ANCIENT LANDMARKS OF MASONRY

What are the ancient landmarks of Freemasonry with which every Mason should be familiar?  No less an authority than Dr. Albert G. Mackey wrote, “those peculiar marks of distinction by which we are separated from the profane world, and by which we are enabled to designate our inheritance as the ‘sons of light,’ are called the landmarks of the Order.  Dr. Mackey went further and said, “The first requisite, therefore, of a custom of action to constitute it a landmark, is, that it must have existed from ‘time whereof the memory of man runneth not to the contrary.’ Its antiquity is its essential element.” Masons generally accept that before 1858 no list of these landmarks had been compiled, but in October of that year, Dr. Mackey published a list of 25 landmarks.  Since 1858, others have compiled similar lists of landmarks including Mackey’s list; but Mackey’s list seems to have become the standard for many, if not most, Masons.  In the briefest form, Mackey’s list of landmarks includes the following:

1. The modes of recognition are the most legitimate and unquestioned.

2. The division of Masonry into three Degrees.

3. The Legend of the Third Degree.

4. The government of the Fraternity by a presiding officer called a Grand Master, who is elected from the body of the craft.

5. The prerogative of the Grand Master to preside over every assembly of the craft.

6. The prerogative of the Grand Master to grant dispensations for conferring degrees at irregular times.

7. The prerogative of the Grand Master to grant dispensations for opening and holding Lodges.

8. The prerogative of the Grand Master to make Masons at sight.

9. The necessity of Masons to congregate in Lodges.

10. The government of the craft, when so congregated, is by a Master and two Wardens.

11. The necessity that every Lodge, when congregated should be duly tiled.

12. The right of every Mason to be represented in all general meeting of the Craft, and to instruct his representatives.

13. The right of every Mason to appeal from the decision of his brethren, in Lodge convened, to the Grand Lodge.

14. The right of every Mason to visit and sit in regular Lodge.

15. No visitor, unknown to the brethren present, or to some one of them as a Mason, can enter a Lodge without first passing an examination according to ancient usage.

16.  No Lodge can interfere in the business of another Lodge, nor give degrees to brethren who are members of other Lodges.

17. Every Mason is amenable to the laws and regulations of the Masonic jurisdiction in which he resides.

18. Qualifications for membership are that a man shall be un-mutilated, free born, and of mature age.

19. Belief in the existence of God as the Grand Architect of the Universe.

20. Belief in a resurrection to a future life.

21. A “Book of the Law” shall constitute an indispensable part of the furniture of every Lodge.

22. The equality of all Masons.

23. The secrecy of the institution.

24. The foundation of a speculative science upon an operative art, and the symbolic use and explanation of the terms of that art, for the purposes of religious or moral teachings

25. The crowning landmark of all is, these landmarks can never be changed.  

These ancient landmarks establish the boundaries and set the limits of our fraternity.  In ancient times, it was considered a serious crime to remove established landmarks.  The Sacred Law, which is always open upon the altars of our lodges when they are congregated, and respected by out brethren at all times, decreed, “You shall not remove your neighbor’s landmarks, which the men of old have suet,” and as far back as 2,500 years ago, it had been proverbial: “Remove not the ancient landmarks which your fathers have set.”   Although these ancient landmarks of Freemasonry may not be amended or changed in a formal way, there are two ways, without vigilance, by which they may be changed.  One of these ways is by ignorance of them to the extent that, for all practical purposes, the ancient landmarks and the boundaries they establish and the limits they set for our fraternity are ignored.   The second way the ancient landmarks may be changed is by a callous and cavalier attitude toward them.  

The ancient landmarks are the time-tested and unchangeable principles that set the boundaries and fix limits to guide us in our fraternal relationships and activities.  There is no need to redefine it each time the word is used; for, in the sense, it was it yesterday, it is it today, and it will be it tomorrow.  Our Masonic heritage, that ancient landmarks may not be changed, is a powerful reminder that all landmarks, dear to each of us, which have established boundaries and set limit from time immemorial, ought not to be taken lightly; but at all times and under all circumstances, they ought to be taken most seriously

This requires our constant vigilance.  So mote it be.

Taken, in part, from an article by Howard Coop, published in Vol. 24, No. 3, Fall 2006 of the Royal Arch Mason magazine.

