traditional history, not a sequence that modern historians would identify as 

literal institutional Grand Lodges in the modern Masonic sense. 

Even traditional Masonic commentators have acknowledged the artificiality 

involved in arranging all three epochs around a rule of three. But once we stop asking 

the wrong question —“Did these ancient men literally hold Grand Lodge as 

eighteenth-century Masons did?”—a more interesting question appears: Why did the 

ritual arrange history this way? The answer lies in continuity. The Historical Lecture 

constructs a lineage of sacred building and sacred government. The wilderness gives 

the Tabernacle. The age of Solomon gives the First Temple. The age of Zerubbabel 

gives restoration. 

Thus sacred architecture moves from portable sanctuary, to established Temple, to 

rebuilt Temple. This parallels the spiritual development of man. At first, identity is 

provisional. Then it becomes established. Finally, after crisis, it must be consciously 

reconstructed. The third stage is philosophically the most mature because what is 

rebuilt after loss is no longer innocent. It is chosen. 
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14. Biblical Background: Cyrus and the Return 

The biblical books of Ezra and Haggai provide the principal scriptural background 

for the Royal Arch setting. Ezra begins with a proclamation attributed to Cyrus 

permitting the return to Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the Temple. Haggai places 

Zerubbabel as governor of Judah and Joshua as high priest, and urges the returned 

community to resume the neglected work of rebuilding the house of the Lord. This is 

important because the Royal Arch does not invent its central triad from nothing. 

Zerubbabel, Joshua and Haggai genuinely belong to the biblical world surrounding 

the Second Temple. 

Yet the ritual develops their relationship into a symbolic government far more 

systematic than the biblical text itself presents. The historical Zerubbabel is a governor. 

Joshua is the high priest. Haggai is the prophetic voice. The ritual transforms these 

three functions into a balanced triumvirate. That transformation is philosophically 

brilliant. Government. Priesthood. Prophecy. Power. Sacred continuity. Conscience. 

No single one is sufficient. 

15. Zerubbabel: Authority Under Obligation 

Zerubbabel represents civil authority, leadership and the responsibility of 

rebuilding. But Royal Arch symbolism should prevent us from interpreting authority 

simply as domination. Zerubbabel does not preside over a completed civilisation. He 

presides over restoration after disaster. This is a more demanding form of leadership. 

It is easy to inherit order. It is harder to recreate confidence after order has collapsed. 

The crown borne on his sceptre therefore should not be read merely as privilege. A 

crown is weight. The higher the office, the larger the field of responsibility. 

Authority becomes truly Masonic only when the officer understands that office 

exists for the work, not the work for the office. This is applicable far beyond Masonry. 

Every institution declines when leadership becomes primarily concerned with 

possession of authority rather than the purpose for which authority was entrusted. 

Thus Zerubbabel represents not simply kingship or governance but responsible power 

ordered toward restoration. 
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16. Haggai: The Prophetic Function 

Haggai occupies a fascinating middle position. The biblical Haggai challenges a 

community that has restored its private life while leaving the Temple neglected. The 

contrast is morally uncomfortable: people have attended to their own houses while the 

sacred house remains in ruins. This makes Haggai the voice of priority. The prophetic 

function asks whether the order of our lives reflects the principles we claim to possess. 

A man may declare himself committed to charity while spending nothing on others. 

He may praise truth while lying whenever truth becomes inconvenient. 

He may speak of Brotherhood but cultivate resentment. He may insist that 

Freemasonry is important while giving greater attention to titles than to virtue. The 

prophet exposes the discrepancy between proclaimed value and lived priority. Haggai 

therefore symbolises conscience in its active form. Conscience is not merely the quiet 

feeling that something may be wrong. It is the inner voice that insists that wrong order 

must be corrected. 

17. Joshua: Sacred Continuity 

Joshua represents the priestly dimension. If Zerubbabel stands for temporal 

government and Haggai for prophetic judgement, Joshua represents the continuing 

relationship between the community and the sacred. His sceptre and priestly 

associations remind the Chapter that rebuilding cannot be reduced to political 

reconstruction. A Temple is not simply a successful building project. Its importance 

comes from what it serves. This distinction applies equally to Masonic institutions. A 

Grand Lodge can possess impressive buildings, efficient administration, growing 

membership and financial stability, yet these achievements remain instrumental. They 

are means. 

The ultimate question is whether the institution still serves the moral and initiatory 

purpose for which it exists. Joshua reminds power that success without consecration 

can become empty. 

18. The Three Principals as an Anthropology 

The three Principals may also be read inwardly. Every human being needs the 

equivalent of Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua. Zerubbabel corresponds to will: the 

capacity to decide and act. Haggai corresponds to conscience: the capacity to judge 
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whether action is right. Joshua corresponds to transcendent orientation: the 

recognition that conscience itself points beyond personal preference toward values not 

created merely by desire. Will without conscience creates efficient wrongdoing. 

Conscience without will produces moral intentions that never become action. Will and 

conscience without a principle beyond the ego risk turning morality into self-approval. 

The ordered man therefore requires all three. The Royal Arch Chapter becomes a 

map of interior government. Its three Principals are not only officers before us. They 

are faculties that must be reconciled within us. 

19. Ezra and Nehemiah: Memory and Administration 

The Scribes deepen this philosophy. Ezra evokes law, text, memory and continuity. 

Nehemiah evokes organisation, reconstruction and defence of restored communal 

order. These are not lesser philosophical functions. Civilisations survive because 

memory is preserved and translated into institutions. A tradition that exists only in the 

memories of elderly members will disappear. A principle that is never codified may be 

forgotten. A ritual that is never taught may be reduced to performance without 

understanding. Ezra therefore represents memory disciplined by text. Nehemiah 

represents memory made operational. One preserves. The other organises. 

Together they teach that revelation and discovery are insufficient if they cannot be 

transmitted. Every generation of Freemasons therefore holds something in trust for the 

next. This is precisely why a serious study of the Royal Arch matters. If one generation 

preserves only the words of the ritual but loses the capacity to explain them, the form 

may survive while the meaning dies. 

PART III THE DRAMA OF EXILE, RETURN AND DISCOVERY 20. Exile as 

More Than Geography 

The Babylonian Captivity provides the Royal Arch with one of its richest 

philosophical metaphors. Exile means more than being physically absent from 

Jerusalem. It means separation from the centre. A person can experience exile without 

changing country. One becomes exiled from oneself whenever one's life becomes 

separated from one's principles. A man may remain successful and be morally exiled. 

He may remain socially admired and be spiritually exiled. He may continue to occupy 

office and be exiled from the very purpose of that office. He may perform ritual 

perfectly and be exiled from its meaning. 
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This is one reason the Royal Arch's narrative is so relevant to mature life. The 

question is not whether we shall ever become lost. Most human beings do, in one form 

or another. The question is whether we retain a path of return. 

21. Return Is Not Regression 

The return from Babylon must not be confused with nostalgia. The exiles do not 

return to find Solomon's Temple intact. The past cannot simply be resumed. They 

return to ruins. This is an extremely sophisticated model of restoration. Human beings 

frequently desire to recover a past condition exactly as it was. But genuine recovery 

seldom works that way. A widower cannot recover life exactly as it was before loss. 

An institution after schism cannot simply pretend the division never occurred. A man 

after failure cannot return to the innocence that preceded failure. History changes us. 

The Royal Arch therefore offers something more mature than regression. It says: 

return to the foundation, not to the illusion that nothing happened. That difference 

may be expressed philosophically as the difference between repetition and renewal. 

Repetition attempts to reproduce the past. Renewal takes what remains true from the 

past and gives it life again under changed conditions. The Royal Arch is a philosophy 

of renewal. 

22. The Sojourners and the Dignity of Labour 

The Sojourners are among the most important figures in the ceremony. They arrive 

not as rulers demanding restoration to status, but as men offering themselves for work. 

That fact contains a radical Masonic lesson. The great discovery is made not initially by 

the Principals but by those engaged in labour. Knowledge therefore does not descend 

simply from rank. It can rise from service. This challenges a permanent temptation in 

hierarchical institutions: the belief that higher office automatically implies deeper 

understanding. The Royal Arch quietly rejects that assumption. The Principals possess 

authority. 

The Sojourners make the discovery. Both are necessary. Discovery without order 

may remain uninterpreted. Authority without discovery becomes sterile. The 

completed Chapter therefore brings experience and authority into dialogue. The 

worker discovers. The governing body receives, examines and recognises. Truth is 

neither monopolised by office nor left entirely to private subjectivity. This is a 

sophisticated epistemology. 
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23. The Ruins as the Accumulation of the Self 

The Sojourners must remove debris. The ruins may be read as the accumulated 

layers that conceal our foundation. Age does not automatically make a person wiser. 

Sometimes age merely produces more layers. Old resentments. Old assumptions. Old 

fears. Old victories around which identity has become fixed. Old titles that we cannot 

release. Old conflicts from which we still derive emotional energy. A man may spend 

decades constructing a self that eventually prevents him from discovering who he is. 

The Royal Arch therefore introduces a counterintuitive model of improvement. 

Progress does not always mean adding. 

Sometimes progress requires subtraction. This is one of the most important 

differences between the Royal Arch and a culture obsessed with acquisition. Modern 

life continually asks us to acquire more information, possessions, experience, 

reputation, followers and credentials. The Royal Arch asks: What must be removed 

before you can see clearly? 

24. Pick, Crow and Shovel: The Archaeology of Character 

The working implements associated with excavation carry this philosophy into 

practical symbolism. The pick breaks hardened material. The crow loosens what has 

become fixed. The shovel removes what has been separated. Read morally, they form a 

sequence. First there must be penetration: the courage to strike at assumptions that 

have hardened. Then detachment: what has been identified must be loosened from the 

self. Finally removal: knowledge must become change. This last step is often the most 

difficult. A man can recognise his fault and continue to cherish it. 

He can understand that anger damages him while continuing to feed it. He can 

admit that ambition has become vanity while continuing to pursue the same 

recognition. He can know that he should forgive while maintaining resentment 

because resentment has become part of his identity. The shovel is therefore as 

important as the pick. Insight alone does not transform. What has been broken must 

eventually be cleared away. The Royal Arch is not satisfied with selfawareness. It 

demands self-work. 
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25. The Descent into the Vault 

The decisive movement of the Royal Arch is downward. This fact deserves 

prolonged reflection. Religious and philosophical language often describes progress as 

ascent. We rise. We are elevated. We seek higher things. We move toward light. Yet 

the Royal Arch makes descent indispensable. To recover what is highest in meaning, 

the seeker must first move lower in space. The paradox resembles the ancient motif of 

katabasis. Odysseus descends before obtaining knowledge necessary for his journey. 

Orpheus descends in pursuit of what has been lost. In different religious traditions the 

descent into darkness precedes transformation. 

But the Royal Arch gives the motif a particular form. The darkness below is not 

merely a place to escape. It contains something preserved. What history destroyed 

above survived below. This suggests that the deepest level of the personality may 

preserve truths that the superficial life has forgotten. The man who has spent years 

performing a role may still possess beneath that role an older knowledge of what he 

once wanted to become. The descent therefore represents recollection in the deepest 

sense. Not simply remembering information. Remembering one's centre. 

26. Darkness and Light Reconsidered 

Freemasonry naturally associates Light with knowledge. The Royal Arch 

complicates this simple opposition. Darkness is dangerous because it conceals. Yet 

concealment can also preserve. A seed germinates in darkness. A foundation lies 

below visibility. The womb is hidden. Ancient manuscripts survive because they were 

buried. The vault therefore teaches that absence from sight does not equal absence 

from reality. This is particularly important in periods of personal or institutional crisis. 

A man may believe that because he no longer feels meaning, meaning no longer exists. 

An institution may believe that because former glory has disappeared, its 

principles have disappeared. The Royal Arch proposes another possibility: the 

foundation may be hidden rather than destroyed. Search before concluding that 

nothing remains. 

27. The Cord and the Philosophy of Companionship 

The descent occurs in relationship. The searcher descends, but a line connects him 

to those above. This is a powerful symbol of mature fraternity. No Brother can perform 
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another man's interior work. No Companion can make another man's moral decisions. 

No one can outsource conscience. The descent is individual. Yet individuality does not 

require isolation. The cord suggests that autonomy and dependence are not opposites. 

A mature man does not require others to live his life for him, but neither does he 

pretend that he is self-created. 

He stands upon language, culture, family, teachers, traditions and sacrifices he did 

not make. Likewise, the Mason's individual search takes place within a fraternity. The 

deepest meaning of Brotherhood is not that we merely enjoy one another's company. It 

is that we can descend without being abandoned. 

28. The Vault and the Hierarchy of Permanence 

Above the vault stood magnificent structures. They disappeared. Below remained a 

foundation. This establishes a hierarchy of permanence. Buildings matter, but purpose 

matters more. Office matters, but duty matters more. Regalia matters as symbol, but 

character matters more than regalia. Institution matters, but the principles served by 

the institution matter more than institutional selfpreservation. The Royal Arch 

therefore presents a severe test of priorities. Suppose every title were removed. 

Suppose no one knew your rank. Suppose your name disappeared from every honours 

list. Suppose your professional office ended. Suppose wealth and influence were gone. 

What remains? If the answer is very little, then the visible Temple was impressive 

but the foundation was weak. This is why the vault is not merely a dramatic location. 

It is a moral tribunal. 

PART IV THE SYMBOLICAL LECTURE: THE CHAPTER AS A 

PHILOSOPHICAL UNIVERSE 29. Why the Symbolical Lecture Matters 

The Symbolical Lecture is one of the great intellectual treasures of the English 

Royal Arch. Herbert Inman's Royal Arch Working Explained shows how the Second 

Principal traditionally moves through a remarkable sequence of objects and emblems: 

the lights, Triple Tau, Jewel, Platonic bodies, ribbon, principal banners, sceptres, 

Sacred Volume, Square and Compasses, Sword and Trowel, and working implements. 

This sequence should not be regarded as an antique catalogue. It transforms the 

Chapter into an ordered cosmos. Everything has position. Everything relates to 

something else. Nothing significant exists alone. 
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The Symbolical Lecture therefore teaches a fundamental intellectual habit: meaning 

is relational. The lion means more because it stands among the other banners. The 

centre means more because there is a circumference. The Principals mean more 

because they govern together. The triangle means more because it is related to the 

circle. The individual Companion means more because he belongs to a Chapter. 

Symbolism is therefore a grammar of relationship. 

30. The Form of the Chapter and the Catenarian Arch 

Inman's description of the traditional layout explicitly interprets the assembled 

Chapter itself as an arch. The Principals occupy the crown, the Companions form its 

sides, and the Sojourners are placed toward its foot. He also draws attention to the 

catenarian principle—the curve formed by a freely suspended chain and, when 

inverted, an exceptionally natural compression form for an arch. The architectural 

philosophy is profound. An arch does not derive strength from eliminating pressure. It 

derives strength from transmitting pressure correctly. Each stone receives load and 

passes it onward. No stone is the entire arch. 

Each depends upon the others. This may be one of the finest symbols of fraternity 

in Freemasonry. Brotherhood does not promise a life without burdens. It creates a 

structure within which burdens can be carried in relationship. The isolated stone has 

limited usefulness. The stone correctly placed becomes part of something capable of 

carrying far more than any individual component could bear alone. Yet the symbolism 

contains responsibility as well as comfort. Every stone must carry its share. 

Brotherhood cannot mean merely that others support me. It means that I become 

structurally reliable for others. 

31. The Double Cube 

The central pedestal is traditionally represented as a double cube. Inman's account 

explicitly identifies the altar or pedestal in this form. The cube is an ideal Masonic 

symbol of stability. Its faces are regular. Its angles are right. It rests securely. It 

therefore naturally evokes a character brought under order. The double cube 

intensifies this symbolism and creates elevation without sacrificing stability. This 

permits a philosophical principle: higher knowledge requires stronger foundations. 

Intelligence is not identical with wisdom. Knowledge increases capacity. It does not 

necessarily improve intention. 
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A dishonest man who becomes more intelligent may simply become more effective 

at dishonesty. A vain man who gains authority may enlarge the field in which vanity 

operates. A resentful man who acquires rhetorical ability may become more skilled at 

injuring others. Thus moral formation must accompany intellectual formation. The 

Royal Arch places what is sacred upon geometric stability because truth should not 

rest upon disordered character. 

32. Circle and Triangle 

The circle and triangle belong to the most important geometrical language of the 

Royal Arch. The triangle is form. It has definable points, sides and angles. It represents 

relationship brought into structure. The circle has no privileged beginning or ending 

point and has therefore traditionally represented eternity, completeness and 

continuity. Their combination allows the Chapter to place the finite and infinite into 

symbolic relationship. Man is finite. His life occupies a small interval of time. His 

knowledge is limited. His body is mortal. 

Yet this finite being is capable of asking questions about infinity, eternity, ultimate 

cause and absolute value. That capacity is astonishing. The Royal Arch does not 

eliminate the distance between finite and Infinite. It makes that distance an object of 

reverence. The mature initiate does not imagine that greater knowledge abolishes 

mystery. Greater knowledge reveals how great the mystery remains. 

33. The Triple Tau 

The Triple Tau is the emblem most immediately associated with English Royal 

Arch Masonry. Its historical development is more complex than many convenient 

explanations imply. Earlier Royal Arch material includes a T-over-H monogram and 

associations with Templum Hierosolymae, the Temple of Jerusalem. Later symbolism 

developed into the familiar Triple Tau. Inman himself cautioned that different 

authorities had advanced different theories concerning its origin. This is precisely 

where historical discipline matters. A powerful symbol does not become less powerful 

because its exact origin is uncertain. 

Indeed, symbolic fertility often arises because a form can carry several related 

meanings. The Tau can signify a mark. The interlaced or multiplied form suggests 

intensification. Its association with the Temple places it at the intersection of identity, 

sacred space and recognition. Philosophically, however, its greatest importance lies in 
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centrality. In the traditional Chapter arrangement, the Triple Tau occupies the central 

banner among the five principal banners. The message is architectural and moral. 

Human life contains many powers. Strength. Reason. Labour. Vision. But powers 

require a centre. Without one, capacity becomes fragmentation. 

The Triple Tau therefore asks not merely what a man can do, but what his abilities 

serve. 

34. The Six Lights 

The traditional English arrangement places six lights around the pedestal, 

organised as an equilateral triangular pattern. Inman explicitly records the Six Lights 

in the Chapter layout and in the Symbolical Lecture. Older and alternative Royal Arch 

explanations have interpreted the greater and lesser lights in several ways. This 

plurality itself is instructive. The central lesson is not simply numerical. It concerns 

degrees of illumination. Knowledge is progressive. The same ritual sentence heard at 

thirty may mean something different at sixty. 

The teaching about mortality is intellectually understandable by a young man; after 

the death of a parent or close friend, the same words acquire existential weight. The 

teaching concerning ambition sounds different before and after one has exercised 

authority. Thus Masonic Light is not simply information transmitted at initiation. 

Experience continually reinterprets it. The wise Mason does not merely collect Light. 

He becomes more capable of seeing through it. 

35. The Five Regular Platonic Bodies 

The Symbolical Lecture refers to the five regular Platonic solids: tetrahedron, 

octahedron, cube, icosahedron and dodecahedron. Inman's manual specifically places 

them within the traditional floor arrangement, and older Royal Arch literature 

explicitly associates them with the philosophical cosmology inherited from Plato. The 

association ultimately derives from the Timaeus, where regular geometric bodies are 

related to the classical elements and cosmic structure. We should not mistake this for 

modern physics. Its meaning is metaphysical. Plato's deeper intuition was that 

multiplicity might rest upon intelligible order. 

Geometry offered an image of a universe that is not fundamentally arbitrary. This 

idea is naturally attractive to Freemasonry. Geometry is impartial. A right angle does 
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not change because a powerful man dislikes it. Proportion does not flatter office. 

Mathematical relation is indifferent to vanity. The Platonic solids therefore remind the 

Companion that order is discovered, not legislated by appetite. Morally, the analogy is 

obvious. Justice should not become unjust when justice inconveniences me. Truth 

should not become false because falsehood is profitable. Honour should not be 

suspended because betrayal would be easier. 

The geometrical cosmos becomes an ethical challenge: can the inner world of the 

individual acquire the proportion we admire in the outer world of form? 

36. The Jewel of the Order 

The Royal Arch Jewel should be read not merely as a badge of membership but as 

compressed philosophy. Its geometry brings upward and downward tendencies into 

relation. It may therefore suggest the meeting of heaven and earth, spirit and matter, 

aspiration and manifestation. The important point is not that one world destroys the 

other. They intersect. The Royal Arch is therefore not a philosophy of escape from 

ordinary life. If spiritual insight does not affect ordinary conduct, its value is doubtful. 

Justice must appear in decisions. Temperance must appear in appetite. 

Fortitude must appear when truth carries a cost. Charity must move beyond 

emotion into assistance. Brotherhood must be visible when a Companion becomes 

inconvenient. The higher triangle, so to speak, must enter the lower world. Otherwise 

symbolism becomes aesthetic entertainment. The Jewel reminds us that the aim is 

incarnation of principle into action. 

37. The Volume of Sacred Law, Square and Compasses 

The Sacred Volume, Square and Compasses continue the symbolic vocabulary of 

Craft Masonry. Their presence in the Chapter is constitutionally and philosophically 

important because the Royal Arch does not reject the moral foundations of the Craft. It 

deepens them. The Sacred Volume places the human search beneath a revealed or 

sacred moral horizon. The Square continues to require rectitude. The Compasses 

continue to express selflimitation and measure. The Royal Arch therefore does not say 

that the Master Mason's previous lessons have become obsolete. It says that they were 

preparatory. 
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The same moral disciplines are now placed inside a larger meditation upon 

mortality, recovery and Divine order. 

38. Sword and Trowel 

The paired imagery of sword and trowel belongs naturally to the rebuilding 

tradition associated with the post-exilic narrative, especially the world of Nehemiah. 

One instrument constructs. The other protects. The combination symbolises an 

important tension in institutional life. A tradition must be open enough to build and 

guarded enough to preserve its identity. If it only guards, it becomes sterile. If it only 

changes, it may forget what it exists to preserve. The sword and trowel therefore 

represent discernment between conservation and construction. 

This is as relevant to modern Freemasonry as it was to the symbolic builders of 

Jerusalem. Every generation must decide what is fundamental and what is merely 

inherited habit. Wisdom preserves principles while allowing forms to serve those 

principles in changing circumstances. 

39. The Sceptres: Crown, Eye and Mitre 

The sceptres of the three Principals express their functions visually. The crown 

associated with Zerubbabel signifies governing authority. The All-Seeing Eye 

associated with Haggai represents vigilant moral or prophetic perception. The mitre 

associated with Joshua marks sacred or sacerdotal office. English Royal Arch 

educational material preserves these familiar associations. Together they create a 

theory of balanced power. Authority must be watched by conscience. Conscience must 

remember the sacred. The sacred must not become detached from the practical 

responsibility of government. The Chapter therefore avoids a one-dimensional 

conception of leadership. 

No single human faculty should rule without correction. This is true institutionally 

and psychologically. The crown without the eye becomes authoritarian. The eye 

without practical government becomes criticism without responsibility. The mitre 

without engagement risks retreat into ceremonial form. The three must govern 

together. 
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40. Scarlet, Purple and Blue 

The colours of the Principals carry the symbolism further. Scarlet, associated with 

Zerubbabel, naturally evokes energy, sovereignty, zeal and active force. Blue, 

associated with Joshua, recalls the familiar Craft colour and the broad symbolism of 

heaven, constancy and universality. Purple, associated with Haggai, stands between 

them and has traditionally been interpreted as a colour of union because it combines 

red and blue. This is one of the most elegant visual representations of the Craft–Royal 

Arch relationship. Blue is not destroyed by scarlet. Scarlet does not replace blue. 

Purple demonstrates that difference can enter synthesis. 

The Second Principal therefore becomes visually mediating. Once again the same 

Royal Arch philosophy appears: unity is achieved not by erasing difference but by 

harmonising it. 

PART V THE FIVE PRINCIPAL BANNERS 41. Four Powers Around a 

Centre 

Traditional English Chapter layout places four principal banners together with a 

central Royal Arch banner. Inman records the sequence as Ox, Man, Triple Tau, Lion 

and Eagle. He identifies the central white banner with the Triple Tau and the 

surrounding four with the principal tribal emblems. The four tribal divisions 

correspond to Ephraim, Reuben, Judah and Dan. This produces a symbolic structure of 

four plus one. Four establishes the world. East, South, West and North. Four camps. 

Four principal tribal standards. Four living-creature forms. The fifth establishes the 

centre. 

The symbolism becomes far more interesting when we treat the four creatures not 

merely as heraldic decoration but as human capacities. The Ox expresses labour. The 

Man expresses consciousness. The Lion expresses power. The Eagle expresses vision. 

The centre gives them orientation. 

42. The Ox of Ephraim: Strength Made Patient 

The ox is not primarily a symbol of spectacular power. It is power disciplined into 

service. It works steadily. It bears. It draws. It turns raw strength into useful labour. 

This is a particularly important corrective in a culture fascinated by visible 

achievement. The ox does not seek applause. Its virtue is reliability. Within a Masonic 
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context, this is the Brother who does the work no one notices. The officer who prepares 

rather than performs. The senior Mason who teaches without demanding recognition. 

The Companion who continues to serve after his period of office is over. The ox 

therefore symbolises strength that has accepted purpose. Strength without service can 

become domination. Strength placed beneath duty becomes usefulness. 

43. The Man of Reuben: Consciousness and Instability 

The human figure associated with Reuben introduces self-consciousness. Man is 

the creature who can examine himself. He can stand apart mentally from his own 

impulses and ask whether they should govern him. This makes moral responsibility 

possible. But the biblical Reuben tradition also carries ambiguity. Genesis presents him 

as firstborn yet unstable. This makes the Man a more sophisticated symbol than a 

simple celebration of reason. Human consciousness is capable of greatness, but also of 

inconsistency. We know and fail to do. We promise and retreat. We recognise 

principles and compromise them. 

The Man therefore represents both the dignity and the danger of self-conscious 

freedom. Reason must become stable character. Otherwise understanding remains 

unfulfilled possibility. 

44. The Lion of Judah: Power and Responsibility 

The lion represents strength, courage, royalty and leadership. Judah's traditional 

prominence makes it appropriate that the lion should become a principal standard. Yet 

Masonic philosophy should always treat power ethically. The important question is 

not whether one possesses power. It is whether power has been mastered by principle. 

Courage without justice can become aggression. Leadership without humility becomes 

domination. Authority without accountability becomes selfprotection. The Lion 

therefore represents not merely force but nobility of force. True strength does not need 

continually to display itself. It protects. It assumes responsibility. It is capable of 

restraint. 

The Royal Arch places the Lion around the central emblem precisely because 

power must not become its own centre. 
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45. The Eagle of Dan: Perspective and the Ambiguity of Tradition 

The Eagle associated with Dan requires historical caution. Genesis itself associates 

Dan with a serpent, and Royal Arch and other traditions vary considerably. Inman's 

account openly acknowledges alternatives: serpent, eagle, or eagle in relation to 

serpent imagery. The familiar English Royal Arch use of the Eagle therefore belongs to 

later heraldic and Masonic tradition rather than being a straightforward reproduction 

of Genesis. This is a perfect example of why scholarship matters. We need not invent 

biblical authority for an emblem in order to value its symbolic meaning. The eagle sees 

from height. 

It represents breadth of vision. The immediate conflict that fills the whole world 

when viewed from the ground may appear differently from above. Thus the Eagle 

teaches perspective. Perspective is one of the great fruits of maturity. The wise leader 

asks not only, “How do I feel now?” but “What will this decision look like in ten 

years?” The wise Mason asks not only, “Was I offended?” but “What response best 

serves the institution?” Vision does not abolish detail. It places detail within a wider 

field. 

46. Why the Fifth Banner Must Be Central 

Ox, Man, Lion and Eagle represent extraordinary capacities. Labour. Reason. 

Strength. Vision. But none is automatically virtuous. A criminal can labour diligently. 

A manipulator can be intelligent. A tyrant can be strong. An ambitious man can 

possess vision. Capacity requires orientation. The central Royal Arch banner therefore 

supplies the missing dimension. The philosophical question is not: What powers do I 

possess? It is: Around what principle are they ordered? A man becomes dangerous 

when his abilities are great but his centre is small. If ego is the centre, intelligence 

serves ego. Strength serves ego. 

Work serves ego. Vision serves ego. The Royal Arch therefore teaches an 

architecture of character. The centre determines the moral meaning of the 

circumference. 
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PART VI THE TWELVE BANNERS OF THE TRIBES 47. The Biblical Camp 

and the Later Heraldic Tradition 

Numbers 2 describes the Israelites encamped around the Tent of Meeting according 

to standards and grouped into four principal camps. Judah leads the eastern camp 

with Issachar and Zebulun; Reuben leads the southern camp with Simeon and Gad; 

Ephraim leads the western camp with Manasseh and Benjamin; Dan leads the 

northern camp with Asher and Naphtali. The sacred centre remains in the midst. An 

important academic qualification must immediately follow. The biblical text does not 

provide the complete later Royal Arch heraldic scheme of colours and devices. Older 

Masonic writers acknowledged this. 

The detailed devices were derived through later interpretative traditions, including 

readings of Jacob's blessings in Genesis 49 and subsequent heraldic elaboration. 

English Royal Arch practice eventually displayed all twelve tribal banners, and early 

twentieth-century English descriptions preserve the familiar scheme. The twelve 

banners should therefore be read as a Masonic symbolic tradition constructed upon 

biblical foundations, not as archaeological reproductions of historical Israelite 

standards. That distinction allows us to analyse them more intelligently. 

48. Judah — The Lion 

Judah's lion derives naturally from the imagery of Genesis. In Royal Arch 

philosophy, Judah represents leadership. Yet leadership should be distinguished from 

mere precedence. To lead means to go before while accepting responsibility for those 

who follow. The mature Lion does not consume the community. He protects it. Judah 

therefore embodies the virtue of courage placed under responsibility. In the eastern 

position—the direction associated in Masonry with rising light—the symbolism 

becomes still richer. The leader must see first. But seeing first means becoming 

accountable first. 

49. Issachar — The Burden-Bearing Ass 

The traditional emblem of Issachar is the ass crouching beneath its burden. Modern 

instinct may initially find the image undignified. That reaction reveals how distant 

contemporary culture has become from ancient symbolism. The burden-bearing 

animal represents endurance, labour and acceptance of necessary duty. Civilisation 
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depends upon uncelebrated burdens. Families survive because people perform duties 

they do not always enjoy. Lodges survive because members undertake administrative 

work that never appears in photographs. Charity survives because someone quietly 

organises what others publicly praise. Issachar therefore embodies service without 

glamour. This is not servility. It is disciplined responsibility. 

The man who refuses every burden in the name of personal freedom eventually 

discovers that freedom without obligation produces emptiness. 

50. Zebulun — The Ship 

The ship of Zebulun introduces movement, exchange and passage beyond familiar 

boundaries. A ship leaves safety. It crosses an unstable element. It links worlds. In 

philosophical terms, Zebulun represents openness. Tradition without openness 

becomes stagnation. Openness without tradition becomes rootlessness. The ship 

requires both a point of departure and a destination. This makes Zebulun particularly 

suitable as a symbol for intellectual exploration. The Mason should be capable of 

encountering unfamiliar ideas without losing his moral compass. Travel, whether 

geographical or intellectual, becomes fruitful when one returns enlarged rather than 

dissolved. 

51. Reuben — The Man 

As discussed among the principal banners, Reuben's Man symbolises 

consciousness and reason. Among the twelve, however, we may add another 

dimension: self-knowledge is unstable unless disciplined. Reuben is firstborn but does 

not simply inherit unchallenged primacy. Potential does not guarantee fulfilment. A 

man may possess extraordinary intellectual gifts and fail through inconsistency. The 

Royal Arch therefore refuses the modern myth that talent is enough. Character 

determines whether talent becomes blessing. 

52. Simeon — The Sword 

Simeon's sword represents force. But a sword is morally neutral. It can defend the 

innocent or injure them. It can protect order or impose tyranny. The symbol therefore 

invites reflection upon controlled power. Freemasonry repeatedly teaches that 

passions should be bounded. The sword demonstrates why. Human beings possess 
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capacities for anger, confrontation and decisive action. These capacities cannot simply 

be abolished; sometimes justice requires courage and defence. But they must be 

governed. A sword without judgement is danger. A sword governed by justice may 

become protection. 

53. Gad — The Troop of Horsemen 

Gad's traditional troop of horsemen represents organised resistance and 

perseverance under attack. The individual horseman may be brave, but the troop 

introduces coordination. Courage becomes collective. This is a particularly Masonic 

idea. Freemasonry does not merely seek isolated virtuous individuals. It seeks a 

fraternity in which individual virtue contributes to ordered common action. Gad 

therefore teaches that solidarity multiplies resilience. A Brother alone may become 

exhausted. A Lodge can sustain him. A Lodge alone may struggle. A Province or 

Grand Lodge can support it. 

But the relationship is reciprocal: the larger structure is only as strong as the 

members who contribute to it. 

54. Ephraim — The Ox 

Ephraim's ox brings us again to patient labour, fertility and productive strength. 

The difference between mere effort and fruitful effort is important. Activity alone is 

not virtue. The ox tills so that something can grow. Thus Ephraim represents labour 

directed toward fruitfulness. Every institution should periodically ask: are we busy, or 

are we productive? Meetings can multiply while education declines. Committees can 

grow while purpose is lost. Activity can become a defence against reflection. Ephraim 

therefore calls for work that produces value. 

55. Manasseh — The Vine by the Wall 

The vine associated with Manasseh is one of the more clearly traditional rather 

than directly biblical Royal Arch allocations; the broader imagery owes much to the 

blessings surrounding Joseph and later interpretation. Older English Royal Arch 

descriptions nevertheless firmly preserve the vine beside the wall as Manasseh's 

emblem. The vine provides a rich philosophy of limitation. A wall can be obstacle or 

support. The vine encounters resistance and climbs. Constraint therefore becomes 
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structure for growth. This is true of moral discipline. A boundary can feel restrictive, 

yet certain boundaries make flourishing possible. Language requires grammar. 

Music requires proportion. A game requires rules. Freedom itself requires law if 

one person's freedom is not to destroy another's. Manasseh therefore suggests growth 

through disciplined relation to limits. 

56. Benjamin — The Wolf 

Benjamin's wolf expresses energy, vigilance and fierce capacity. Like the sword, the 

wolf is morally ambiguous. Energy must be directed. The symbolism reminds us that 

civilisation does not abolish instinct. It educates it. A mature man still possesses 

ambition, anger, competitiveness and appetite. The objective is not to become lifeless. 

It is to transform raw energy into useful force. Benjamin therefore symbolises passion 

under government. The man without passion may accomplish little. The man ruled by 

passion may destroy much. Virtue lies in disciplined energy. 

57. Dan — Eagle, Serpent and Judgement 

Dan deserves particular scholarly attention because the traditions diverge. Genesis 

describes serpent imagery. Some Masonic banners preserve that image; others use an 

eagle, and still others combine eagle and serpent motifs. Inman explicitly recognised 

these variations. Dan's name is associated with judging. This makes judgement the 

deeper philosophical theme beneath the heraldic variation. True judgement requires 

two apparently opposite abilities. The serpent sees what is close. The eagle sees what is 

distant. Good judgement requires both. Attention to detail without perspective 

becomes pettiness. Perspective without attention to detail becomes abstraction. 

Dan may therefore be interpreted as the integration of discernment and 

perspective. 

58. Asher — The Cup or Tree 

Royal Arch traditions vary between the cup and a flourishing tree for Asher. Both 

express abundance. The important philosophical distinction is between possession and 

abundance. Possession keeps. Abundance overflows. The cup becomes symbolically 

meaningful when it can be shared. The fruitful tree is meaningful because it produces 

beyond itself. Asher therefore embodies generosity, hospitality and the moral 



   National Grand Lodge of Greece 

30 

transformation of prosperity. Wealth is not condemned. The question is what wealth 

becomes. If possession ends in self-enclosure, abundance has failed. If resources 

become relief, education, hospitality and opportunity, prosperity acquires moral 

purpose. 

59. Naphtali — The Hind 

Naphtali's hind represents freedom, speed and grace. This introduces another 

important conception of liberty. Freedom is not simply absence of constraint. The hind 

moves freely because its capacities are disciplined and adapted to movement. Likewise 

human freedom depends upon internal government. The man unable to control 

appetite is not free merely because no external authority restrains him. He is governed 

by appetite. The man unable to control anger is governed by anger. The man 

dependent upon public approval is governed by the crowd. Naphtali therefore points 

toward freedom through self-command. 

That is a profoundly Masonic understanding of liberty. 

60. The Twelve as a Philosophy of Community 

The most important meaning of the banners does not lie in any one emblem. It lies 

in their coexistence. Twelve tribes. Different functions. Different virtues. Different 

weaknesses. One ordered camp. One centre. This is a model of unity without 

homogenisation. A healthy fraternity does not require identical personalities. Some 

men lead. Some teach. Some organise. Some question. Some quietly serve. Some bring 

experience. Some bring imagination. Some preserve continuity. Some force necessary 

reform. The challenge is not to erase difference. It is to orient difference toward shared 

principle. 

This has enormous relevance for Freemasonry in the twenty-first century. 

Brotherhood is not achieved by making every Brother think, speak or work exactly 

alike. It is achieved when men who remain genuinely different recognise obligations 

greater than their differences. The tribal camp is therefore not merely biblical scenery. 

It is political philosophy. It is institutional philosophy. And it is a philosophy of 

fraternity. 
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PART VII THE MYSTICAL LECTURE AND THE DIVINE NAME 61. Why 

“Mystical”? 

The word mystical is frequently misunderstood. It need not imply superstition, 

magic or irrationality. In the context of the Royal Arch, it refers to that part of the 

teaching in which symbol reaches beyond moral instruction toward the relation 

between the human being and the Divine. The Historical Lecture gives sequence. The 

Symbolical Lecture gives structure. The Mystical Lecture asks what lies at the centre of 

both. It therefore represents the deepest movement of the degree. The Royal Arch 

begins with a problem about a lost word. 

It eventually reveals that the real question is the human relationship with the 

Name. This changes everything. A word can be treated as information. A Name 

implies relationship. 

62. The Tetragrammaton and Hebrew Reverence 

The four Hebrew consonants conventionally represented in English as YHWH 

form what scholars call the Tetragrammaton. Jewish tradition came to regard the 

Name with profound reverence, commonly substituting Adonai in reading and later 

using expressions such as Ha-Shem, “the Name”. The precise ancient pronunciation 

ceased to form part of ordinary Jewish usage. Jewish scholarship also makes clear that 

the familiar English form “Jehovah” arose historically through combining the 

consonantal text with vowel indications associated with the substituted reading. This 

background is essential for understanding Royal Arch symbolism responsibly. 

The significance of the Name in Jewish tradition is not that it functions as a magical 

password. Its significance lies in reverence toward the unmasterable reality of God. 

The Name identifies, yet its very treatment reminds the worshipper that God cannot 

be reduced to a human label. This creates a profound paradox. The human being needs 

language to speak of the Divine. Yet the Divine exceeds language. The Name therefore 

both reveals and conceals. It permits relation while preventing possession. 

63. Exodus and the Problem of Being 

The biblical narrative of Exodus 3 associates the Divine self-identification with the 

Hebrew verb of being, giving rise to centuries of theological reflection upon existence, 

becoming and eternal presence. We should be cautious about turning ancient Hebrew 
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grammar into later Greek metaphysics. Nevertheless, the philosophical resonance is 

extraordinary. Human beings exist contingently. We were not always here. We depend 

upon causes beyond ourselves. Our lives unfold in time. The Divine Name, by 

contrast, became associated in Jewish and Christian reflection with unconditioned or 

enduring being. The Royal Arch therefore places mortality before eternity. 

The Companion who has already encountered death in the Third Degree now 

confronts the question of ultimate Being. The contrast is not designed to humiliate 

man. It is designed to place him accurately. Humility begins with correct scale. 

64. Why the Name Cannot Become Possession 

One of the dangers in esoteric traditions is the belief that knowing a sacred name 

gives the initiate power over the sacred reality named. That would reverse the Royal 

Arch lesson. The Companion does not master the Divine. He discovers again that he is 

not the centre. The Name therefore should produce reverence, not spiritual pride. This 

may be the ultimate antidote to Masonic vanity. The Mason may receive honours. He 

may preside. He may accumulate degrees. He may learn languages of symbolism 

unknown to the outside world. 

But if all this convinces him of his superiority, the initiatory process has failed. The 

encounter with the Divine should make the ego smaller, not larger. 

65. The Word and the Greek Idea of Logos 

The Greek concept of Logos provides a useful philosophical comparison, although 

not a claimed historical source. Logos can mean word, reason, discourse, account, 

proportion or intelligible ordering principle. In Heraclitean thought, human beings 

live within an order that they frequently fail to understand. This offers a powerful lens 

through which to interpret the Masonic Lost Word. Perhaps the Word is not “lost” 

because objective order ceased to exist. Perhaps it is lost because man lost relationship 

with that order. This distinction transforms the whole story. Meaning has not 

necessarily vanished. 

We may simply have become unable to perceive it. The Royal Arch search then 

becomes the recovery of intelligibility. What is found is orientation. A principle 

capable of ordering the rest of life. 
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66. Truth as Unconcealment 

A second Greek comparison may be useful. The term aletheia, conventionally 

translated as truth, has famously been philosophically associated with the idea of 

unconcealment or bringing out of hiddenness. Again, this should be presented as 

interpretation, not historical derivation. But the comparison fits the Royal Arch 

remarkably well. Royal Arch truth is uncovered. Debris is removed. Depth is entered. 

What was concealed becomes visible. Thus truth is not fabricated by desire. It is 

discovered through disciplined search. This gives the Royal Arch a moral realism. 

Justice is not created merely because I approve of it. 

Truth does not become truth because it benefits me. Honour is not valid only while 

convenient. The searcher discovers a standard greater than himself. 

67. The Scroll and Sacred Law 

The scroll or sacred text found within the symbolic drama reinforces this principle. 

The searcher does not descend into darkness, invent a private revelation and return 

declaring his own feelings sovereign. He encounters law. Something precedes him. 

This has great contemporary relevance. Modern culture frequently equates 

authenticity with sincerity. Yet sincerity does not guarantee truth. A man can sincerely 

believe something false. He can sincerely justify selfishness. He can sincerely 

misunderstand another person. The Royal Arch therefore sets authenticity beneath a 

higher discipline. 

The question is not merely: “Am I sincere?” It is also: “Am I right?” And even 

beyond that: “By what measure do I decide?” 

PART VIII THE VEILS, COLOURS AND PROGRESSIVE REVELATION 68. 

Passing the Veils 

The ceremony known as Passing the Veils occupies an important historical place in 

Royal Arch development, even though it does not form part of ordinary contemporary 

English Exaltation and survives especially in Bristol and in selected demonstrations. 

The idea of the veil deserves preservation even apart from the historical ceremony. A 

veil conceals, but concealment implies presence. Nothing is veiled if nothing lies 

beyond. The veil therefore creates a distinctive kind of ignorance. Not ignorance that 
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knows nothing. Ignorance that knows there is more to know. This is the beginning of 

philosophical humility. 

The uneducated man may imagine that what he sees is all there is. The educated 

man increasingly discovers how much lies beyond present understanding. Thus 

progress in knowledge often produces greater awareness of mystery. 

69. Blue, Purple, Scarlet and White 

The colours traditionally associated with the Veils—blue, purple, scarlet and 

white—have accumulated numerous symbolic interpretations. Blue naturally suggests 

heaven, breadth, fidelity and the familiar colour of the Craft. Purple suggests dignity, 

sovereignty and synthesis. Scarlet suggests active life, zeal, sacrifice and intensity. 

White suggests purity, completion and clarity. But the deeper significance lies not in 

assigning one rigid definition to each colour. It lies in progressive revelation. The 

seeker passes through distinctions before reaching greater unity. This mirrors human 

education. Complex truths cannot always be received at once. Preparation changes the 

receiver. 

The same sentence means little to a child and much to an adult. The truth did not 

change. The capacity of the hearer changed. Initiation therefore does not conceal 

merely to create exclusivity. At its best, it orders experience so that understanding can 

mature. 

PART IX DEATH, LOSS AND THE CONTINUATION OF THE MASTER 

MASON'S JOURNEY 70. The Third Degree as an Unfinished Question 

We can now return to the constitutional and philosophical relationship with the 

Craft. Why should the Master Mason continue into the Royal Arch? The answer is not 

simply that tradition recommends it. The Third Degree creates an unresolved problem. 

It presents mortality. It presents interrupted transmission. It presents substituted 

provision in place of what cannot then be directly recovered. The Royal Arch does not 

undo that tragedy. It reopens the question in another historical setting. This distinction 

is critical. If the Royal Arch simply cancelled the Third Degree, it would weaken it. 

Instead it interprets it. Death remains death. Loss remains real. But loss is placed 

inside a larger story in which recovery becomes possible. 
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71. Replacement and Restoration 

The difference between replacement and restoration is one of the deepest 

philosophical distinctions in the combined Craft and Royal Arch journey. When the 

original is unavailable, human societies create substitutes. This is necessary. 

Institutions preserve memory when living witnesses die. Texts preserve words when 

speakers disappear. Ritual preserves form when historical circumstances change. But a 

danger appears when the substitute forgets that it points beyond itself. A ritual can 

become mechanically perfect and spiritually empty. An office can preserve 

constitutional authority while losing moral authority. 

A symbol can survive after no one remembers what it symbolises. The Royal Arch 

therefore calls the Mason from form back toward meaning. It does not abolish form. It 

restores the relationship between form and purpose. 

72. Mortality and the Question of Value 

The Third Degree forces the Mason to confront mortality. The Royal Arch asks 

what follows from that knowledge. If I am mortal, what deserves the limited years 

available to me? That question changes the scale by which achievement is measured. 

How much authority did I possess? How many honours did I receive? How much 

wealth did I accumulate? These may matter in their proper place. But mortality asks 

harder questions. Was I just? Did people trust my word? Did my children or those I 

influenced become stronger because I lived? 

Did I help when assistance was required? Did I use power responsibly? Did I leave 

institutions healthier than I found them? Did I become more free from vanity, 

resentment and fear? The Royal Arch transforms memento mori into ethical urgency. 

Because time is limited, principle matters more. 

73. Why “Higher” Is the Wrong Idea 

The Royal Arch is sometimes casually described as a “higher” step. That language 

is understandable but philosophically dangerous. The Royal Arch does not primarily 

take the Mason upward. It takes him downward. Into the vault. Into foundations. Into 

questions beneath his visible identity. The better word is therefore deeper. The Royal 

Arch does not make a man superior to a Master Mason who has not yet been exalted. 



   National Grand Lodge of Greece 

36 

It gives him another responsibility. If he has received more symbolism, more should be 

expected from his conduct. 

Greater Light that produces greater vanity is darkness disguised as education. 

PART X THE ROYAL ARCH TODAY 74. One Journey, One Organisation 

The contemporary English Constitution has deliberately renewed emphasis upon 

the Craft– Royal Arch connection. UGLE describes joining the Royal Arch as the fourth 

and final stage in Pure Antient Masonry and states that the Exaltation follows the clues 

of the Third Degree to complete that journey. Approximately forty per cent of UGLE 

Freemasons are Royal Arch Masons. Recent Supreme Grand Chapter messaging has 

expressed the relationship through the phrase “One Journey, One Organisation.” The 

concept does not abolish the distinctive identity of the Royal Arch. 

It clarifies that historical administrative separation should not be mistaken for 

philosophical independence. This is important in how the Royal Arch is presented to 

Master Masons. It is misleading to say simply: “You have completed Freemasonry, 

and now here is another Order.” Within the English conception the better explanation 

is: “You have completed the three ceremonies worked within the Craft Lodge. The 

Royal Arch continues the same Pure Antient Masonic journey and brings the 

unresolved teaching of the Master Mason into another symbolic world.” This is not 

recruitment language. It is constitutional accuracy. 

75. Why the Royal Arch Is Particularly Relevant Today 

The modern world has no shortage of information. It has a shortage of orientation. 

A person can carry in a pocket access to more factual information than an eighteenth-

century scholar could have encountered in a lifetime. Yet greater information has not 

automatically produced greater wisdom. People remain uncertain about meaning. 

Institutions struggle with trust. Communities fragment. Public conversation becomes 

faster while reflection becomes shorter. Identity becomes louder while interior stability 

becomes weaker. The Royal Arch speaks directly to this condition. Its answer is not 

more information. Its answer is centre. Clear the debris. Descend. 

Find the foundation. Place the many parts of life around something worthy. Then 

rebuild. In that sense the Royal Arch may be more philosophically relevant today than 

when many of its ritual forms were first developed. 
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76. The Royal Arch and Institutional Memory 

The Order also teaches something crucial about institutions. A Masonic body can 

survive numerically while losing memory. It can repeat ceremonies while forgetting 

why they exist. It can maintain constitutions while losing the culture that gave those 

constitutions meaning. It can expand while becoming intellectually thinner. The 

Scribes therefore become especially relevant. Education is not an optional ornament of 

Masonry. Without interpretation, transmission becomes imitation. Each generation 

must receive the inheritance, understand it, distinguish principle from historical 

accident, and pass it onward without either freezing it or dissolving it. 

This is precisely why the Historical, Symbolical and Mystical Lectures deserve 

renewed attention. They are not interruptions to ceremonial efficiency. They are 

instruments by which ritual becomes intelligible. 

PART XI A PHILOSOPHY OF THE WHOLE DEGREE 77. Loss 

Loss begins the journey. Without loss, the Mason may imagine that possession is 

permanent. Loss destroys this illusion. It teaches that what we possess outwardly is 

contingent. But the purpose is not despair. Loss creates the question that makes deeper 

searching possible. 

78. Exile 

Exile means separation from the centre. It represents the experience of living 

outside alignment with principle. Every man should periodically ask where his own 

“Babylon” lies. What habits have taken him away from his better judgement? What 

ambitions have separated him from peace? What resentments have become a foreign 

country in which he has lived too long? Exile becomes meaningful only when we 

recognise it as exile. 

79. Return 

Return begins with decision. The circumstances that produced exile may not 

disappear. The past cannot be undone. Yet orientation can change. One can turn again 

toward the centre. This is the beginning of moral freedom. 
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80. Labour 

Intention is not enough. Return requires work. One of the most dangerous forms of 

selfdeception is to confuse good intentions with moral achievement. The Royal Arch 

gives the returning man tools. Philosophy becomes practical. 

81. Descent 

The search now moves inward. Superficial explanations cease to be sufficient. The 

man must investigate foundation. This is where titles, social identities and public 

performance lose their power to conceal. The vault is an interior space. 

82. Discovery 

The discovery teaches that hidden does not mean absent. Truth can survive neglect. 

Conscience can survive compromise. Principle can survive institutional decline. 

Meaning can survive periods in which it is no longer visible. The responsibility of the 

seeker is to uncover it. 

83. Recognition 

Discovery alone is incomplete. What is found must be recognised for what it is. 

This requires education. The Sojourners make a discovery. The Chapter interprets it. 

Experience and tradition meet. 

84. Restoration 

Restoration re-establishes relationship with the centre. It does not erase history. 

The exile happened. The Temple was destroyed. Loss remains part of the story. But it 

no longer has the final word. 

85. Rebuilding 

The final proof of recovery is construction. If discovery changes nothing, its value 

remains theoretical. The rebuilt Temple represents life reordered around recovered 

principle. Thus the Royal Arch journey can be expressed as a coherent sequence: Loss 

→ Exile → Return → Labour → Descent → Discovery → Recognition → Restoration → 
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Rebuilding. These are not merely stages of ritual. They are stages through which 

human beings repeatedly pass. 

PART XII WHAT DOES THE ROYAL ARCH ULTIMATELY TEACH? 86. The 

Search Is for Meaning, Not Information 

The greatest mistake would be to imagine that the Royal Arch exists to supply a 

piece of information missing from the Master Mason's Degree. If information were the 

object, a page of text could replace Exaltation. The ritual exists because meaning 

cannot always be transmitted merely as a statement. Some truths must be experienced 

symbolically before they become personally intelligible. The candidate must encounter 

darkness. He must depend upon others. He must descend. He must participate in 

discovery. Only then can explanation follow. This is education through enacted 

metaphor. 

87. The Centre Is Not the Ego 

The Royal Arch continuously directs attention toward the centre. The sacred centre 

of the camp. The centre of geometric figures. The central banner. The pedestal. The 

Name. Yet the individual Mason himself is not placed there. That may be the most 

important lesson of all. Modern life frequently encourages the individual to become 

his own absolute centre. My desires. My identity. My success. My recognition. My 

truth. The Royal Arch presents another anthropology. Human dignity is not 

diminished by recognising something greater than the self. It is made possible by it. 

A compass works because north is not invented by the traveller. A moral life 

likewise requires orientation beyond immediate appetite. 

88. Freedom Requires Measure 

This brings us to freedom. The Royal Arch is not opposed to freedom. It deepens it. 

A man ruled by appetite is not free. A man ruled by public approval is not free. A man 

ruled by anger is not free. A man unable to release office is not free. A man incapable 

of admitting error is not free. Freedom therefore requires internal government. The 

geometry of the Chapter repeatedly teaches measure, proportion and limit. The 

genuinely free man is not the man without boundaries. 



   National Grand Lodge of Greece 

40 

He is the man who has learned to govern himself according to principles he can 

honour. 

89. Knowledge Requires Humility 

The Royal Arch contains extraordinary intellectual richness. Hebrew sacred 

language. Biblical history. Geometry. Architecture. Platonic cosmology. Heraldry. 

Number. Colour. Yet all of this points toward humility. The deeper one enters the 

Royal Arch, the less defensible intellectual arrogance becomes. The Tetragrammaton 

reminds us that the Divine exceeds pronunciation and conceptual possession. The 

circle reminds us of infinity. The lights remind us of degrees of understanding. The 

descent reminds us that the seeker begins above the object of his search. The 

Sojourners remind us that labourers may discover what rulers have not seen. 

True knowledge therefore bends pride. 

90. Brotherhood Requires Structure 

The Arch itself supplies the final social philosophy. Brotherhood is not 

sentimentality. It is structure. Each stone has a place. Each carries load. Each depends 

upon others. The structure is strong because responsibility is distributed. A fraternity 

that speaks constantly of Brotherly Love but permits individuals to carry every burden 

alone has misunderstood its own architecture. Likewise a fraternity in which members 

demand support while accepting no responsibility has misunderstood the arch from 

the opposite direction. Companionship is reciprocal. I am held. Therefore I must also 

hold. 

CONCLUSION BENEATH THE RUINS, THE FOUNDATION 

Most Excellent, Your Excellencies, and Companions, we can now understand why 

the Holy Royal Arch cannot be reduced to a colourful appendix of Craft Masonry. 

Historically, its central narrative emerged from eighteenth-century attempts to address 

themes left unresolved in the developing Master Mason tradition. Institutionally, it 

became one of the defining questions separating the Antients and Moderns. The 

Antients saw in it the interior substance of Masonry itself. The Moderns developed a 

separate Grand Chapter structure around it. The Union of 1813 brought these 

traditions together through a constitutional formulation that remains unique. 
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The United Grand Chapter of 1817 and the Supreme Grand Chapter that followed 

gave the Royal Arch an enduring administrative form. The nineteenth century refined 

its ritual. The twentieth and twenty-first centuries continued that process, while the 

modern English Constitution has again emphasised what the settlement of 1813 

always implied: Craft and Royal Arch form one journey. But institutional history alone 

does not explain its power. The Royal Arch survives because its drama addresses a 

permanent human problem. We build. What we build is damaged. We lose. 

We become separated from what once gave life order. We return. But return does 

not magically restore the past. We find ruins. And so we work. We remove what has 

accumulated. We descend beneath what remains visible. We discover that foundation 

may survive even when structure has collapsed. We encounter Law. We encounter 

Name. We encounter the possibility that meaning was hidden rather than annihilated. 

And then comes the decisive obligation: we must build again. This is why the Royal 

Arch is ultimately not a ceremony about discovering a secret. 

It is a ceremony about what a man does after discovery. For knowledge creates 

obligation. If I know that justice matters, I can no longer plead ignorance when I act 

unjustly. If I know that life is short, I can no longer behave as though time were 

limitless. If I know that office is temporary, I should not make office my identity. If I 

know that Brotherhood means carrying weight together, I cannot leave every burden 

to others. 

If I know that the centre lies beyond my ego, I cannot honestly continue to behave 

as though my pride were the measure of all things. The Craft teaches the Mason to 

build. The Master Mason's Degree teaches him that both builder and building belong 

to mortality. The Holy Royal Arch takes him among the ruins and asks the question 

that must follow: What remains? Its answer is neither simplistic optimism nor denial 

of loss. It does not tell us that nothing important can ever be destroyed. Temples do 

fall. People do die. 

Institutions do fail. Civilisations do forget. Men do betray their principles. What it 

says is more demanding. Loss need not become the final definition of the person who 

has suffered it. There may still be foundation. But foundation must be sought. The 

Royal Arch therefore asks of every Companion a question that becomes more serious 

as life advances: When the external things by which you have defined yourself are 

removed, what in you remains worthy of rebuilding upon? Your titles will not answer. 

Your rank will not answer. Your wealth will not answer. 
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Your reputation cannot finally answer. Only foundation answers. Character. Truth. 

Justice. Honour. Love. Faithfulness. Service. The capacity to stand upright when no 

applause follows. The courage to admit wrong. The discipline to remain free from 

passions that seek to govern us. The humility to understand that knowledge does not 

make us the centre of the universe. And the willingness to help another man bear a 

load because we understand that we too have been supported by others. 

Perhaps, then, the deepest journey of the Royal Arch is not from darkness to light 

in the simple sense. It is from surface to depth. From inherited formula to recovered 

meaning. From isolation to companionship. From multiplicity to centre. From power 

to responsibility. From knowledge to humility. From mortality to purpose. From 

destruction to restoration. And finally, from restoration to rebuilding. That is why the 

Royal Arch remains the natural continuation of the Master Mason's journey. Not 

because it gives him something with which to decorate what he has already built. 

But because it takes him beneath the building and asks him whether he truly 

understands its foundation. And that is why the Royal Arch remains constitutionally 

bound to the Craft. The two do not tell competing stories. They tell successive parts of 

one story. The Craft teaches how the Temple may be built. The Third Degree teaches 

that the visible Temple and its builders are mortal. The Royal Arch teaches that 

beneath ruins the search for foundation may begin again. The last word of the degree 

is therefore not loss. Nor is it discovery. 

It is responsibility. For once a man has found his foundation, he can no longer say 

that he does not know upon what he ought to build. 
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