LET US PONTIFICATE


Let us pontificate.  Yes Brethren, I thought that word might surprise you, but in fact it has a long and interesting history.  The dictionary says that it now means ‘to assume airs of infallibility; to speak or behave with pompous authority; to play the pontiff’.


But what is a pontiff?  The title sometimes given to a Bishop or Chief Priest, because ‘pontiff’ is short for ‘pontifex’, the Latin name for a member of the principal College of Priests in ancient Rome, presided over by their Chief Priest or ‘Pontifex Maximus’.


The word ‘pontifex’ itself is composed of the two Latin words ‘facire’ to make or build, and ‘pons, pontis’ a bridge.  The Romans thought of a priest as a maker of bridges between the earthly and the heavenly, and so they called him ‘Pontifex’ --- Bridge-Builder.


Unfortunately, in those days some of the chief priests, and others in more recent times as well, have been prone to ‘speak or behave with pompous authority.’ This has given the word a bad press; but it is in its original sense of bridge-building that I use the word today, when I say ‘Let us pontificate’.


A bridge is one of the noblest structures ever devised, being formed of that greatest architectural achievement, the Arch.  Its characteristics are Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty.


First of all, a bridge is undoubtedly a thing of beauty and symmetry, pleasing to the eye, and ever attractive to the artist and the photographer.


Next, a bridge must, by definition, be an example of strength; not only does it have to carry enormous weights, but it often has to cross deep, swift flowing water which makes it necessary to sink the foundations right down through shifting mud and sand into the solid ground beneath.


Beauty, and Strength are here exhibited; but more than that, here is a supreme example of Wisdom; for the most important and striking characteristic of a bridge is that it is built for the purpose of joining two sides of a river together.  Almost every other kind of architectural structure is built for the purpose of dividing.  Every wall is erected to divide the people or property on one side of it from the people or property on the other. Every house divides the space within from the space without; and even a church or temple tends to divide the affairs of God from the affairs of man.


A bridge does none of these things.  It is built for the sole and splendid purpose of joining, ---of promoting communication between two sides that were previously unconnected.  Could there be a more useful and worthy project?


Notice further, that it does this without any inconvenience to the river itself; beneath the bridge the tide regularly ebbs and flows, ships pass, unimpeded by the traffic on the bridge above.


Now, the Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty, found in a bridge are also the three great qualities found in Freemasonry itself.  Masonry’s nature it is to be a species of bridge, joining together just, upright, and free men of different races, languages and creeds, whom --- in the words of our Ancient Charges --- ‘must otherwise have remained at a perpetual distance’.  To the uninstructed and popular world we may be seen to be building walls of division, setting ourselves apart, but this is not so.  Masonry has no desire to influence the affairs of the world, rather it rises above them, continuing to form strong lines of communication between men of goodwill, while the traffic of the world ebbs and flows unimpeded.


However, there is one more bridge that we have not yet learned to build --- though we are beginning to make an attempt; and that is the bridge between those who understand Freemasonry and those who don’t.  We find it difficult to communicate with people who seem to speak a totally different language and have somehow conceived a fear, a dislike --- or even a hatred of Masonry.  To change their minds will be a difficult task and will take time; but if we cannot yet build a complete bridge across the river of ignorant prejudice, we can at least help by providing what one might call stepping stones.


Now I don’t profess to know all the answers, but here are a few examples of the sort of thing that we need --- here are five ‘stepping stones’ which might act a points of reference:-

1. Masonry ---- a reliable foundation for a building;

Freemasonry --- a reliable foundation for a life.

2.
Freemasonry doesn’t proselytize.  It doesn’t need to;

The right sort of men will always find it. 

3.
No man is ever pressed to become a Mason;

In the end the approach always has to come from the man himself.

4. The purpose of Freemasonry is to build bridges between men of goodwill, and to uphold the highest standards of life.

5. Freemasonry is one of the last unchanging treasures in a rapidly changing world; those who appreciate its value will ever strive to be worthy of it.

Now I feel sure that you could come up with ‘stepping stones’ considerably more memorable than these may be, and I hope you will do so.  You would find them invaluable when talking to your friends about why your Masonry is important to you. 

Before I get accused of ‘speaking or behaving with pompous authority’,  I must conclude by reminding you, once again, that it is the duty and the privilege of every Brother to ‘pontificate’ in the true and original sense of that word, and to do so is to exhibit the Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty of Freemasonry, now and evermore.

(The above is a talk given by RW Bro. The Rev. Canon Richard Tydeman, OSM, PJGW, to the United Grand Lodge of Ancient, Free and Accepted Masons of England, on the 9th of December, 1998.)

