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ESSEX ROYAL ARCH   

First Narrator 

General introduction 

 

What is our aim today? Well, I think we’ve all sat at the festive board or shared a tipple 
at the bar after a conclave ceremony and heard a companion say: “I’m fine with the 
Craft, but I’ve never really got my head round the Royal Arch” 

Perhaps you’ve even said this yourself ... 

So this evening is dedicated to those of us who “have never really got their heads round” 
Chapter. 

 Our team is setting out to try to put this right.  In the process, it will shine the spotlight 
of knowledge on this most fascinating and dramatic Masonic story. We will try to 
explain those things that you may have wondered about, (and never dared to ask?). 

The Royal Arch not only sends us on a fascinating and dramatic journey into the past, it 
teaches us a spiritual lesson that is just as valid today. Whereas Craft taught us about 
temporal – earthly – matters, the Royal Arch is concerned with our relationship to God.  

What a story unfolds when you are treated to this Chapter morality play. It tells the 
story of the finding of wonderful, ancient and sacred secrets that have lain buried for 
centuries. And, if you listen carefully, you will even solve the mystery of the secret that 
was temporally lost by the murder of Hiram Abif. 

Let me give you just one example of the moral lessons to be learned from the Chapter 
exaltation story, this colourful play enacted for every candidate. You have heard how 
three sojourners – travelling workmen doing humble jobs and then moving on – were 
given the task of clearing the site for the building of the Second Temple at Jerusalem. 
On this site once stood King Solomon’s First, magnificent Temple, which was razed by 
invaders 

As a result of making a surprise and amazing discovery during the course of their 
labouring work, these sojourners’ lives were changed forever. They became respected 
men of honour and status. Moral: those with lowly jobs may attain, by their zeal and 
industry, the very highest honours 
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So come with us on the fascinating story of the Royal Arch and the explanations along 
the way.  

Second Narrator 

 

First things first. Some of us may secretly wonder what the Royal Arch actually is: 

IT IS an extension to, but neither an inferior nor a subordinate part, of the three 
degrees which precede it. Members are invited to develop an awareness of God and to 
contemplate life in the context of eternity. The Royal Arch sends us on a spiritual 
journey. 

But what an exciting journey this turns out to be! Let me start with the drama of the 
Exaltation Ceremony. Other explanations of the Royal Arch will come later. And then 
you may put your questions to the Team. 

To set the scene: The Second Temple in Jerusalem is about to be rebuilt. The first great 
Temple, constructed on the orders of King Solomon about 500 years beforehand, was 
destroyed in 586BC by the Babylonians, under their King, Nebuchadnezzar. This was a 
time of turmoil, tragedy and humiliation. 

When Jerusalem was invaded, its people were either slaughtered, put to work on to  
menial tasks, or carried into captivity in Babylon, where they remained for 70 years. 
But we are now looking at a time when things had changed very much for the better for 
the Hebrews. 

The Babylonian empire itself had been attacked and defeated by Cyrus, King of Persia. 
Now he is allowing the descendents of the exiles to return to their native land. But, once 
there, they have to live under the daily threat of invasion and violence.  

This brings me to two questions: 

As the three sojourners arrive at Jerusalen in our story, one is blindfolded. Why? 

 Secondly, why are we in this Chapter room wearing our sashes rather awkwardly over the 
left shoulder and not, more naturally, the right? How many times have we struggled with 
this sash in the robing room? 

That blindfold is, as in the Craft, symbolic. It indicates that he is one of those exiled 
refugees returning to Jerusalem with his colleagues to participate in the light of our 
mysteries. As you know, later in the ceremony, this sojourner’s vision is reatored. 

 



                                           Understanding The Royal Arch                                                            

 

                                                                                                                           Issued July 2017 

3. 

 

Our sashes hang down on the right of the body, the opposite side to where you would 
normally wear your sword. This is in allusion to the companions who helped to build the 
Second Temple. Each worker “with a trowel in his hand and a sword by his side, were ever 
ready to defend the city and Holy Sanctuary.” So the companions held the trowel in the 
right hand and the sword in their left. 

This is also the reason when, at the festive board, the toast in pious memory of the Grand 
Originals, the glass is always held in the left hand. And the penal sign in the Royal Arch is 
the only perfect sign in Freemasonry given with the left hand. 

We call ourselves “companions”. Have you ever wondered why? The word 
“companion”, from the late Latin, means “one who eats bread with another”. “Con” 
means “with” and “panis” translates as “bread”. Today, we companions certainly share 
the good cheer of the company and food of the festive board. 

We left the exaltation drama with the three sojourners arriving in Jerusalem and asking 
to work on the rebuilding of the Second Temple. At this point, I hand over to another of 
the team. 

Third Narrator 

 

Here we are in the Chapter Room. Now you have to imagine this as three sets of scenery 
– a building site in a ruined city where King Solomon’s Temple once stood, a hidden 
vault underneath this, and a council room where an august body of 72 elders, called the 
Grand Sanhedrin, meet. These are the senior members of the community, who regulate 
the affairs of the Temple and the religious life of the Jews. 

Presiding over the members you can now see the three familiar figures of our Three 
Principals – Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua. More about them later. You can also see 
the working tools of a building site. Soon, you will have to imagine the vault 
underneath. 

Now for a word of explanation. Is it possible that Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua could 
all be sitting in council together? Those of you with a bent for historical research might 
doubt this. 

I must point out that the Holy Royal Arch ceremonies are put together from a series of 
different legends. Joshua, according to the Bible, did not arrive in Jerusalem until some 70 
years later than the others. So he may not have sat with both Haggai and Zerubbabel in the 
Grand Sanhedrin. But, as all good journalists say, “Let’s not spoil a good story with the 
facts”. And legends aren’t always facts, are they? 
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While we are talking about these three Principals, we can touch on an intriguing 
mystery we came across in Craft. What were the genuine secrets of a Master Mason 
that were temporarily lost because of the murder of Hiram Abif? 

Three Principals are needed to rule a Chapter because, originally, the great secret of 
constructing a building was to know how to form a right-angled triangle. This could then 
be used as the basis for the design and erection. 

This needed three people to take part, each with a rod or sceptre of specific dimensions. 
Remember Pythagorus’s Theorem from your schooldays? Repeat after me, boys: “In a 
right-angled triangle, the square of the hypotenuse (the side opposite the right angle) is 
equal to the sum of the squares on the other two sides.” This is illustrated, for example, on 
a Past Master’s collar jewel. 

Now take a look at our three Principals. They are each still holding a rod or sceptre. So the 
loss of one ruler meant that, for a while, “the secret was lost”. But now we can see them 
coming together again. 

 At this point I hand you over to another of us, to help to explain “why we do the things 
we do” in the Royal Arch. After all, companions, it’s hard to enjoy what you don’t 
understand. 

 

Fourth Narrator      

Those “steps and bows” puzzle some of us. They are first made by the Principals during 
the Chapter opening. Then, during an exaltation, the candidate does them twice -  first 
when blindfolded, and again when he approaches the Principals to receive his regalia. 

So let’s look carefully at what happens when he is blindfolded. He is led round the 
chapter “to show that he is properly prepared to be exalted into Royal Arch Masonry”.  
The MEZ calls on the candidate to “advance towards the Sacred Shrine ... by seven 
steps, halting and bowing at the third, fifth and seventh” ... 

Why should he advance in this somewhat complicated and unusual manner? 

“For the answer to this, we must go back to our Craft ceremonies where, as you may 
remember, there are three, five and seven steps, representing the steps of the winding 
staircase, leading to the middle chamber of the First Temple. That, of course, was the 
important room where wages were paid. 

“In Craft, the Master and his Wardens – three in number – rule a lodge; with the addition 
of two Fellowcrafts – making five – they hold a lodge and, when two Entered Apprentices 
are added to the former five – making seven in all – the lodge is perfect. 
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“So those steps taken by the candidate in the Royal Arch ceremony follow the same pattern 
as those of the Craft.  

“Here, in the Royal Arch, five companions can hold a meeting, but there must be seven 
present to perform an exaltation ceremony. The bows, taken between the steps, are to the 
Sacred Shrine.” More about that Shrine later. 

So, hopefully, another riddle has been solved for those who “can’t get their heads round 
the Royal Arch”. 

Now, for that Sacred Shrine.  I know you are all familiar with the dramatic story of the 
discovery of a vault containing treasures and secrets beneath the site of the old Temple 
at Jerusalem. But let us focus for a moment on the Principal Sojourner when, on behalf 
of the Candidate, he describes what he has seen. 

The stage set is once again the august chamber of the Grand Sanhedrin, presided over 
by the Three Principals. 

They listen intently as the Principal Sojourner recounts: “In the centre of the vault 
stood a pedestal, a block of white marble, wrought in the form of an altar of incense, a 
double cube. On the front thereof were engraven the initials of the three Grand Masters 
who presided at the building of the former Temple, viz. S.K. of I; H.K. of T.; H.A.B. ... 
and a veil covered the face of the altar.” 

Those initials don’t take too much effort to translate as: “Solomon, King of Israel; Hiram, 
King of Tyre; Hiram Abif. 

The Principal Sojourner goes on to tell how he “approached with reverential awe”, 
lifted the veil and saw, engraved a a plate of gold, the “Sacred and Mysterious Name of 
the True and Living God Most High.” He reverentially covered the plate again. Then 
obeying orders, he and the other two sojourners went to report what he had found 
under the demolition site. 

Let us at this point return, briefly, to today’s Royal Arch. Let us suppose a latecomer enters 
the conclave. It is a mistake to give the Reverential or Hailing Sign to the MEZ. It should 
be addressed to the Name on the pedestal where, all those years ago, the Principal 
Sojourner made his awesome discovery. 

 Now, to get back to our story. After the Principals made sure the humble sojourners 
were telling the truth, these workmen were honoured and promoted. They could then 
take their place among the wisest men in the Council of Rulers. 

“Let me repeat the moral of this story: Lowly people may obtain, through their zeal and 
industry, the highest honours. That lesson is as true for we companions today as it was at 
the building of the Second Temple. 
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First Narrator again: 

Now take a look at this Council of Elders. Traditionally, the Grand Sanhedrin was the 
Council of Princes and Rulers of the people, set up by God’s command to help Moses. 
The word “Sanhedrin means “body of the elders”. 

When the candidate is rewarded and presented with his staff of office, he is told he will 
always have the right to bear it unless 72 of the Elders are present.  

There is a Royal Arch regulation that states: “According to ancient custom, a complete 
Chapter of this Order of Freemasonry consists of three Principals who, when in 
Chapter assembled, are to be considered conjointly as the Master, and each severally as 
a Master, two Scribes, a Treasurer, a Principal Sojourner, two Assistant Sojourners. 
and other companions, making up the number 72 as a council. 

 “And no regular chapter can consist of more. But any number can be elected, exalted 
and received as Companions, with all the privileges of membership, save they are not to  

hold the staff of office or to be considered as Councillors when more than 72 are 
present.” 

As you can see, not much changes over the centuries. Living history is one of the joys of 
our beautiful Order.  

Now is the time to get to know our familiar officers even better. The Historical Lecture tells 
us that the Principals - Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua – presided over rebuilding the 
Temple. Remember that they are considered “conjointly and severally equal in status”. 

Will each officer please stand when I mention them. 

“This is Zerubbabel. He is the First Principal of the Chapter and is in charge of the 
convocation. His sceptre bears a crown, which is to remind us that God is all-powerful.. 

“Zerubbabel’s name means, ‘God the Father in the East’. He is of noble birth, being a 
descendant of King David. He was also a grandson of Jehoiachin, who was King of Judah 
when the Babylonian king, invaded and plundered Jerusalem, razed King Solomon’s 
temple and took the captured Israelites into exile. 

“Zerubbabel was born in Babylon. He was a prince, and the leader of the Children of 
Israel when they were exiled. When the Persian ruler, Cyrus, defeated the Babylonians, he 
authorised Zerubbabel to lead the first group of Israelites back to Canaan and Jerusalem. 
That was where the city and temple were to be rebuilt. 

“Part of Zerubabbel’s task, together with the two other Principals, was to appoint suitable 
people to the work.” 
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So this is where we pick up on our fascinating Royal Arch story, when the three 
sojourners arrive, seeking jobs for the preparation and building of the Second Temple. 
Zerubbabel was also tasked to reveal to the Israelites the full knowledge that we now 
share in Chapter. 

Today, Chapter is the place where fully-qualified Master Masons reach the climax and 
completion of their journey through pure, ancient Freemasonry.   
  

“Now we come to Haggai, a prophet who is the Second Principal, appointed to rule in the 
Chapter. His name means “festive” and his prophet’s rod or sceptre bears an “all-seeing 
eye”, symbolically showing that God is everywhere. 

“Haggai travelled back to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel. He acted as a scribe in the first 
Sanhedrin, which was set up after the Israelites returned to that city. One version of 
Haggai.s story says he, ‘urged the people to proceed with the rebuilding of the Second 
Temple’.  

“Another account reported, ‘He prophesied that there would be pestilence and drought 
because of the failure of the people to finish the rebuilding of the Temple. Haggai declared 
that God was punishing them for decorating their own house before completing the house 
of the Lord.’ 

“This version adds, ‘He urged Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, and Joshua, the High 
Priest, to rally the people to this task.” 

“So we meet Joshua, the Third Principal, who assists in ruling the Chapter. 

“ His name means, ‘ the God who saves’. He was the first High Priest to be appointed to 
the Second Temple, which is why his sceptre is capped by a mitre – today a head-dress 
worn by a bishop. That sceptre should also have the words, ‘Holiness to the Lord’ engraved 
on it. 

The Almighty was said to have entrusted to his people, and to the priests in particular, the 
sacred knowledge of the scriptures, prayers and ceremonies that were revealed to Israel. It 
was Joshua who reinstituted the correct temple rituals, without which the older beliefs and 
practices of Judaism might have been lost.   

So that is why it is usually Joshua’s responsibility to pray and read passages from the 
Volume of the Sacred Law at our convocations. 
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Now let me introduce you to Scribe Ezra – familiarly known to us as Scribe E (stands). 
He looks just like your friendly, neighbourhood vicar. That is because, as a scribe and 
priest, he wears a white surplice, the dress of a speaker or teacher. ... in fact, a learned 
person. His name means “help” 

But Ezra’s roots go back much farther than any English vicar’s.  Born in Babylon, he 
was the leader of the second group of Israelites who returned to Jerusalem from exile. 
By that time, much of the building of the second Temple had been completed. His job 
was to teach the Law of Moses, appoint magistrates, offer sacrifices and beautify the 
Temple. 

Ezra’s work as “expounder of the Sacred Law” was especially necessary because all the 
returning exiles had become used to speaking and writing in the Chaldean language. So 
they had to become once more familiar with the original Hebrew text of the Scriptures. 
This was a case of  Teacher  saying: “Do what I say, rather than do what I do”. For, 
although Ezra taught his people Hebrew, he wrote those lessons down using the 
Chaldean alphabet! 

If you like to look up the Old Testament Book of Ezra, you will find the fascinating 
story of the rebuilding                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
of the Temple. This is also recounted in the books of Haggai and Zechariah. These 
accounts are central to the Royal Arch story. 

So we come to another lynchpin officer – Scribe Nehemiah (stands). He, too, wears the 
white surplice of a teacher. This should banish any notion that, although he answers the 
door as a gatekeeper in Chapter, his office isn’t the equivalent of being “just an inner 
guard”. His duty is to assist Scribe Ezra. In some chapters, he veils and unveils the 
pedestal, rather than the Principals. The two scribes also equip with tools the men who 
clear the ground, preparing it for the building of the Second Temple. They further 
prepare them for their investiture. 

Scribe Nehemiah, whose name means “God’s Consolation”, has a distinguished history, 
often fraught with danger.  He was the leader of the third group of the Children of 
Israel returning to Jerusalem. Like Ezra, he was appointed an officer and scribe of the 
Sanhedrin. 

When Nehemiah was in exile he had the decidedly risky job of being the Persian King 
Artaxerxes’ cup-bearer.  This meant he had to taste the monarch’s drinks before he 
drank them ... including any that might have had poison slipped into them! He asked 
the King if he could superintend the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem, to keep its 
people safe. Another risky job. 
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As a result, Nehemiah was sent as Governor of Judea. His mission: to rebuild the walls 
and to defend the city. Once there, he defied the enemies who surrounded Jerusalem – 
Samaritans, Ammonites and Philistines. Amazingly, he rebuilt the city’s walls and gates 
in just 52 days. The new Governor then organised repopulating the city and purifying 
the returning nation. 

In Chapter today, he is the first officer to receive a candidate. Nehemiah is indeed a 
respected Scribe. 

(Pause) 

We have already met the Principal Sojourner and his two assistants, so we won’t go into 
their roles again. But, as a point of interest, their white surplices represent “robes of 
innocence, reflecting purity of heart and rectitude of conduct”. That’s a great deal to 
live up to!  

Second Narrator 

Those small ensigns ranged in two parallel lines along the Chapter’s central floor are 
those of the 12 Tribes of Israel.  

The Israelites’ formidable army marched as a column. But when evening came, they 
would form into defensive positions, around their treasured and revered “ Sacred 
Tabernacle”. This was, of course, put in the safest place, in the centre of the camp. And 
very well protected it was, too. 

There were three tribes to guard it at each of the compass points – North, South, East 
and West. The banners’ positions were based on instructions given to Moses. But today, 
in Chapter, the ensigns of each tribe are ranged into two lines of six each in the North 
and South, so that the Principals can see the Sojourners during the exaltation ceremony.  

On the North side, the ensigns are of these tribes: Judah; Naphtala; Asher; Dan: 
Benjamin; and Manasseh. 

On the South side: Issachar; Zebulun; Reuben; Simeon and Levi; Gad; and Ephraim. 

Now for the four principal banners, hanging behind the Principals’chairs. If you listen 
carefully in the convocation to the Symbolical lecture, you can learn a great deal about 
these banners. 

One of their functions was similar to that of our familiar annual ceremony of Trooping 
the Colour.  The principal banners performed the same function as the Guards’ colours 
did on the battlefields of old, signifying an assembly point. The Israelites’ banners were 
the leading standards of the four divisions of their army, as well as a gathering place for 
each group of three tribes. 
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These banners show a man, signifying intelligence and understanding. Next, a lion, 
representing strength and power. Then comes an ox, denoting patience and industry. 
Lastly, an eagle displays the promptness and speed with which the will and pleasure of 
the Great I Am are carried out. 

The Royal Arch banner, showing the Triple Tau, is placed in the centre. 

Let’s take a closer look at the Principal banners:  

THE LION was the emblem of Judah, the tribe which was to produce the royal line of 
David and Solomon. This tribe was honoured when Judah’s companies were placed in 
the east – towards the sunrise – when the Israelites made camp in the Sinai wilderness. 
In today’s Freemasonry, the East is still a position of rule and majesty. 

THE MAN is one of the emblems of the Tribe of Reuben.  The emblem on the smaller 
banner of the tribe is different. This principal banner is one of the most fascinating of 
them all because different meanings have been attributed to it over the years. 

The name Reuben meant “behold a son”. And Jacob’s words in Genesis say: “This is 
my first-born, my might, my first sign of strength”. A simple reference to a man in the 
making. 

But in different lodges, the banner shows a different sort of man. 

Some show a chap who is partially naked, his modesty barely covered by a scanty cloak. 
He is sometimes said to look like the Bible’s John the Baptist.   

Other figures on other banners are more modest. They are portrayed as a king or 
prophet. This symbol was later used to represent St. Matthew, who was a teacher and 
leader. 

THE OX is the emblem of the tribe of Ephraim. This tribe, when the Israelites made 
camp, was located in the west. Moses pointed out that their symbol was sometimes a 
bull, a bullock or a calf.  

These animals, which mostly represented creatures of great strength, were often chosen 
to be sacrificed on the great altar of the Temple at Jerusalem. So the ox was linked, by 
St Luke, with the sacrifice of Christ. 

THE EAGLE represents the tribe of Dan. This is another of the principal banners that 
is different from the smaller, tribal banner, which showed a rider, whose horse is being 
attacked by a serpent. This seems to be connected with the Zodiac sign of Capricorn, 
depicting an eagle grasping a serpent, signifying the triumph of good over evil. 
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 Moses also says in the Old Testament: “The Most High shielded him and cared for him, 
like an eagle that alerts its nest and hovers over its young, spreading its wings to catch 
them and carry them in its pinions.” 

THE TRIPLE TAU. 

The Triple Tau is also seen differently through different eyes. But it may justly be 
described as the true distinguishing mark of the Holy Royal Arch. 

 If you listen carefully to the Mystical Lecture, you can receive an “official view” of the 
symbol, which graces the banner behind the Chapter Principals. Companions are told: 
“The Triple Tau alludes symbolically to the Deity, by whom the gloomy, horrific and 
unshapen chaos was changed into regular form and peaceful existence.” 

That lecture also says: “The Tau, by reason of its having been used to distinguish the 
innocent and those who escaped unhurt in battle, has ever been considered a mark or 
sign of life”. 

The Old Testament Book of Ezekiel tells us that the Tau is a mark of “perfect life”. 

But perhaps the most unusual use of a Tau was as a water level indicator in ancient 
Egypt. The “T” form of this mark was the same shape as that of an instrument called a 
Nilometer. This was placed beside the Nile during its annual flooding. If the water 
reached the cross-bar, then the crops would be irrigated and everybody would be fed. 

 

Back to the First Narrator. 

So how are we doing with the companions who couldn’t quite “get their heads round the 
Royal Arch”?  

I hope this informal lecture has at least filled in a few blanks in our Chapter knowledge 
and provided questing minds with food for thought.. This, hopefully, is the way to get 
round our heads. 

We have dipped into several sources for this script, but must particularly thank The 
Metropolitan Grand Chapter of London. 

Now for your questions ... Let’s hope none of you want a simple explanation of the Five 
Regular Platonic Bodies ...  

 

 

                   Ends. 


