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                                                                   PROVINCE OF ESSEX 
 

SHORT TALK - SOME THOUGHTS ON POSSIBLE INFLUENCES ON ROYAL ARCH 
RITUAL 

 
(2880 words - approximately 20 minutes) 

 
The material sources have been researched and assessed by Rob Soames PGStB(RA). He has given 
attributions where appropriate and has indicated where his own opinions are being stated. Credit should 
be given to the author at any presentation. 

History shows that we humans have always done all we can to discover where we have come from 
and where we are going. From ancient times those who gained a reputation - whether deserved 
or not - for being able to foretell the future were on to a good thing, and usually a way of getting 
rich too – or is that a cynical viewpoint? Think oracles, prophecies, interpreting dreams etc, etc.  
The wise woman or man (and in the most ancient societies it  was often originally a woman, 
probably because of the mystery of childbirth) gained an honoured place in society as a Shaman, 
someone in touch with the spirit world. Generally speaking, it is true to say that it is from people 
with this kind of background that later societies evolved the roles of high priest and/or kingship. 

 
Those who continued their search into the unknown (usually under, or in opposition to, whoever 
had become the king and high priest) became specialists in esoteric knowledge, and the art of 
mixing things together in the hope that this might produce something which would benefit 
themselves and their contemporaries. Those skilled at extracting juices from plants, for example, 
became the first physicians; and those who worked metal ores produced the metalwork which 
improved their king's home life and provided the swords and arrow heads that killed his enemies. 

 
But those more expert brethren who by their expertise tried to produce gold - metal riches - from 
base metals, were even more important to the king. They may have failed in their intended 
ultimate endeavour but on the way the alchemists, as they became called, explored esoteric 
subjects and spiritual ideas, and often became respected and feared in equal measure. Their 
studies also made them aware that not everything is exactly as you first see it; words, for 
example, can have multiple meanings,  some only accessible to those with special or  secret 
knowledge. It cannot be proved 'scientifically' (as we would say nowadays)  but there  is little 
doubt that these were the kinds of men, who, influenced by ancient philosophical theories, 
especially those of Plato, saw humble clay being turned into bricks, rough-cut stone into beautiful 
facings and pillars, and the two  conjoined into magnificent buildings by a  learnt  skill,  passed  on  
with  care  from  generation  to  generation;  and  felt  that  what was happening was that 
somehow the 'essence' of the magnificent final building must already  have been in existence 
within raw everyday building materials. Such a way of thinking, at  one level at least, was fertile 
ground for what became Freemasonry, a ‘peculiar’ (in the eighteenth century a word meaning 
'special') system of morality, veiled in allegory and illustrated by symbols. 
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In modern day secular society, the significance which used to be associated with naming someone 
or something has changed and perhaps been forgotten. In times past, names were hugely 
significant. In the Bible, for example, the recognised father of the Jewish, Christian and Islamic 
faiths was originally Abram. After the Covenant with God, he became Abraham, which (I am told) 
sounds in Hebrew like 'ancestor of many nations'. Similarly the name Moses, a Grand Original in 
our ceremony, means 'pull out' in Hebrew, a reference to  his being pulled out from the River Nile 
as an baby. And there are myriad other examples in all walks of life. It is easy to understand how 
the forbears of Companions Miller, Smith and Cartwright (for example) received their family 
names; but do you know the meaning of your personal name? Many do; but many, I suspect, have 
never given it much thought. At one  time, at least, it was not unusual for people to think your 
personal name virtually predestined much of what would happen to you during your lifetime; so 
having the right name was very important. 

 
This common practice, though obscure to many of us today, was well-known and understood by 
our learned ancestors as masonic ritual was developed.  Many of them had learnt Latin  and 
Greek at school and university, and indeed Latin was still the international language of European 
science (and French for diplomacy). They therefore knew and understood, almost instinctively, 
what the eighteenth century French philosopher Voltaire was trying to say when he wrote, 'In 

antiquity, everything is symbol or emblem ..... the whole of nature is represented and disguised'.1 

Everything, especially names, was likely to have a double or additional meaning - to those who 
had the Key to such knowledge. The trouble, of course, which such a pervading belief engenders is 
that symbolical meaning may be deduced where no such meaning exists; and there is also a 
danger that researchers may tend to cut themselves off from the rest of the community - and 
reality - in their desire to be 'special'. Maybe there is a wish to be a 'Shaman' hidden in each of us. 
None of us is immune from natural and primeval tendencies. 

 
All this background is very relevant to a proper understanding our Supreme Order of the Royal 
Arch. You will, I am sure, when asking about the Royal Arch, have been told that it focuses on the 
spiritual side of man. The three Craft Degrees can be interpreted, amongst other important 
things, as enabling masons to reflect upon birth, life and, in the third degree, death; and of 
course, something is lost, apparently for ever. By contrast, in the Royal Arch  not only is what was 
lost recovered but we are instructed by colourful spectacle and  pageantry to understand 
ourselves better and, through that understanding, to reinforce our thoughtfulness for others. The 
teachings of Craft masonry are taken to a higher plane and we are invited to develop our 
awareness of God and to contemplate life in the context of eternity. As we say, the Royal Arch is 
the climax of Freemasonry, with virtue for its aim and the glory of God for its object. 

 
Such high-flown and powerful ideals cannot easily be put into language but many of us find that 
the closing words of the Mystical Lecture are very uplifting in this respect - 

 

1 Quoted by E Comp B Jones PGStB in Freemasons' Guide to the RA (1975) 

'This Supreme Degree inspires its members with the most exalted ideas of God, and leads to the 
exercise of the purest and most devout piety; a reverence for the incomprehensible True and 
Living God Most High, the Eternal Ruler of the Universe, the elemental life and primordial source 
of all its principles, the very spring and fount of all its virtues'. 

 
As the usual English word for the Deity, 'God' is used in the Lecture, it is likely these words were 
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written by those of Christian background.  But what is the true name of the TLGMH?   In the 
Jewish tradition, this may not be pronounced by ordinary men, and the attempt, authorised by 
the ritual in 1835, to spell out in Hebrew on the Plate of Gold the letters used to veil the true 
Name was for a number of reasons discontinued in 1989. Sadly, recent history and current events 
regularly confirm that names, and how they are used, still matter. 

 
 

Now we all know that freemasonry is not, and was never intended to be, a religion or a substitute 
for religion. It aims explicitly to inculcate in each of its members the duties of loyalty and 
citizenship among men, and it refuses to express any opinion on theological or political questions. 
Grand Lodge has examined and set out its confirmation of this time and time again. However, 
given our subject matter and background, who we are and what we do, it is hardly surprising that 
there are aspects of masonry which can lead to confusion. 

 
The very word 'temple' is a word associated with religion, and mankind has always used  ritual as 
its way of expressing its deepest aspirations. Go into a modern court of law and you will see 
vestiges of the rituals and structures originally used when the king (or judge) was perceived as 
God's representative on earth. We now usually have separate venues for courts and religion, but 
in England our  cultural practices  can all be traced back to Roman structures – and the Roman 
emperor (as you might expect from the history I outlined at the start of my talk) was also always 
the High Priest. Look at the coins in your pocket; the Queen is  described as FD, Fidei Defensor - 
Defender of the Faith, the lineal descendant of the High Priest. Furthermore, although sadly men 
have argued and fought for years over the definition of God, it is less than 200 years since new 
scientific evidence (such as the discovery of dinosaur fossils in ancient rocks and, of course, 
Darwin's theories of evolution) had the result that the previously almost universal cultural 
assumption in Europe - that the world was created in 4004BC by a Christian Supreme Being - was 
seriously called into question. 

 
With this universal pre-Darwinian cultural background, it is hardly surprising that the origins of 
masonry, and the Royal Arch in particular, replicated the fundamental cultural practices of the 
European men of their time, which was Christian-based and often aggressively opposed  to those 
who had a different perspective, notably those of Jewish origin, but also those of the then even 
less understood Islamic and other faiths. Now, as you know, quite when  speculative Freemasonry 
began to take its present form is far from certain, but the key time was the late seventeenth 
century - after the Civil War in England - and into the eighteenth century, when the aristocracy 
became involved and the new ideas of the enlightenment took hold. Those who questioned the 
old assumptions and supported these new ideas tended to be in the same social networks and, 
men being men, began to form societies of similarly inclined individuals. Speculative Freemasonry 
is just one aspect of this. 

 
But nothing comes out of nothing, and when our masonic predecessors began to formulate 
playlets and ways of expressing some of their ideas, ritualisation and the use of familiar cultural 
landmarks were inevitable. It is doubtful this would ever have been a conscious decision; it just is. 
And so in the Royal Arch we have an interesting amalgam of elements which derive from the 
Bible, both Old and New Testament, the Christian Church Fathers, as they are known, and 
probably (since credibility comes from being seen to know more than the next man) a desire to 
show off that 'esoteric knowledge' which, as I indicated earlier, is a thread running through all our 
masonic history. 

 
We do not have time to go through the ritual word by word, nor, I am sure, do you or I have any 
inclination to do so; let's leave that to masonic scholarship. But having, I hope, given you the Key 
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to some of the language via the background I have discussed earlier, let us examine a few of these 
elements; starting at, as it were, the top2. 

What is the status of the three Principals? They act as a group of three or, to use an overtly 
Christian term, a Trinity. They are all equal and all have identical aprons; yet they are named after 
a fairly obscure Jewish Prince (or King), a better known Prophet, and a Priest. In the Jewish 
tradition, the King would be superior. Certainly, Z leads and acts as first among equals, but it is a 
different world from that of the WM and his wardens. For some, the less hierarchical and hence 
less formal aspect of the Royal Arch, as symbolised by the idea of three rulers rather than one, is 
what in Chapter appeals to them. 

But let's go back a step - well, seven steps actually - to the Opening. Those who know the 1662 
Church of England Book of Common Prayer will immediately recognise the opening supplication 
('Omnipresent God, unto whom all hearts be open...') as the Collect from the Communion Service 
(with 'Almighty' replaced by 'Omnipresent' and the invocation at the  end 'through Christ our 
Lord' omitted). Our closing prayer ('Glory to God on high...') is part  of the Gloria from the same 
service. 

 
 

And while we are talking about the Christian Communion service, the very word  'Companion' 
comes from the medieval Latin 'companio' which has a root meaning of 'with bread' and hence 
'eating bread with another', and can, depending on your choice, either be taken as a reference to, 
for example, soldiers on the march eating together in camp, or perhaps more significantly, refer 
to breaking bread and therefore the Christian associations linked to Holy Communion. 
Yet the whole Royal Arch story is very closely based, as other Short Talks in this series have 
shown, upon the history of the Jewish people in the Old Testament of the Bible. Except for a few 
glaring oddities, which may have been made so that the drama of the ceremony can work - eg 
Ezra and Nehemiah lived two generations after Z, H and J - it is a pretty accurate recitation of the 
known historical part of the story and its veracity is backed up by other sources and by 
archaeology. 

 
Back in 1766, the evidence is that the first words on the Scroll were those of St John's Gospel in 
the New Testament - 'In the beginning was the Word...'. Since 1835, this overtly Christian 
reference has been the words at the beginning of the Old Testament Book of Genesis i.e. 'In the 
beginning God created the heaven and the earth...' thus universalising the words from the strictly 
Christian tradition. 

 
We are rightly proud that masonry stands for the universal brotherhood of men, regardless of 
background, and this of course means that it is important that no especial cultural or religious 

 

2 This section is largely  based on E Comp Revd  E D Levy PAGSoj - What is Chapter?  (Notes for 
Talk, 2007) 

background is assumed for its members. Back in 1723 it is thought that one of the reasons the 
Revd Dr James Anderson (a Scots Presbyterian priest) wrote his authoritative 'Constitutions' for 
the Craft was to clean from masonry the overtly Christian elements. In 1738 he issued a new 
edition of the 'Constitutions'. To write, as he did, that ' 'tis now thought more expedient only to 
oblige them to that Religion in which all men agree, leaving their particular opinions to 
themselves' , was a remarkably enlightened idea at the time. The idea caught on - to us now, it 
probably just seems obvious. Of course, even today such a view still has its detractors 
– since, if Freemasonry were a religion, it strongly implies that a 'lowest common denominator'  
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belief is best, a view with which most religious believers would have difficulty. 
 

It is important to remember that in England and Scotland the early eighteenth century was a time 
of plots and worries about the strongly Roman Catholic counter-reformation in France and the 
French support for the Roman Catholic Stuart pretenders to the English throne. There were 
masons on both sides of this argument. It was also a time of great intellectual opening  up and 
new thinking. Anderson's motivation for removing overtly religious language perhaps reflects 
political and intellectual enlightenment - and understandable self-interest. 

 
Conversely to the Craft, taking into account all the early references, historians of the Royal Arch 
speculate that its origins may well not be especially English. French, Scottish and Irish masonry 
predominates in the early references and these places were, by comparison to England, 
essentially Roman Catholic areas. The moving spirit of the Antients, Laurence Dermott, was an 
Irishman. It cannot be proved, but one might speculate that a contributing factor to the mid 
eighteenth century disagreement between the Antients and the Moderns is that men of the 
English Establishment saw the world differently from those with first- hand knowledge of Britain's 
Celtic fringes. 

 
Thus it was only in 1835, after the Union, after success in the Napoleonic struggle led to much 
more settled conditions in Britain, and after the long awaited Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 
had been passed, that the time was right for Revd GA Browne, a pillar of the English 
Establishment, to revise the Royal Arch ritual and remove, as we have seen, some, but not all, of 
the references which most probably derived from the time a hundred years before when even 
suggesting that masons might not have a specifically Christian background was inconceivable, and 
the old arguments between Rome and the English were still very raw. 

 
From the perspective of where we are today, when, in law at least, no distinction is made 
between those of particular or no religious viewpoints, this is a huge change. What is interesting, I 
suggest, is that the underlying principles of Freemasonry which Revd Browne applied all those 
years ago have resulted in a ritual which, by and large, still meets our needs even although our 
perspective on Companionship has surely expanded far beyond what he and his contemporaries 
might have expected. 

....................................... 
 
Companions, I hope some of these ideas about the background to the Royal Arch may 

interest you, and possibly lead you too to read and think about why we are what we are. 
 

 


