THE CABLE TOW


Symbols may be divided into two classes; natural and artificial.  A natural symbol is one in which the nature of a thing conveys an idea and is independent of any other language.  Artificial refers to a symbol which as had arbitrary meanings assigned to it, usually mutual agreement.


Examples of the artificial and natural symbols might be illustrated by the alphabet and the words formed by the letters as being in the artificial category.  Examples of natural symbols would be the Oak as a symbol of strength, the Lion for courage, White for purity, Blue for fidelity, and the Sun for knowledge.  The word Cable Tow has both elements, and in Masonry it has many meanings when it comes to symbolism.


Every Freemason learned about the word Cable Tow when he came to his Lodge on the date that his First Degree was conducted.  The word, many times, is explained as coming from archaic language, which means a rope: to tow or draw along, or as Brother Pike said, it came from the German word ‘knabel-to’ meaning an Anchor Rope.  Possibly you were like me, when you came to Lodge for your first Degree.  I was so eager to learn the lessons Freemasonry had to pass on to the men who became Masons, I tried my best to listen and learn and to make mental notes of things I didn’t understand, so I could ask my sponsor.


Since that very first and short period in the Preparation Room, the things I have experienced in Freemasonry have far exceeded any wild dreams I could have had when I first entered the Lodge Room.  But the fact is I didn’t have any dreams about Freemasonry then except to get through the degree and learn the lessons of Freemasonry. Fortunately, I had a sponsor and a coach who also was a real mentor, one who set me on the path to learn about Freemasonry.


I was once in a Lodge where they couldn’t locate the Cable Tow in the Preparation Room.  Someone suggested to just use a rope, and with that suggestion one of the Brethren was almost ready to head for his truck to get a piece of rope.  However, as luck would have it, a diligent member who wouldn’t accept that the cable tow was lost found it, so the candidate was properly attired.


It was important that the proper item was found because a Cable Tow is not just any rope.  It is special in that it is composed of three strands.  In Ecclesiastes 4:12 the last sentence says “A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.”  Part of the symbolism and lesson from Ecclesiastes 4:12 is that “We are not here on earth to serve ourselves, however, but to serve God and others.”


The symbolism of the cable tow in Freemasonry is interesting to say the least.  When we look at and for the symbolism of the Cable Tow we will notice that it must be a three stranded rope, and that it must be fastened in three different places as a Mason progresses in his degrees.  The symbolism about why it is fastened in three locations is explained in the lecture of each of the degrees, but not why it must be of three strands.


One part of the symbolism is said to be a means of controlling the movement of a candidate, but it is also symbolic of a covenant by which a Mason is tied to other Masons and to the Fraternity.


 We may also say in Freemasonry that the three strands of the Cable Tow are symbolic of:

1. The chains of vice, which bind us to our lower natures.

2. The forces of Law, which keep us from yielding to our selfish passions.

3. Our Masonic Obligation, which we voluntarily into in our degrees.

Finally as the Cable Tow is loosed at the initiation into each degree of the Blue Lodge, the Cable Tow is symbolic of the invisible cord that binds the spirit to the body until it is loosed by death, or by initiation into the next and higher plane of life.

