
The Opening Ceremony
 

Until comparatively recently the three principals opened the Chapter alone. In the Metropolitan 
working issued by Lewis in 1911 the rubric still says "The Chapter having been opened according to 
ancient custom, the companions are admitted."

 From a symbolical standpoint there is much to justify this old practice. It implies that the Divine Being
withdraws  Himself within Himself until He chooses to reveal Himself to men, which He does at His 
good pleasure, when He deems them ready to appear in His presence, and then He summons them.

Scribes N... and E...

In the Scotch working we realise much more easily the exact position of N.. There the principals and 
other companions are seated in Council and represent the Sanhedrin. Meanwhile the Principal 
Sojourner and candidates have been journeying from Babylon, i.e., this mundane world, towards 
Jerusalem, i.e., the City of Heaven - Zion. Having passed through the three veils, i.e., the physical 
world, the world of the Soul and the world of form, the formless and divine spirit knocks with our R.A.
knocks outside the white veil, the gate of Heaven.

Thereupon one of the two scribes, N., who is seated nearest the opening in the veil, or door, goes to see 
who disturbs the Sanhedrin. In short, N. acts the part of S. Peter as door- keeper and, like him, keeps 
the records, the Book of Deeds.  But in all ancient traditions there were two divine advocates, one for 
and one against the applicant for admission into Heaven and S. John or, with us, Ezra, represents the 
other advocate.

But in the case of one who came to Heaven well vouched for, admission within the gates was easy; 
although there still remained a further testing to prove whether the applicant was fitted to enter into the 
inner Heavens.

Mystically, N. and E. represent Consciousness of Bad (N) or Good (E) in every man. If then his life, he 
knows, has been good, nothing bars his way provided he realises that, nevertheless, judged by Divine 
standards he has failed, and can only hope for admission because he realises that he has found mercy. 
Hence the need for the P.W.

The c., representing the spiritualised body stands between Spirit and Soul. The questions immediately 
show that we are dealing with the nature of God in order that, having learned concerning this mystery, 
we may hereafter help men. We are not to lock up this knowledge like a miser in our hearts but to 
spend it freely. At the same time caution must be exercised in dealing with such a theme. We ought to 
help those who desire to learn, but we ought not to "cast pearls before swine."

There are unfortunately many men with whom it is quite impossible to talk about divine things. If we 
wish to help them, our first step should be to lead them to live a decent moral life, such as even the 
outside irreligious world expects, before touching on the deeper spiritual truth.

The circumambulating is significant. The candidate. makes the circle around the double tr . . .s , the 
centre of which is occupied by the A. on which rests the T. engraven with the sacred words. This 



journey therefore symbolises the return of the spirit to God, Whose emblem is the circle, and since the 
circle has neither beginning nor end it shows that, by entering therein, the spirit in man is established 
for ever, i.e., achieves immorality.

He is drawn round by the cut. according to some old rituals, e.g., in the USA, and in any case he is 
drawn, not led. This indicates that the divine spark, the Principal Sojourner, draws the soul and spiritual
body after it up to God. The Chinese Buddhists have the same idea, for they say that Amitabha Buddha 
draws men "as with a rope" into Peace and Salvation. In consequence of this belief, Amitabha is often 
depicted holding a rope or C.T. in his hands.

The phrase "properly prepared" means more than that the candidate. has been prepared according to 
ancient form, i.e., as M.M. - it implies that spiritually he is prepared for the Supreme Knowledge. The 
outward manner of preparation is, however, significant. As we are now obliged to pick up the thread of 
the allegory, not after the Excellent Master but at the brink of the O.G., we must, for the moment, 
ignore the old tradition that there is an intermediate stage between death and Heaven. Whether this be 
true of physical death we need not here consider, but it certainly is true that the final stage of spiritual 
development is not attained immediately after the mystical death. When our English RA. system and 
ritual were revised in the first half of the 19th century this missing phase was recognised, and an 
attempt was made to bridge this period of spiritual development and, as it stands to-day, the manner of 
preparation implies that :-

1. The e. has risen out of the g.
2. He has discovered that the L. of a M.M. is but darkness visible.
3. That by himself he cannot even see the way towards the divine L.
4. In consequence he is drawn towards it at the command of the Supreme Being, - acting through 

the intermediary of the Principal Sojourner or Divine Spark within him.
5. This Divine Spark draws him through the darkness of the underworld, i.e., the black night of 

despair.

The Advance towards the A . The seven steps summarise in brief the conquest by the c. of the elements 
in his nature, which must be performed largely in darkness. Although in the West w e usually speak of 
man as threefold, i.e., consisting of body, soul and spirit, in the psychology of the East a more precise 
analysis is adopted, and that the mediaeval world was not ignorant of their system is shown by the 
constant use of astrological emblems to expound in symbolism the mind, nature and constituent 
characteristics of man.

Without allowing ourselves to be drawn into the maze of Astrology as a system of divination, we can 
nonetheless obtain a glimpse of an important class of symbolic teaching which has undoubtedly been 
utilized in the RA. ceremonies from a very early period. In brief, there is a clear astrological key to the 
RA. The seven steps represent the seven planets and the twelve standards the twelve signs of the 
Zodiac. The substitution of the twelve banners for the actual signs, probably at quite a recent period, is 
regrettable, as they are apt to mislead the average companion who has little time to study Astrology, 
and has probably gained an unfavourable impression of it because of the use of the sciences for the 
purposes of divination, and so fails to recognize their supreme importance as representing the signs of 
the Zodiac

The Sun surrounded by its planets passes in a circle through each of the twelve signs of the Zodiac 
once a year. In ancient days it was customary to say that the three winter signs "oppressed the Sun" and
that they opposed his progress, which explained why the Sun was weak and the days short in winter. 
This attempt to explain a well known phenomena gave a fine opportunity for allegory and symbol, and 



there is no religious system of any importance which has not used it. In course of time and quite 
naturally the signs were replaced by characters, some mythological and some real.

There is no reason to rush to the hasty conclusion that S. Peter, S. James and the other disciples were 
not real men because the apostles numbered twelve, but, on the other hand, there was no reason why 
Christ should not have deliberately chosen twelve men and distinguished them from the others in order 
to use as a parable something already familiar to His hearers.

The fact that the Jews had done the same with the children of Israel was a precedent which could not 
and should not be ignored by a great teacher. Thus it is possible to show that the standards of the twelve
tribes correspond and are clearly based on the twelve signs of the Zodiac used by the Babylonians. 
Fortunately, however, there is no room for doubt that in the R.A. the twelve banners do represent the 
twelve signs of the Zodiac, and not the twelve tribes whose signs were derived indirectly from the 
Babylonian signs, because in the Scottish form of the R.A. the vault is described as being surrounded 
by a frieze, which ran round the wall at the point where the arch of the vault sprang from the wall, on 
which was sculptured the twelve signs of the Zodiac. This indicates that the vault is the vault of Heaven
and so the emblem of God - the circle made by the candidate. in darkness before he descends into the 
vault indicates the journey of the Sun through the twelve signs of the Zodiac, represented among us by 
the twelve banners of Israel, each of which he passes in turn though he knows it not.

The passing of the signs in ignorance is most significant; each sign represents a quality of God, an 
influence which acts on man for his ultimate good. Sometimes the immediate effect may be painful. In 
other words, God, unseen by man, is purging, cleansing and refining his spirit, as symbolised by the 
Sun. Once, however, the h’w. is removed the tend. sees the twelve signs, and knows that the anguish 
through which he passed in his circular journey in the darkness of Hell was due to his being cleansed 
and purged by those attributes of God with which his soul and spirit must be attuned until he knows 
them. Once he knows them, he sees them as beautiful and resplendent influences which will aid and 
assist him on his further journey.

Perhaps at this point someone will say "But the journey was not painful, there was no anguish." As we 
work it to-day there is none, for the simple reason that we have eliminated a certain piece of ritual. In 
the U.S.A. the candidate. is dragged round by a rope, blindfolded; he has to scramble over chairs and 
other obstacles, and over his head the Companions form an arch of linked hands and as he advances 
they lower their hands till he can no longer walk upright and finally can scarcely crawl. This detail 
indicates quite clearly that the struggle of the Sun to pass through the signs of the Zodiac is indicated 
and used as an allegory of the mystical descent into Hell. Thus this earlier part of the ceremony, which 
is clearly cut off from what follows later by the departure of the candidate., Principal Sojourner and 
Assist. Principal Sojourner outside the Lodge, is quite distinct from what follows and is not merely a 
shadow of it.

It is the "link," that missing period in the Underworld, and a most essential element, carefully and 
cleverly sketched in to give a hint to those who deserve to know, while concealing its secret from those 
who are merely superficial students.

It may be thought that I have forgotten all about the seven steps and the seven planets but this is not the
case. The foregoing is a necessary preliminary to what follows. The Sun as it passes through the signs 
of the Zodiac draws with it the planets, and the Sun, Moon and other elements symbolically represent 
man and his attributes.



The Sun is the spirit, the divine spark within us, the Moon is the age-old symbol of the soul, which 
shines only by the reflected light of the Spirit. The remaining planets are Mars, symbolising vital 
energy, which, at its worst, is animal desires, wrath, - at its highest, lofty aspiration and the force and 
courage which leads men on to spiritual victory.

Mercury represents the intellectual faculty; Jupiter, matured judgment, just and impartial, but not divine
wisdom; Venus, love, on its humblest side human and physical desire, but at its highest the Divine Love
which passes understanding, the love which leads men to sacrifice themselves for others.

But there yet remains one planet, Saturn. This represents the critical faculty, which causes us to try and 
test all things, good or evil, and thus brings to man experience. The first three steps represent Mars or 
aspiration, Mercury or reason, and Jupiter or balanced judgment. The next two represent Venus or 
divine Love, and Saturn, the tester, the critical spirit which tries and tests our fortitude, while the Sixth, 
the Sun, represents the Divine Spirit within us and the Seventh, the Moon, our soul which unites within
it all the five characteristics and yet is a reflection of the Divine Spark itself.

We are now, symbolically, about to descend into the Underworld, the mystic Hell, the dungeon of Giant
Despair, i.e., the V.. We are lowered by means of a symbolical rope which again brings to mind the use 
of the rope as a symbol of Divine grace. (1) Note it is the Principal Sojourner or Divine Spark which 
lowers us, thereby hinting that though surrounded by darkness and woe, we are not abandoned. But 
body and soul, which alone have descended into the inner recesses, can by themselves see nothing, yet 
the c. can hear and therefore respond to the words of the divine message. To make the matter clear, we 
are penetrating deep into our own hidden nature. We have gone inwards beyond the needs of the body 
and even of the soul (the two coping stones) but our own efforts cannot enable us to enter into the 
secret middle chamber of the spirit. The passage of Scripture read is most appropriate, for it deals with 
God's Wisdom and leads us to turn to His revealed word - the scroll of parchment - but without the 
Divine Light to guide us that book must remain closed. Even though we may be physically capable of 
reading it, we cannot comprehend its inner meaning, its special divine message to each of us 
individually, until the Divine light from above breaks through the darkness of our own spiritual nature 
and thus converts it into a place full of light.

But though by the removal of the three stones the Divine Spirit may enter to guide us, not at once does 
the Divine Spark within us, our spirit, respond. The passage read indicates that we need the Christ 
Spirit within us if we are to come forth from the Dungeon of Despair. "The desire of all nations must 
come" within the heart of each seeker after Truth. This does not mean a mere formal acquiescence in 
the external Christian doctrine, it implies that within us we shall live the Christ life with all that those 
words imply.

Then follows the ob. which must clearly be distinguished from the promise made earlier in the 
ceremony. That promise referred to the preliminary experiences which, as I have indicated, deal with 
the descent into the Hell of the mystic. Now we are about to enter into the symbolism of the Ascension 
and to penetrate the profound mystery of the Nature of God. The secrets we have so far obtained are 
not to be despised, but they are of a much simpler nature than those we shall ultimately discover. The 
light we shall see in a moment is that of the mystical Resurrection but, great and glorious as it is - for it 
reveals a glimpse of what is to come - it emphatically is not full knowledge of God, for the Altar is 
veiled.

We have by the help of God's Grace and His Revealed Word passed successfully through that awful 
period of doubt and difficulty. We may have left some of our old beliefs behind, but we have recovered 



our faith and more than recovered it. We have, out of the darkness of the pit, heard the Divine Voice 
calling us and His Arm hath drawn us forth into the Light. But it is not the old light of a M.M., of old 
beliefs not really understood; it is a new Light which henceforth we shall never lose again. The new 
obligation seals our lips as to the inner nature of God. In the first part of the ceremony we were taught 
concerning the Divine Nature within us; what now follows deals with the Nature of the Supreme Being 
Himself, with Whom, through the Divine Spirit, we are henceforth eternally linked, and know it. It is 
the Divine Spark within us, the P.S, which, like Amitabha, draws us forth from the mystic Hell and 
restores us to the true light.

When 1. is restored to the candidate. he sees the twelve signs of the Zodiac no longer as oppressors but 
as beautiful emblems of God's divine teaching, and at the very c. he sees, though still veiled, the altar 
whereon, though he knows it not, rests the Divine Name. Thus at the very beginning of his ascent 
towards the mystical Heaven he receives the hint that God is within himself but as yet he does not 
know Him.

This ends the "link" and the true degree begins with the departure of the three S .s .

1. Compare the "High History of the Holy Graal," a 13th century work, issued in the Everyman Series, 
Branch 35, Title v. et seq. Wherein Sir Percival sees a chain "in the midst whereof was a crown of fold"
lowered into a pit or vault beneath the banquet hall. This pit symbolises Hell.

J. S. M. Ward
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