
The Symbolical Lecture
 

The RA. Degree is almost the only degree in Freemasonry in which a serious effort is made to teach the
meaning of the ceremony through which the cand. has passed. While the teaching conveyed does not 
include all the esoteric meaning, it does, nevertheless, make a deliberate attempt to show that the 
ceremony has an inner meaning, and in some parts the mystical lecture rises to considerable heights. It 
must be remembered, however, that any such official interpretation is late in origin. The whole purpose 
of the Ancient Mysteries was to make men think for themselves, and there is some danger lest once an 
official explanation has been given members will remain satisfied with this and not attempt to probe 
any deeper. Such, however, was not the intention of those who drew up the Symbolic and Mystical 
Lectures of the RA. They hoped to stimulate the interests of the brethren and by giving them a number 
of hints to help them to follow up the matter further themselves.

Much of the Symbolical Lecture is clearly 19th century work, and some of it is fairly obvious. For 
example, the explanation of the importance of the Catenarian arch does not go very deep, and it can 
hardly be said that the three Principals represent the keystone. In reality Z. represents the keystone and 
the other two the stones on either side. The statement that a perfect knowledge of this degree can only 
be obtained by passing through the several chairs is somewhat misleading to-day, due undoubtedly to 
the fact that the ceremonies have been much truncated. I have been unable to ascertain definitely what 
the complete ceremonies of the Chairs should be, but in view of the experience I had when I was 
installed as Master in the Craft I feel certain that in the case of both H. and J. the ceremony has been 
mutilated and cut down, just as the Installed Master work has been cut in most London Lodges until it 
has lost all real meaning. It seems probable that the High Priest degree which is now worked separately
as one of the Allied degrees is really the old complete installation ceremony of J., and if so this would 
explain much. The fact that members must be installed Third Principals of the Arch before they can 
take this degree is strong confirmatory evidence of this view. As the Chair ceremonies are now worked,
I do not think that any brother would by passing through them be able to understand more clearly the 
meaning of the RA. ceremony, but the same is true of the IM ceremony as usually given in London, 
whereas when one knows the full ceremony it throws a flood of light on the previous Craft degrees.

 The six lights correspond to the three greater and the three lesser in the Craft. The three lesser lights, in
addition to the explanation given, really represent man, - body, soul, and spirit. With regard to the three 
greater, the use of a Hindoo conception is one of the strangest facts in Freemasonry and one of the 
strongest pieces of evidence that our ceremonies are not, as some suppose, taken completely from the 
Bible. The Hindoo form of the Trinity is Brahma, the Creator; Vishnu, the Preserver; and Shiva, the 
Destroyer, and the Trinitarian doctrine of the Godhead is known to almost every race under the sun. In 
addition to the Hindoo form of this conception, there is the widespread conception of the Father, 
Mother and Son, e.g., Osiris, Isis and Horus. The Chinese also venerate the triangle and say that it 
represents Heaven and Earth, and Man who is begotten of the two, being partly mortal and partly 
Divine. It is worth noting that the colour of Brahma is red, of Vishnu, blue, and of Shiva, white, the 
blue used for Vishnu being a dark blue. Thus the candles with their design upon them actually bear the 
three colours of the Hindoo Trinity, Who is envisaged as One under the name of Trimurti.

The manner in which the candles are arranged forms a tetrahedron, for if the three triangles outside the 
fourth are drawn together to meet at a point they form a triangular cone, which has at all times been 
used to teach men the doctrine of the triune nature of God, Who is One and yet Three.



The statement that this arrangement corresponds to the mysterious triple tau conveys an important 
piece of esoteric teaching, namely, that there is a correspondence between the triune nature of man and 
of God, while the reference to the platonic bodies, which represent the four elements and the sphere of 
the Universe, implies that in some mysterious way matter as well as spirit is part of God and is eternal. 
The fact that matter cannot be destroyed, although it may change its form, has only recently been 
realised by Western Scientists, but it was well known to the ancient Hindoo sages, as is shown by the 
fact that the ysay of Shiva that the Destroyer is really only the Transmuter. The ribbon and the twelve 
standards have been already adequately dealt with, but a word concerning the four principal banners 
seems desirable. Originally these emblems were likewise four signs of the Zodiac, supposed to mark 
the cardinal points. The Man is Aquarius; The Lion, Leo; The Ox, Taurus; while the Eagle has been 
substituted for Scorpio. The reasons for the substitution would take too long to deal with in a book of 
this nature, but the old connection between the two symbols is still remembered in many 
representations in which the bird is seen carrying a serpent, which was the alternative to the scorpion 
for this sign. These ancient emblems were spiritualised by Daniel and later by the Christian fathers, 
who saw in them symbols of the four Evangelists. The Lion represents St. Mark; the Eagle, St. John; 
the Man, St. Matthew, and the Ox, St. Luke. Many brethren probably know the old child’s prayer which
comes down from pre-reformation days, “Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, bless the bed that I lie on. 
The twelve apostles guard the door and keep me safe for evermore. Four angels round my bed, etc.” 
The four evangelists, like the four archangels, were the guardians of the four cardinal points, and the 
twelve apostles took the place of the twelve signs of the Zodiac.

The sw. and tr...l play no part in the royal arch ritual, but there is a tradition that they are connected 
with the ancient Templars, and there may be some foundation for this fact. As to-day it is an essential 
qualification for the Knights Templar to be a RA. Mason there may be a solid  foundation for this 
tradition, and the tools in question play a more important part in another knightly degree. It must not be
forgotten, however, that in the 18th century the tr...l dial play a part in Craft ceremonies, and swords 
were also worn, and still are worn in some Craft Lodges, including one at Bristol, to this day.

The attempted explanation of the three tools used by the Soj’s is not a very happy piece of work, but 
the manner in which they are laid down on the floor of the Chapter at the beginning of the ceremony 
conveys valuable symbolic teaching. They simulate the three rays, a very ancient symbol for the triune 
nature of the Supreme Being (1). Suggesting three rays of light, this symbol was often used in 
Mediaeval art to symbolise the descent of the Holy Ghost, and whenever a halo is placed round a 
picture of one of the Trinity that nimbus is distinguished from the one used for a Saint by having three 
rays of light coming out of it. The contrary theory that this nimbus is really a cross is incorrect, for I 
have seen many nimbuses where it would have been quite possible to have shown the fourth ray, but it 
was always omitted. It may be mentioned that it is a favourite caste mark in India, and was also known 
to the ancient Druids, being found carved on certain sacred stones.
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