MASONIC CHARITY AND BENEVOLENCE
“Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal.”  Each of us has heard that familiar quotation many times, possibly without thinking about its true meaning.  But, as we read on through the next verse but one, the Apostle says, in part, “And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and have not charity, it profiteth my nothing.”  And there is revealed the true meaning of charity.  Not the act of giving: not what or how much is given; but the inner feeling that prompted it.
Charity, in modern usage, has come to mean the various donations that are required of us by the customs of the society in which we live.  The coin that we give to the mendicant on the street, the Christmas boxes to the poor and underprivileged, the baskets of food at Thanksgiving time, are not charity, but the result of a charitable or benevolent urge to help a fellow man.

Charity and benevolence are synonymous terms, the dictionary definitions being nearly identical.  For benevolence, a disposition to do good.  For charity, an act or feeling of benevolence.  So, in view of the fact that charity and benevolence are not he giving, or the gift, but the feeling which prompts it, let us examine Masonic charity.

Charity, one of the most important facets of Masonry, is, probably, the one most frequently misunderstood and criticized.  Each of us was told, or should have been told, prior to entering the Lodge for the first time, that Masonry did not offer any type of insurance or other organized relief.  In spite of this we constantly hear statements such as, “so and so’s husband was a Mason but they haven’t done anything for her.”  True, Lodges and Grand Lodges do help unfortunate Brethren, and Masonic widows and orphans, insofar as their funds permit, but it is done on an individual case basis and is not, in any sense, an organized relief project.  That it was intended to be an individual matter is indicated by that section of the Master Mason Obligation which deals with the subject.  Included in that section is an instruction, “They applying to me as such and I finding them worthy.”
What then, is Masonic charity?  It is the same as non-Masonic charity.  But few people are born with a natural desire to help their fellow men, without hope of praise or material reward, therefore a feeling of charity must be cultivated.  The Mason, by virtue of the teachings of the Fraternity, should constantly strive to cultivate within a desire to be of service in time of trouble or distress.

Charity appears in many forms, one of the least important being money.  True, it is easy to give a few coins or bills to someone in need.  It doesn’t require much effort.  But if given make sure that it will provide whatever is necessary.  Remember that money alone will not fill the hungry or cover the naked, and will furnish very little warmth if burned.  It is possible for a person to have ample supplies of worldly goods and still be in need.  To the distressed, the troubled, the ill, a timely call and a few comforting words or even a card by mail, are excellent specifics for sagging morale.

Tolerance is another form of charity.  Religion and politics are two of the most fertile fields for the nurturing of intolerance and uncharitable feelings.  That is probably why some of our wise Brethren, in the past, barred both subjects from discussion in the Tiled Lodge.  Concede to every man the right to believe according to the dictates of his conscience.  He may be in error but he still has the right to think as he does, if he is sincere in his belief.  Even religious sects, and individuals, who believe Masonry to be an evil thing, should be treated with tolerance.  Intolerance on their part does not call for intolerance by the Mason.  Rather, we should pity them for their lack of understanding.
Race, at the present time, is an unmentionable word but it is a field in which we can exercise charity.  It is not necessary to meet socially, people that we, as individuals, do not care to fraternize with.  However, any personal feelings that we may have should not prevent us from helping, insofar as we can, anyone who may need help.  A better guide for our conduct and practices does not exist, than the story of the Good Samaritan, as told in the Christian Bible.  That was charity in action.

There is an old folk saying to the effect that “Charity begins at home.”  How true.  We should never forget, as many of us frequently do, that those we live with and those we meet from day to day, may need our charity and understanding.  Our families and friends are most certainly entitled to some consideration but why not endeavor to give them more than they are entitled to.  Be considerate and, above all, be courteous.  Don’t reserve politeness for the world at large and discard it when with family and friends.  It is very easy, when fatigued or bored by our daily tasks, to be unkind, without intending to be so.  Be charitable to those near you.
An ever troublesome question is- how much can I afford?  How much can I afford – that each must decide for himself.  However, it has been said that if one can afford it, it isn’t charity.  And, that applies only to money and goods – material things.  When we give of ourselves it is almost impossible to give more than we can afford.  Kindness, consideration, and moral support, are not depleted by use.  Each one’s troubles loom large to him although the may seem trivial to others and, with many, the mere fact of talking about them lightens the load.  Be a good and understanding listener.  That, too, is charity.

As for our Brethren of the Craft, we need seek no further that the Charge given by the Worshipful Master when he closes his Lodge.  By that Charge your Masonic duty is brought to your attention each time you attend a meeting.  Never lose sight of the fact that one of the ancient landmarks of Masonry is charity, and that it includes not only Masons but all mankind.
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