The Law And The Lodge

A recent survey shows what Masons think are the most important purpose of Freemasonry. Some think the ritual is the most important purpose of Masonry, some think it is fellowship, others think it is community service. Perhaps it is a combination of all. Maybe Masonry is an attitude - a philosophy of doing that which is right, and knowing the right thing to do based on the lessons learned in the ritual, lessons learned in fellowship and community service. Maybe it is taking good men and making them better. We will talk more about that later.
Is the purpose of Freemasonry the building of a Moral and Spiritual Temple in one's self and thereby in society? True!  In order to fulfill this mission one must understand the philosophy of Freemasonry, which involves the history of its origin, an inquiry into the ideas that lie at its base, an investigation of its peculiar form, a study of its degrees, and a development of the ideas which are illustrated by its symbols, and taught by its Laws. I think Freemasonry has now arrived at a period in its history when the prosperity of the order demands a deeper insight into its character and teachings. In this country for over half a century Masons have occupied themselves merely with the outward and material forms of the institution. Not knowing in what ideas the system had its birth, what truths were symbolized, what notions were intended to be illustrated by its symbols.  In a recent report to the world conference of Grand Lodges, it was said that the North American Freemasons are the most ignorant about the Craft than any others. We have gone from a peak membership in 1960 into a progressive decline. When our national leaders began to explain our craft, the decline got worse. It's the mystery of the Fraternity that draws interest. We are a secret society and that is not a sin, nothing wrong with being a secret society. The play on words that we have used for years about - we don't hide who we are, so we are not a secret society - has not washed with the general public. Without knowing our philosophy, our history, and our symbolisms we can not have a true appreciation for Masonry's sublimity.
Freemasonry encompasses all world religions. The lessons taught in those religions are about behavior. We in masonry have a set of laws that govern our behavior. We have all accepted these standards and have obligated ourselves to abide by them if we are to remain masons. Masonry has never been intended as a refuge for fallen men in need of reformation. It doesn't save souls, cure alcoholism, reform straying husbands, or put thieves on the road to honesty. In fact our rules and customs are specifically designed to keep such men out. Freemasonry has always had standards of conduct for its members and its candidates. These rules are not how you are to conduct yourself when you are alone, but how you are to conduct yourself in society. The social upheavals of the 1960's have left us with a society of today who have lost their manners, morals, and personal faith all of which are required to guide our behavior; but all of which have been consigned to trash. Here are some statistics I recently read.
Since 1980, 58% fewer people attend some kind of club meeting, 45% fewer people say the invite friends over to their homes, and 33% fewer people say they have family dinners together.  We have become an individualized society - a solitary society.    Only about 70% of Americans think their fellow man can be trusted, up from 50% a few years ago.
In times of changing standards of morality and behavior, masonry remains the same; its principles are designed to encourage its members to be better citizens while not forcing any particular personal faith. We are to encourage each other to be moral and upright; but it can't work if we don't associate with each other. The more you know someone the more likely you are to defend him against verbal attack. Dissociating leads to silence in his defense or at worst affirming.

Maybe we should require our members to attend Lodge meetings and spend more time learning the art of sociology and behavioral laws. Maybe its time we spend less effort on the arts and sciences.
When you joined Freemasonry you decided that honor, decency and integrity are as necessary for your life as food itself. You chose self-development. You chose to be a seeker of knowledge.  Plato says, “The true lover of knowledge naturally strives for truth and is not content with common opinion, but soars with undimmed and unwearied passion till he grasps the essential nature of things.”
The foundation for self-development, or spiritual temple is the search for Light - or the search for Truth, which lead to enlightenment, and enlightenment requires understanding of the Laws - The Laws of Nature, The Laws of the Land, and The Laws of Masonry. All the old constitutions, from those of York in 926, to the Charges approved in 1722 refer to the moral qualifications, which should distinguish a Mason and a candidate who desires to be admitted into the Fraternity. The Charges of 1722 commence with this declaration “ ‘mason is obligated by his tenure to obey the moral law;” Obedience to a particular law of morality and belief in some religion seems to constitute the moral qualifications of every candidate. We should look then into the nature of this law of conduct and beliefs.
The term “Moral Law” in a strictly theological sense signifies the Ten Commandments; but it is admitted that a violator of the spirit of these laws would disqualify a man from being made a mason. Maybe we should look for a broader definition and suppose that it denotes the rule of good and evil, or of right and wrong that which is inscribed in our conscience. Later in life Dr. Anderson modified the language in the charge to say “a mason is obligated by his tenure to observe the moral law” thus extending the limits of the law. Of course the Grand Lodge of England restored the original reading in 1755.

It seems to be settled these days that the Moral Law is the golden rule to do unto others, as you would have them do unto you. You will not only receive the reward of your own conscience, but the approbation and respect of others, and will receive the rewards of a well-spent life of which our ritual refers. Thus you will come within the provisions of the old charges and will of course obey the moral law.
In the State you are to be a quiet and peaceable citizen, true to our government and just to our country. You are not to countenance disloyalty or rebellion, but patiently submit to legal authority and conform with cheerfulness to the government of the country in which you live, yielding obedience to the laws, which afford you protection.
Our Masonic Law outlines proper procedure and proper conduct for Masons; every institution must have a set of rules to define itself. When we fail to adhere to them as individuals, or fail to enforce them as an institution we have abolished our prescribed purpose.
What I am going to say this morning is designed to be general in its scope. However, we will discuss some particular Sections of our Digest of Laws.
We will first examine the history of our law; second, how they have expanded and what they teach. The Laws of Masonry are the rules that govern the institution, and are divided into three classes: Landmarks, General Laws or Old Charges, and Local Laws.
The Old Charges or General Laws are those laws enacted by those bodies of universal jurisdiction until about the time of Structured Masonry (1717-1723). It contained 15 Articles.   Have they supplanted a brother in his work?
These are the basis of the Old Charges that governed Masonry for 100's of years. In questions of Masonic Law the Landmarks and General Laws are considered the highest authority. No Laws enacted should be contrary to these foundations of Masonic Law. Then we had The Harleian Manuscripts of the 14th Century, The Cooke Manuscript of the 15th Century, and several in the 16th and 17th Centuries. They were expanded to 39 Articles after the formation of the Grand Lodge of England and are referred to as The Anderson Constitution of 1723.
The Grand Lodge of Arkansas was constituted in 1838 with 45 Sections of Law.    One hundred years later, in 1938, we had 1,046 Sections of Law. Today we are approaching 2000 Sections of Law. It seems we must have a Law that defines every situation.
The Law regulates the conduct for Grand Lodges, Subordinate Lodges, and Masons in general (qualifications of candidate). 102, 103, 104
In the Old Charges we are charged as individuals to inculcate three great duties - to God, to your neighbor, and to yourself - to yourself, avoiding irregularities and intemperance, impairing our faculties and debasing our profession. This is part of the Charge in the EA Degree today.
In the Anderson Constitution of 1723, the 6th Article is exclusively dedicated to the subject of behavior. It is divided into six sections: 1) Behavior in the lodge while constituted. 2) Behavior after the lodge is over and the brethren are not gone. 3) Behavior when brethren meet without strangers, but not in a lodge form. 4) Behavior in presence of strangers not masons. 5) Behavior at home and in your neighborhood. 6) Behavior towards a strange brother. The whole article constitutes a code of ethical and moral conduct.
When The Law is breached it is the duty of the Master and others to seek the Truth and apply The Law. The application of The Law is not so much to inflict punishment on the guilty, as it is to safeguard The Order. The purpose is not to reform a wrong, but to keep evil from permeating The Order - allowing the whole Fraternity to become something other than what was intended. Lord Mansfield put it this way, “a man is not hanged because he committed larceny, he is hung that larceny may not be committed.” This is the philosophical idea that allows Masonry to discipline Masons.
Why then do some violate our Law and do evil? Because we still have RUFFIANS within our craft. Three great thinkers searched until they found the ruffians hiding in the mind of men:
Socrates: said that the chief ruffian is ignorance.  That is no man in his right mind does evil unless he is so ignorant that he does not see the right; no man seeing good and evil side by side will choose evil unless he is so ignorant he cannot see the results.

Plato: said men do see right and wrong but in some dark mood they do wrong in spite of knowledge. A storm of passion stirs up sediments in the bottom of the mind and clear vision fails.

Aristotle: said in man there is a moral perversity which does wrong deliberately in the face of right with devilish cunning just for the love of doing wrong.

These great thinkers captured the ruffians. They must be brought to justice and happy is the man who is wise enough to oust and execute them. Nothing less will do. To show them any mercy is to invite misery and disaster. They are ruthless and must be dealt with ruthlessly. If we parley with them, if we soften toward them, we ourselves may be turned into Ruffians. For it is to be always maintained, “that the honor, glory, and reputation of the institution may be firmly established, and the world at large convinced of its good effects.” The cause of justice, the dignity and authority of the law and the reputation of the order are matters of far greater importance than personal interests. Remember 12 good, but foolish fellow-crafts came near being intrigued into a hideous crime. We must not make terms with evil least it overtake us and dictate to us before we are aware.

When our Laws go unchecked our symbols are frequently dishonored, and our ceremonies desecrated, but it seems we have lost respect for the Law. The friction of our time is the result of men trying to impose their ideas upon others - not by reason, logic or intellectual persuasion - but by force, or some other kind of social pressure (MM Charge). Is it the custom of our Fraternity to have a brother run for political office and we as Masons support him by actions of the Lodges?  Of course not.
Many things in our political process are not customs of this Fraternity.

If our indifference for The Law, instead of being checked, becomes more widely spread the result is all too apparent. We will become something other than what we just described as the purpose of Masonry, and we will lose our identity. Freemasonry will have to step down from the elevated position, which she has been struggling to maintain; and our Lodges, will deteriorate into social clubs or mere benefit societies. With so many rivals in that field, her struggle for a prosperous life will be a hard one, if not impossible.
I fear we will become lost and forgotten in the petty of our own conduct. We have a purpose and our Laws guide us to that resolve. We must understand them and study them to be able to fulfill our purpose.
We all have a conscience and it dictates to us what is right, and lets us know when we've done wrong. It has been said that no man becomes suddenly wicked, and so it is that no man becomes suddenly incorrupt. You can no more make a man a Mason by ceremony, than you can make a righteous man blasphemous by ceremony. Both are products of the mind manifested over time.
Doing these things suddenly reminds me of a guy who was Expelled from Masonry for UN-Masonic Conduct, and in a letter a few months later requesting reinstatement, referred to himself as Reverend. What a transformation.
The ultimate success of Masonry depends on the wisdom of her disciples.
