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Introduction 

We often hear talk about our Masonic Journey and, of course, we use the 

idea of a journey as a metaphor - a phrase with which we are all familiar in 

one context which is useful to communicate a more complicated idea in 

another. We’re all comfortable with the idea of a physical journey – setting 

out from a starting point, a place, and making our way to a destination, 

another place. It’s something with which we are very familiar. The metaphor 

can be extended to include, not just a change in place, but also a change of 

state and in both senses we hear several versions of this ‘journey’ metaphor 

in the ritual and in the symbolism that we encounter in the Lodge. 

For example, we observe a journey out of darkness, symbolising ignorance, 

into, or at least towards, the light of knowledge or enlightenment; and we 

use the example of the rough and smooth ashlars, present in every Lodge, to 

represent the transition or journey of the raw stone just taken from the 

quarry, being changed, that is to say, improved, to a point where it is fit to 

take its place in the larger structure – so that it fits in and shares the load 

with other stones around it. Remember that we are told in the First Degree 

Working Tools that the chisel, which does the work of smoothing the stone, 

‘points out the advantages of education, by which means alone we are 

rendered fit members of regularly organised society’. In this case our 

attention is drawn to learning – a form of change – a journey characterised 

by the acquisition of knowledge. 

In the first two Degrees we make several ritual journeys in our 

perambulations around the lodge room. We travel from West to East to 
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receive the ceremonial knowledge of the Degrees from the Master and then 

back from East to West to share it with the Wardens. 

Indeed, going through the three Degrees can be considered a journey, 

beginning in the porchway or entrance of the temple, proceeding through 

the middle chamber and ending in the sanctum sanctorum - a journey 

involving body, mind and spirit, respectively. If you want to know more 

about this aspect of the Degrees, have a look at my QuickStart Guides 

which you can download from the mentoring section of our web site or 

attend one of our Worshipful Master’s, WBro John Avery’s, excellent series 

of talks on the subject. 

So, metaphors are teaching devices much like parables but, if we never 

think about or ‘speculate on’ the metaphor to understand its underlying 

meaning, well, that meaning will remain forever hidden from us. Hence the 

subject of this presentation – ‘The Masonic Journey – Unpacking the 

Metaphor’. 

There is of course a distinction between just wandering aimlessly and 

setting out to reach a goal – and to be meaningful our Masonic Journey 

must be one made towards a clear destination, a clear goal. So now let’s 

consider this Masonic Journey, why it arose, some of the barriers we will all 

encounter along the way which make reaching the destination so 

challenging and the goals and benefits to be achieved by undertaking the 

journey. 
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Two Types of Masonic Journey 

First of all, in the interests of clarity, we need to consider two quite different 

interpretations of the masonic journey – one is more obvious and superficial, 

while the other is somewhat cryptic – although I see that it’s hiding in plain 

sight. It’s my observation that we all start on one kind of journey and some 

end up on another kind as well. 

The more obvious and superficial interpretation of the journey is the series 

of steps we take to find out about Freemasonry, to join a Lodge, to progress 

through the three Degrees, to take the various offices going up the ladder to 

the Chair and on eventually to provincial ranks and perhaps even grand 

rank. That journey is sometimes referred to as a masonic career – an 

expression many of us do not like because it sounds too much like our 

working lives and might invoke thoughts of competition as much as of 

collaboration. Superficially, the job of acting as a guide on this journey 

through the features of Freemasonry is often thought mistakenly to be the 

whole job of a Personal Mentor, but this is not the journey I’m considering 

here and indeed Personal Mentors should understand the distinction if they 

are to fulfil their role properly. 

The second interpretation, and the one on which I’ll concentrate, is about 

personal development and improvement – the improvement of character. The 

idea of improvement is essential to this journey and we’ll spend some time 

looking at it in more detail. We sometimes hear this objective of 

improvement described as ‘making good men better’ but this isn’t something 
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that can be done to us. It can only be achieved by our own efforts, using the 

opportunities that the features of Freemasonry offer us. 

I’m reminded of the question: How many psychiatrists does it take to change 

a light bulb? Answer: Just one, but the bulb really, really must want to 

change. 

So, the change is ours and ours alone but it can’t be achieved alone. This 

improvement can only be achieved with the assistance of others. Just as it 

takes a team to raise a brother, so it takes the united endeavours of our 

brethren in the Lodge to help us make progress on this journey of self-

discovery and improvement of character. 

This description of the Masonic Journey might raise a number of questions: 

why all the emphasis on improvement? Surely, we only allow good men to 

join? What is the nature of this ‘character’ to which we refer and how can we 

work on it and see the results? 

The Underlying Theme of Improvement and its Origins 

To understand the emphasis on the theme of improvement and its origins 

we must go back to the days of the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment 

and the turmoil in society in the years from roughly the middle of the 17th 

century to the beginning of the 19th century. The beginning of this period is 

of interest to us because we know that the first record of the making of a 

speculative mason was that of Elias Ashmole on the 16th October 1646. We 

might think that there’s a lot of change going on in the world right now but, 
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believe me, it was no different then and, indeed, the nature of the changes 

experienced then had very far-reaching consequences. 

The English Civil War had started in 1642, was still being fought at the time 

Ashmole was being made a Mason; it didn’t end until 1651. This was the 

conflict that ended the divine right of kings with the Commonwealth being 

established under Parliament and Oliver Cromwell and Charles I being 

executed for high treason in January 1649. Cromwell didn’t last long, 

however. He died in 1658 and a dynasty was stillborn because his son 

proved to be lacking in popular support. Ultimately, this led to the 

restoration in 1660 which brought the introduction of a constitutional 

monarchy with Charles II. To say that there was turmoil in society doesn’t 

adequately describe the changes taking place. 

The scientific revolution was also in full flight. Far-reaching advances were 

being made in astronomy, medicine, agriculture and in the application of 

discoveries in physics and chemistry to engineering and technology. In the 

Second Degree we are urged to study the hidden mysteries of nature and 

science particularly in the form of the seven liberal arts and sciences – 

grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy.  

In astronomy, Galileo died in 1649, only three years after Ashmole was 

made a mason, but before doing so he had really upset the applecart by 

viewing the night sky with his telescope and supporting the Copernican view 

displacing the Earth as the centre of the universe and the solar system. 

Newton, having devised his own mathematics, the differential calculus, went 

further in describing the mechanisms and natural laws which governed the 
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movement of the planets (previously described by Kepler) by articulating his 

laws of motion and gravitation. In the ritual we hear that the Earth is 

‘constantly revolving on its axis in its orbit round the Sun’ and this really was 

a hot topic of the days. 

In the physical sciences, then known as the natural sciences, the gas laws 

were being derived by Boyle and Hooke and Carnot’s ideas on the efficiency 

of heat engines led to the emergence of the laws of thermodynamics and the 

first steam engines at the end of the 18th century. The steam engine was 

improved continually thereafter by Newcomen, Watt, Trevithick and others 

and provided the controllable energy which powered the industrial 

revolution. In agriculture, although horses were still the main source of 

power, innovations in machinery were replacing men and women in the 

fields. In 1701 Jethro Tull devised the seed drill which improved the 

efficiency of sowing and, therefore, of the yields of cereals; and throughout 

the 17th & 18th centuries several Enclosure Acts led to more effective use of 

land although they displaced people and disrupted many lives. Between 

1670 and 1770 agricultural output grew faster than the population which 

grew by about a third to 7 million in that period. 

I hope that you can appreciate that, at the time speculative Freemasonry 

was beginning and growing, the ideas of discovery and of improvement were 

everywhere in the public domain and discourse. The idea that almost 

everything could be subject to improvement became ubiquitous and taken 

for granted. This concept was taken up in the humanities and underpinned 

much of the thinking of the Age of Enlightenment. The philosophers, 
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economists and political and social scientists of the day turned their 

thoughts to the improvement of the condition of mankind. The questions 

considered included: how best to live a good life, how best to organise civil 

society and, because the foundations of many worldviews had been shaken 

by the heliocentric view of the solar system and other scientific advances, 

how to reinterpret the sacred texts of the great world religions and 

understand our relationship to the Supreme Being. Alexander Pope wrote in 

1733 in his poem ‘An Essay on Man’: ‘Know then thyself, presume not God to 

scan; The proper study of mankind is man’. In several cases this questioning 

of the old order led to very dramatic changes indeed. Between 1775 and 

1783 the predominantly British colonists in the new world fought and won 

the American War of Independence. Between 1789 and 1799 the French 

revolution produced a new secular republic with ferocious intensity and 

deadly consequences for many of the protagonists. 

This rapidly changing world scene was the crucible in which the ideas 

central to the masonic journey of self-improvement were forged and 

developed. 

The Object of Improvement 

Let’s move on to the object of that improvement. What exactly is it that we 

set out on our Masonic Journey to improve and how will we know when it 

happens? Well, we say that Freemasonry is about improving a man’s 

character - that is to say, the distinctive mental and moral qualities of an 

individual, but these qualities aren’t directly observable. They can only be 

inferred by observing a man’s behaviour especially when his behaviour 
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affects or interacts with others. We are social creatures and it’s in our 

dealings with each other that our character is revealed through our 

behaviour. In the Address to the Wardens at every installation we hear: 

‘Suffice it to say, that what you observe to be praiseworthy in others you 

should carefully imitate and what in them may appear defective, you should 

in yourselves amend.’ A beautiful sentiment but both ‘imitate’ and especially 

‘amend’ imply change and there’s the challenge.  

We all know that personal changes can be uncomfortable because in setting 

out on the path of self-improvement some of our basic assumptions about 

ourselves will be challenged. First, we have to recognise and accept that we 

need to change – that, perhaps, we are more like the rough than the smooth 

ashlar. In doing this we have to dispel complacency – the feeling that we are 

good enough as we are. 

Then we have to recognise that we can change, that we are capable of 

change, and dispel any apathy – the feeling that, whatever we do in an 

attempt to change won’t succeed. 

Finally, we must know how to make the change or, at least, where to find a 

guide to help us. That last sounds very much like the need for a mentor! 

In the First Degree ceremony we are urged to ‘make a daily advancement in 

Masonic knowledge’. We could take that as encouragement to learn more 

about the features of Freemasonry, that first interpretation of the masonic 

journey, but the deeper meaning appears in another part of the ritual which 

directs our attention to ‘that most interesting of all human studies, the 
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knowledge of yourself’. This is the essential starting point of our journey of 

improvement. So, the daily advancement in masonic knowledge includes the 

knowledge of ourselves and that learning is more difficult than it may at first 

appear. This is because of several difficulties two of which I want to deal 

with here. 

Barriers to Self-Awareness and Two Cautionary Tales 

The first is that we carry with us a set of basic coping assumptions about 

ourselves and how we relate to others and, second, that we have built up 

attitudes, predispositions to behave in habitual ways, built on a set of 

values that appear to work for us but which may, in fact, render us blind to 

the benefits of a different perspective, a different assessment of what is of 

real value in our lives. 

I can best illustrate these problems with two short stories. 

The first comes from Dr Sheldon Kopp an American psychotherapist who, in 

his book ‘If You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him’ tells of a sage who 

lives on the side of a mountain: 

One fine morning he is tending his garden when a man approaches going 

downhill towards the valley. The man stops and asks the sage what he 

thinks of the people who live in the valley. The sage asks, ‘How did you find 

the people further up the mountain?’. The man replies, ‘They were welcoming, 

kind and generous.’ After a moment’s thought the sage says: ‘I think you’ll 

find the people in the valley much the same.’ Shortly after, a man approaches 

going up the hill. He stops and asks the sage what he thinks of the people 
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who live further up the mountain. The sage asks, ‘How did you find the people 

down in the valley?’. The man replies, ‘They were mean, cruel and dishonest.’ 

After a moment’s though the sage says: ‘I think you’ll find the people up the 

mountain much the same.’ 

I think this story suggests that we carry a set of assumptions about the 

social world and our position in it. A general predisposition to behave in a 

general way before having regard to the particular circumstances in which 

we find ourselves. But these habitually adopted attitudes are based on many 

biases and stereotypes, many of which we may have become unaware – 

perhaps we were never aware of them – and they lead to repeating patterns 

of behaviour that others observe as our character or personality. So it 

follows that to begin to improve our character, we need to learn more about 

these taken-for-granted and unconscious influences. Not for the last time we 

will need the help of others to appreciate their effect on our behaviour. 

The second story is told in the book ‘Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 

Maintenance’ by Robert Pirsig. It’s what he calls ‘The Old South Indian 

Monkey Trap’ and he uses it to illustrate what he calls ‘value rigidity’. I’ll 

quote his description: 

'The most striking example of value rigidity I can think of is the old South 

Indian Monkey Trap, which depends on value rigidity for its effectiveness. 

The trap consists of a hollowed-out coconut chained to a stake. The coconut 

has some rice inside which can be grabbed through a small hole. The hole is 

big enough so that the monkey's hand can go in, but too small for his fist with 

rice in it to come out. The monkey reaches in and is suddenly trapped - by 
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nothing more than his own value rigidity. He cannot see that freedom without 

rice is more valuable than capture with it. The villagers are coming to get him 

and take him away. They're coming closer . . . closer! . . . Now, what general 

advice .. would you give the poor monkey in circumstances like this? 

Well, I think you might say [exactly what I've been saying about value 

rigidity,] with perhaps a little [extra] urgency. There is a fact this monkey 

should know: if he opens his hand he's free. But how is he going to discover 

this fact? By removing the value rigidity that rates rice above freedom. How 

is he going to do that? Well, he should somehow try to slow down deliberately 

and go over ground that he has been over before and see if things he thought 

were important really were important …’ 

To me, this story suggests that we need to recognise the possibility and 

usefulness of revisiting our assumptions about what is truly valuable in our 

lives. 

All the subjects in the stories, humans and monkey, are somehow set in 

their ways. All suffering from the consequences of a lack of self-awareness 

and, I suggest that, without great care, we can all be subject to the same 

poverty of vision and the kind of traps to which that can lead. 

The Goal of Improvement 

So those are two of the types of barriers we encounter and have to overcome 

on the way. Now let’s turn to where exactly we are heading. Let’s look at the 

goal. Well, once again the ritual is a great source of information and 

guidance. It illustrates many elements of a virtuous life and ‘excellences of 
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character’ the goal of which is perhaps well captured by the phrase to ‘live 

respected and die regretted’; to live an honourable life. The ritual and 

Emulation Lectures tell us that the only way to that worthy goal is by the 

practice of every social and moral virtue both domestic and public, and 

further, that ‘Virtue is the only direct road to Honour’. ‘Virtue’ it says ‘is the 

highest exercise of, and improvement to, reason; the integrity, harmony, and 

just balance of affection; the health and beauty of the soul’. 

So what exactly must we do to work on the improvement? We can’t go far 

wrong by following the three grand principles of the order, Brotherly Love, 

Relief and Truth and the suggestions in the ‘Charge After Initiation’ which, 

among many other excellences of character, specifically mentions the four 

cardinal virtues: Temperance, Fortitude, Prudence and Justice. 

We know that Brotherly Love captures the ideas of mutual respect and 

tolerance; that Relief is charity in its widest sense, not just giving money but 

extending loving kindness and care, and that Truth focuses on integrity. 

The four cardinal virtues are described in the Emulation Lectures: 

‘Temperance is that due restraint of the passions and affections, which 

renders the body tame and governable’. Moderation in all things, learning to 

control and subdue one’s passions – to be in control. The Address to the 

Brethren says: ‘… to square our conduct by the principles of morality and 

guide our inclinations and even our thoughts within the compass of propriety’.  

‘Fortitude is that noble and steady [purpose] which is equally distant from 

rashness and cowardice’. Actions and behaviour with resolve and 
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persistence in a just and worthy cause, even in the face of adversity. 

‘Prudence teaches us to regulate our lives and actions according to the 

dictates of reason and is that habit of mind whereby men wisely judge and 

prudentially determine all things relative to their temporal and eternal 

happiness’. A nudge towards a re-assessment of our personal values. 

‘Justice … by which we are taught to render to every man his just due, …  

which is the standard and cement of civil society … and … which in a great 

measure constitutes the really good man … ’. Justice is further related to and 

supported by integrity. 

 I think we should also add the Golden Rule, the principle of ‘doing to [your 

neighbour] as in similar cases you would wish he would do to you’, also 

found in the ‘Charge After Initiation’, and the three theological virtues – 

Faith, Hope and Charity (known also as Love) which appear on the First 

Degree Tracing Board and in the Lectures. 

Taken together, these virtues and principles give us the information we need 

to develop the necessary excellences of character and to live an honourable 

life; they constitute the map of the path along which we make the deeper 

Masonic Journey. But, although this map is necessary to undertake the 

journey, on its own it is insufficient. We simply can’t make the journey 

alone. We will always need the help of our brethren to point out to us those 

failings of character of which we are unaware. This is why we place such a 

high value on harmony in our Lodges. That harmony is what allows us to be 
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truthful to each other in a way that doesn’t invoke defensiveness and other 

unhelpful behaviours. 

Summary 

In conclusion let me briefly summarise what I have covered. 

We are all engaged in one masonic journey and some develop an 

understanding of the original purpose of Freemasonry which enables them 

to take advantage of their membership and embark on a second more 

meaningful journey. This second journey is the challenging transformation 

of character improvement. 

The origin of the emphasis on improvement arose during the years of the 

17th & 18th centuries when all things were seen to be subject to 

improvement, even the character of men. 

The idea of personal improvement implies learning and change. Change is 

often difficult because our knowledge of ourselves is often incomplete or 

distorted and we neither acknowledge that we need to change nor that we 

can change. We can become complacent, satisfied with our current 

situation, or we may also feel that to change would be so difficult that it’s 

just not worth the effort because we’re bound to fail. We might also be 

completely blind to the accumulated assumptions and values that we’ve 

become locked into over the passage of years. The Masonic Journey is one 

towards Honour through Virtue; of ‘living respected and dying regretted’. We 

achieve this by re-assessing our basic assumptions and values – by 
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investigating and developing ‘the knowledge of yourself’ – and by adopting 

the virtues, excellences of character and behaviour set out in the ritual. 

This emphasis on ‘a peculiar system of morals’ and the features of 

Freemasonry that facilitate its adoption and practice by members is the 

unique value proposition of the Craft. I said earlier that I believe we all set 

out on one journey and some end up on a second. We all start by 

experiencing the ceremonies, practices and structures of Freemasonry and 

some eventually enter on a more challenging and life-changing journey 

altogether. It is the purpose of mentoring to help a brother go further and 

faster along that second path than he would otherwise achieve by his own 

efforts. We are all on our own journey but we can’t do it alone. I hope that 

this Lodge and this type of session will encourage more brethren to accept 

the challenge and step out with fortitude on that other journey. 


