ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST DAY

(A TALK TO BE DELIVERED AS A PROGRAM 

FOR ST. JOHN’S NIGHT, IN JUNE, AT ANY LODGE)

Holy Scripture records several births, in both the Old and New Testaments, which we would say were of extraordinary conception.  And these births were, in each instance, of extraordinary men, and these extraordinary births each in their own way, heralded the coming, not only of an extraordinary man but also of an extraordinary era for all men.

The birth of our patron, Saint John the Baptist, was one of these that we would well classify as extraordinary.  Do you remember the story?

“There was in the days of Herod, a certain priest named Zacharias, and his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elisabeth.  They were both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless.  And they had no child for Elisabeth was barren, and they were both well stricken in years.  Yet, while Zacharias was in the performance of his worship, an angel of the Lord appeared to him and informed him that Elisabeth would bear a son to be called John, who would be great in the sight of the Lord and who would be filled with the Holy Ghost.  Zacharias, being an old man, doubted and asked for a sign whereupon he was told that he would be dumb and unable to speak until the birth of the child.  The wife, Elisabeth, conceived, and when her full time had come that she should be delivered, she brought forth a son.”  She had hidden herself, and had only been visited by her cousin Mary, the soon to be mother of Christ, but when the relatives of Elisabeth heard of the birth of her son, they came, rejoicing, and gave him his father’s name.  But Zacharias would not have it so, and made signs for a tablet and wrote that the child’s name would be John.  And the mouth of Zacharias was loosened and he spoke and praised the name of the Lord.  And Saint Like tells us that the child grew, and waxed strong in spirit, and was in the desert till the day of his showing in Israel.

We have seen on television and we have read in books and magazines a very great deal about the discoveries of that which we have come to call ‘The Dead Sea Scrolls’.  There has been much popular conjecture about the monastic group responsible for their having been written.  This group, a reformed division of the Jews, known as the Essenes, has interested the scholar for centuries. They have interested the layman only for a short time; but whether months or centuries, many have tried on the scantiest of evidence but with great imagination, to link Saint John with these Essenes, who, like John, were concerned with the sinful state of man.  The Essenes, however much their philosophy may have appealed to John, and however much he may have learned from their teachings, were unlike John.  Troubled by the state of the world, the Essenes withdrew from the world and sought seclusion in quite monasteries; but Scripture tells us that the Saint was in the desert, and then he appeared amongst men.  He appeared amongst men preaching hellfire and damnation, repentance and salvation.  A fantastic looking man, this John; clothed in a garment of camel’s hair, wearing a leather apron or girdle, feeding on locusts and wild honey.  Yet people come to him, people flock to hear him preach, coming from the countryside and from the cities, listening and heeding, for it was written that ‘many of the children of Israel shall he turn to the Lord their God.’

It is the year of our Lord 26.  Israel is a tiny country under Roman rule, no bigger than an area from Conway to Pine Bluff to Hot Springs and back to Conway, yet in the country no one really respected the Quisling king Herod.  All know how he bowed and scraped to the Romans to gain the throne, and knew his idle, vicious life, his many sins, how he had taken his brother’s wife as his mistress.  All know this, and all were afraid to speak, all save John.  John thundered the truth, “It is not lawful for thee to have her,” and do you remember the rest?  The great feast at Herod’s palace high above the Dead Sea, the oriental dancers moving to the lascivious pleasing of the lute, and the young Salome dancing to please Herod; claiming for her reward the gristly fee of the saint’s head.  Her mother must have heaved a sigh of relief at the gruesome sight, knowing that John’s stern morality would never again be voiced to her discomfort!  King Herod, his mistress and her daughter are remembered today only for their wickedness, but John is remembered for his very saintliness.  Such was our patrons saintliness that the Christ himself, even though he was God incarnate, felt that it was altogether fitting and proper to come to John to ask baptism of him.  Since then nineteen centuries have passed, yet we remember both the saint and the sinners.  We remember John, who had the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, set straight his paths’.  We remember the others for they were the wilderness of evil about which John spoke.  John speaks today in the gospels as he spoke on those days, and as he speaks today, so will he speak tomorrow and on tomorrows tomorrow.

 A centuries old prayer goes as follows:

 “Almighty God, by whose providence thy servant John Baptist was wonderfully born and sent to prepare the way of thy Son our Savior by preaching repentance; make us so to follow his doctrine and holy life, that we may truly repent according to his preaching; and after his example, constantly speak the truth, boldly rebuke vice, and patiently suffer for the truth’s sake. Amen”

And so speaks Freemasonry.  In every country where evil rules, Freemasonry, like John, is beheaded by the powers of government to silence the voice that warns against immorality, the voice that cries against evil.  

There was a time long ago, when the members of the Fraternity were called John’smen, and the Mason was proud to be known by the name of the patron Saint.  There was a time when we made our Lodges the center of the community and the center of the life of the community.  There was a time when the blessing of Masonry and of the Masonic membership meant acceptance by the best men of the community.  Once Lodges were not afraid to try their members for Masonic offenses, and if found guilty to publish that fact and the punishment in the papers of the public press.  Once the decisions made in the anteroom of the Lodge swayed the actions of government.  Once……….once….

We dedicate our Lodges to Saint John the Baptist; but if he returned to walk amongst us today, would he be proud of that dedication?  Would he accept our homage?  This is the Saint who said, “He that hath two coats, let him give to he that hath none”, and “He that hath meat, let him do likewise.”  We have picked a saint and a man to whom to dedicate our Lodges, but would he be proud of some of our Lodges today?

Who has not heard the masonic member say, “I don’t need to go to church, for I have my Lodge.”  And that Lodge is dedicated to Saint John who said “I indeed baptize you with water, but one cometh the lachet of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose.”  Tell me, would Saint John be proud of the member who would make such a foolish statement as that he needed not his church because he had his Lodge; would Saint John be proud of a Lodge that would permit such a statement?  Or would he have set about to correct the situation?  You know as well as I know what he would do, so why don’t we do it?  Why don’t we set about to make the Saint proud of us?  Why don’t we go to work as John’smen?

Saint John the Baptist, a saint of the church, a patron of the Masonic Fraternity, and a very real man.  He was a man who was of thought and action.  A man speculative and operative; a man whom our Fraternity can do well to emulate, a man whom we can well copy and model ourselves upon.  He was a man that would have been proud of this Fraternity,  so long as this Fraternity holds to the ideals that he held and taught, and only so long as the Fraternity takes actions, regardless of the apparent consequences, as would be necessary to maintain and to carry out those ideals. We know, full well, what he would do if we do not act as the Fraternity teaches.  John told the Jews of his day, that they must not think that they were safe just because they had religious rites, and so we must not think that just because we have morality taught in Lodge that we are safe.  As John told the people of his day, We, also, must practice our faith and our morality, and more, we must protect our faith and morality.

Here in this hall, dedicated to Saint John the Baptist, is a unique institution. Here men of all denominations and several faiths may gather themselves together and reinforce their moral and spiritual strength, the easier to return to the world to practice those things which Saint John demanded of us. Those virtues that are friendship, morality, and brotherly love, which will bring about the triumph of peace.

Therefore, brethren, hid not your light from the profane, but take it from the Lodge and carry it into the world. Proudly proclaim yourself by word and deed a Mason, a John’s man, and work for the triumph of the Lord and the day when “All flesh shall see the salvation of God.”

