Master Mason To Royal Arch Mason - 
Symbolism and Metamorphosis
After Cyrus King of Persia conquered Babylon and the Jews had been released from captivity; some Master Masons listened to the prophets and priests and wished to return to Jerusalem to rebuild their lives in Israel.  In order to be recognised that they were worthy and qualified to work on such a hallowed ground as the ruined Temple at Jerusalem, they know they needed to become a member the Grand Lodge of Babylon.  This could only be done by attaining the degree and recognition of an Excellent Mason.  The proof of that status would be the sign, token and word that would allow them to be admitted to the distant Grand Lodge in Jerusalem.  
They continued to wear a blue lined master mason apron as they travelled through the colourful ceremony of admission to Excellent Master and during the Royal Chapter ceremony their metamorphosis is complete and symbolised by the red colour added to their new apron. 
The start of this journey of self improvement begins with a body of knowledge drawn from the ritual and symbols experienced in the Excellent Degree.  The master mason has obtained his apron, sign, token and word of that degree and now comes to the door of this final lodge so that he may be advanced in his course toward attaining the lost word of a Master Mason.  The candidate wants to reignite his compact with the God of the Jews and this will happen after his later exultation as a Royal Arch Mason.  
The Excellent Degree is worked as part of a learning journey where the candidate by experiencing the ritual and rich plethora of symbols laid before him.  It is not an easy process to interpret of the significance of their meaning as it requires the candidate to research and reflect on what he has experienced.  The following are some of symbols used on which the candidate will reflect on:

· The white veil the candidate wears upon his entrance.

· The first three coloured curtains or veils on the pavement floor.
· The readings from The Book of Exodus in the V.S.L at each curtain
· The signs communicated to the candidate drawn from the reading at each curtain.

· The passwords given after the candidate enters each curtain.

· The grip or token given to the candidate after enters each curtain

· The fourth white curtain or veil on the pavement floor.
The Master Mason lives in a world of divergent actions and needs to set a direction toward his own spiritual comfort.  The Lodge has taught him to be of service to his community and to act with the same fidelity as the symbolic Hiram Abiff.  However when he attains the Degree of Excellent Master he will go beyond the world of action to that which can only be attained by inward reflection of the mind.  This degree coupled with The Royal Arch Degree provides the opportunity to transform him-self into what he is told is “a workman who needeth not to be ashamed.”   

It is possible that the complex symbolism of the Excellent and the Holy Royal Arch degrees may leave the candidate with the impression of having experienced a colourful combination of ritual and symbol but is left wondering what it means and see little reason to continue to participate in Chapter Masonry.  This paper may provide an opportunity to overcome this obstacle.
Part A – The Degree of Excellent Master
It is timely to look at what happens in first or Excellent Degree.  The qualifications for entry into a Lodge of Excellent Masters are the worldly disciplines he has learnt so far in the three blue degrees conferred on upon him with the addition of that of Mark Master Mason.  The candidate is dressed as a master mason but with the addition if a white veil on his head as he enters the lodge.  He is lead through the ceremony by the senior deacon who directs him to give proofs of his Blue Lodge proficiency and he may then experience he learning provided to him by the ceremony of “passing the veils”.  These veils are lined in the order as shown in Figure 1 below.
Figure 1. - The Pavement Plan Of The Excellent Degree From Four Directions
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The first veil the candidate encounters is the white veil which he wears.  This veil represents man in an earthly state of ignorance and imperfection as Adam was in the figurative state of Eden.  In addition the white veil represents one of the four essential elements i.e. earth from which this physical world is made.  He carries the veil as a mark of his ignorance, as a symbolic barrier for him to overcome.  The ritual provides no direct explanation why the candidate wears this moving white veil and it simply instructs when it is to be removed.  After this time he will be entrusted with the token, grip and word for his admission to The Chapter of The Holy Royal Arch in Jerusalem.
At the beginning of the ceremony the candidate passes through three pavement curtains or veils, each is a symbolic barrier.  He does the fourth or white veil that crosses the pavement floor in front of the Worshipful Excellent Master.  The four colours of the pavement curtains metaphorically represent the fundamental building blocks of life being the elements of earth, air, water and fire. 
The candidate begins at the west at the blue veil.  Here he learns the blue veil represents the element of air.  This is symbolically represented by the blue of the heavens above.  His aspirations should rise like air like those of Jeshua the priest, who represents The Third Principal of the Royal Arch Degree.  The colour blue also represents the Blue Lodge learning with a central theme of universal friendship and benevolence.
At the purple veil the candidate is told that it represents the element water.   This colour reminds him of the union of the blue veil which has preceded it and the red veil which is yet to come.  The mixed colour of purple is a symbol of mankind’s unity and concord with God symbolised by the robe worn by the Prophet Haggai who he will later encounter as the Second Principal of the Royal Arch Degree.  

At the red veil the captain informs the candidate that it represents the elemental transforming power of fire.  The red or scarlet veil symbolises the fervency and zeal that must be activated in all of us to shed our imperfections.  The zeal for change is symbolised by the red or royal coloured robe worn by Prince Zerubbabel being the First Principal of the Royal Arch Degree.
The candidate finishes his journey in the Excellent Lodge when he stands before the white veil which he does not pass through in this degree.  He is given no explanation why he does not pass through this final curtain which for a second time represents the element of earth.  He will complete his learning by proceeding to the Royal Arch Degree and attain this final privilege.  

At each curtain there is a reading from The Book of Exodus and three signs are drawn from them.  These signs are communicated by the captain of each veil.  In the reading after entering the blue veil the candidate is told of the Biblical allegory of the rod changing to a snake (an ancient symbol of wisdom) and then back to a rod again.  This allegory conveys that knowledge of a man changes over his lifetime and once attained a greater knowledge he must hold on to it. 
At the purple veil the theme of change continues with the allegory of the change of the perfect hand to imperfect (leprous) hand and then back to a perfect hand.  The essential message is that change happens when knowledge progresses.  The perfect hand symbolically means that we need to welcome change and hold on to it.
The reading at the third or red veil has a difference; it is not related to the actions of Moses but rather as from God himself.  We learn from the reading that God said “…..and it shall come to pass, if they will not believe also these two signs, neither hearken unto his voice, thou shall take of the water of the river and pour it upon the dry land and the water which thou takest out of the river shall become blood upon the dry land.”  The message to be drawn from this last curtain is that God’s power must be believed and the acknowledgement or compact with God must be retained. It is a warning from God that he expects his people to be responsible for their actions and they are measured and will be held accountable.
The captains of each curtain provide a pass word as the candidate passes through each veil. These pass words are an additional reminder of the message drawn from each biblical reading.  At the blue veil the pass word given symbolises the firm strength of faith required by the candidate.  The word Bezaleel is the prophet who inspired the Jewish nation to forgo the easy paths and distractions of Babylon and return to the stricter morality of the Jewish faith.  At the purple veil the word communicated is Aholiab who was a well-known lawmaker for the Jewish Nation.  He promoted unity and justness through his code of law for the Jewish people.  At the red veil the captain of the veil refocuses on the mysterious name given to God through his own words “I Am That I Am.”   
The message from the scarlet veil is once we focus on what is important we have the right to recover the lost word.  The master mason’s work will soon be over and that word is his destination.
In addition the grips or tokens communicated by each Captain re-enforce the same message.  The candidate’s journey through each veil provides an aid to complete his own self improvement in the temple in his own mind. The grips emphasize the union of heaven and earth; what is “above and should be below”.  The grips communicate this through the formation of a double triangle when they are given and received.  The progression through each veil is marked by the communication of a new grip or token which progressively moves upwards on the body toward the candidate’s head.  This marks the upward movement from the body toward the site of learning in the mind of a man.  
The second white curtain across the pavement is not entered.  At this time the candidate does not know it represents more refined values of an educated man.  The final refinement or change will not be measured in this degree. The candidate will have to progresses to his final destination – The Holy Royal Arch Degree.
The word of an Excellent Mason to establish his progress is now imparted, it is; Rab….i and it will the sign of his more learned status.  This is the word that will entitle him entry as a candidate to the Degree of the Holy Royal Arch. He is now more learned and a master mason at the peak of his knowledge.
Part B – The Degree Of the Holy Royal Arch
Progressing on to The Holy Royal Arch Degree the symbols that help rebuild The Temple now include:
· the Royal Arch banner and its accompanying four tribal banners
· the working tools of a royal arch mason
· the twelve tribal banners discovered by the sojourners on each archway in the crypt

· the twelve signs of the zodiac one on top of each banner
· the working tools of a Royal Arch Mason

· the scroll that is discovered in the crypt
· the white curtain or veil concealing the Sanhedrin

· the word communicated at the white veil
· the Grand Royal Arch Word
· the sash, jewel and rod given to the candidate before he is admitted to the Sanhedrin  

The candidate to this degree is enabled to complete the second part of his journey of learning.  The final destination of what was concealed behind the second white veil will be revealed.  This destination is represented by the middle banner of the five banners that hang above the three Principals.  The white banner represents The Council of the omnipresent Sanhedrin.  The Royal Arch Banner has a base colour of white maintaining a connection to the earthly world.  Superimposed on it is the never ending gold circle of the Deity and inside the circle is a golden equilateral triangle representing the upward divine aspiration of man.  Within the triangle is the golden triple tau, this reminds the sojourner that the rebuilding of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem is the means for attaining his reward for leading a good life until his death.  
The four main tribal protecting banners (see Figure Two below) that surround the central Royal Arch Banner have a base colour of red for the eastern division having the principal tribes of Reuben (Man) and Judah (Lion).  The western division has the principal tribes of Ephraim (Bull) and Dan (Eagle) have a base colour of green.  These two divisions are based on two divisions of the Hebrew Army based tasked with protecting the Tabernacle while the Jews wandered in the wilderness.  Royal Arch Banner in the middle has as its base colour the purity of white.  

Figure 2.  The Two Columns of the Royal Arch Banners
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In addition each banner has assigned to it one of the four fundamental building elements of air (Ephraim - Ox), water (Reuben - Man), fire (Judah - Lion) and earth (Dan - Eagle). 
These four protecting banners were drawn from the twelve banners that line the pavement of each chapter.  From the combination of the four emblems of each banner the protecting figures or cherubim have been created and attached to the top of the Ark of the Covenant.  (See Figure Three below.)  The symbols of each banner have been merged by using the face of a man (Reuben), the body of a lion (Judah), the feet and tail of an ox (Ephraim) and the wings of an eagle (Dan).  Two (sometimes four) cherubim, protect “The “Mercy Seat” of the Ark with a sword of fire.  This seat on the lid of the Ark was the place for the intercession of God for the sins of mankind. (www.masonic-lodge-of-education.com).

Figure Three - Cherubim on The Ark of The Covenant 
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The twelve tribal banners found on the floor of the crypt as per the New Zealand Constitution Ritual for The Chapter, have been arranged in the order listed in the Book of Numbers Chapter 1 of the Old Testament.  Each tribe had been allocated a position in the east, south, west and north surrounding the tent housing the Sanhedrin. The banners were arranged in two columns one on the left and the other on the right side of the pavement, this manner allows entry and exit from the east and west ends of the pavement and conforms to the two zodiac divisions shown in Figure 5.
However referring to Figure Four below; the columns displaying the tribal banners, the order is as follows; the north side tribes of (Naphtali, Asher and Dan) are placed on the left side column, also included on this side is the east side tribe of Judah.   The two remaining eastern tribes of Issachar and Zebulon are located on the right hand side column of banners.  The south side tribes (Gad, Simeon and Reuben) line the right hand side of the pavement as does the western side tribe of Ephraim.  The remaining two western tribes of Benjamin and Manassah have been allocated a place to fill in the left column.   Each column is allocated six signs and leaves the pavement open to access from the east and west.  This completes the sequence of banners listed in the New Zealand ritual and illustrated by Figure Four below.
The symbols used on the tribal banners have each been assigned human qualities in conformity with those recorded from passages in The Book of Exodus and The Book of Numbers in the Old Testament.  These qualities have been listed in Figure Four.
Figure Four - The Order of the royal Arch Banners.
Seats of the Three Principals
	Attribute
	Element
	Zodiac sign
	Tribal Banner
	
	Tribal Banner
	Zodiac sign
	Element
	Attribute

	courage
	Fire
	Aries
	Judah
	
	Issachar
	Taurus
	Earth
	integrity

	charity
	Water
	Pisces
	Naphtali
	
	Zebulum
	Gemini
	Air
	understanding

	veracity
	Air
	Aquarius
	Asher
	
	Reuben
	Cancer
	Water
	prudence

	temperance
	Earth
	Capricorn
	Dan
	
	Simeon
	Leo
	Fire
	magnanimity

	generosity
	Fire
	Sagittarius
	Benjamin
	
	Gad
	Virgo
	Earth
	modesty

	fidelity
	Water
	Scorpio
	Manasseh
	
	Ephraim
	Libra
	Air
	justice


Each tribe in columnar sequence represents one of the four fundamental elements of earth, air, water and fire.  This is a useful reminder of the metamorphosis a man experiences over his life when he was created, changed and someday will die.  

The human qualities attributed to each tribal banner have been drawn from those outlined in Genesis: Chapter 49.  These refinements of character are embedded in this degree.  However what is also learnt is to balance or moderate the effect of each attribute in the personality throughout life.  Each quality taken to an extreme is harmful and is at the cost of practising another.  For example; justice must be tempered by understanding, charity must be tempered with prudence and fidelity must be tempered by truthfulness.  
Each banner has also been assigned a specific zodiac sign.  The zodiac signs are based on star constellations in sequence and are a tangible and useful way to convey the circle of life and the need to judgement and balance during a lifetime.
Significantly the ritual of the Royal Arch does not explain why the zodiac signs are atop each banner.  The zodiac discs are mentioned by way of observation twice in the ritual; firstly in the third descent of the sojourners when they discover them and secondly at a time when the sojourners report their discovery to Prince Zerubbabel.  We have to look elsewhere for possible explanations why these zodiac symbols were used.  The ancient use of zodiac signs was not to calculate the effect of the stars and planets but more as a means to represent God’s mystery.  They simply were a stellar symbol for leaning the attributes required of man.   
While zodiac signs are used by modern astrologers in an attempt to measure the effect of stars, the planets, the sun and the moon on the activities of mankind, there is no evidence in the ritual, that any form of prediction was intended through using these signs in Royal Arch Masonry.  The Books of the Old Testament only supply the attributes that have been listed in figure four above from those listed in the Book of Exodus and the Book of Numbers.  So the biblical quotes establish the symbolic attributes associating them with each tribe and that is all.
The constant circle of the seasons inspired the ancients to look at their surroundings to represent one of the mysteries of God’s work.  These symbols in the sky were used as an aid to learning.  Each element and each attribute was associated with tribes as they are shown in the order of the banners and the circle progression of the zodiac constellations. 
The constellations conform to their rising and falling through a yearly cycle, each based on a zenith in the southern or northern hemisphere.  The signs of the East and South have been assigned positions predominantly closest to the three Principals in the East and each of these six signs have a yearly rise and fall that drop south and peak below the equator.  The West and North tribes occupy the positions predominantly at the western end of the pavement.  These six signs have a yearly cycle that rise and peak north above the equator.  

The North and South Divisions of the Zodiac are shown below in figure 5.  Each attribute assigned to each sign in zodiac order is in bold rather than the order it is placed on the pavement in the chapter.
Figure five – Two Zodiac Divisions With Their Associated Human Attributes.  (Book of Numbers  OT)
The Three Principals (Sanhedrin)

In Council
East Gemini (Zebulum -understanding)  
Cancer  (Reuben - prudence)        - South                             

East -Taurus (Isaachar - integrity)
              
           Leo (Simeon - magnanimity)  - South
East - Aries (Judah - courage)
Virgo (Gad - modesty)       - South

North - Pisces (Naphtali - charity)
Libra (Ephraim - justice)     - West

North - Aquarius (Asher- veracity)
Scorpio (Manasseh – fidelity)-West
North Capricorn (Dan - temperance)            
 Sagittarius (Benjamin - generosity)-West
During the ceremony the candidate learns of the working tools for this degree prepare him for change.  They are tools of action and change.  He learns from the ritual that the pickaxe is to loosen and change the ground of the Old Temple, the shovel to remove the waste and the crowbar to help lift away a heavy burden.  These working tools, re-enforces that the candidate needs to change away from his state of ignorance.
The recovered scroll reminds the candidate of the underlying purpose of the degree which is to recover the lost word of a master mason.  The candidate will be rewarded for this regained knowledge.  The remaining part of the ceremony is conducted to reveal this new knowledge. 
The candidate is now before the stationary white veil (earth) and is allowed by the captain to proceed through. He is told it is possible to be in accord with his God and that a sign of that grace is communicated with the word, “Am… Ruh…h” My people (the children of Israel) have obtained mercy.
The white curtain is the last of the veils to be opened and it now reveals the Sanhedrin represented by the Three Principals of The Chapter.
Figure 6 – The Final White Curtain and the Sanhedrin 

Each Principal represents a combination or fusing of knowledge drawn from the Blue Lodge and the Red Chapter.  The candidate learns of the need for the unity and concord in mankind (blue robe) and the zeal for change (red robe) of the Chapter and an aspiration for the future (purple robe) from the combination of blue and red.   The three Principals have provided a united direction and balance.  “We three, do meet and agree, in love and unity” and only then can they give the Grand Royal Arch Word or the lost word of master mason JHV.
Before he is admitted to the Sanhedrin he is rewarded for his advancement and exultation with a sash, jewel and rod to mark his companionship within the Sanhedrin.  The candidate’s metamorphosis is now complete and this is conveyed in the ritual when he is told “…..we may humbly, yet confidently, hope to be received within the Sanhedrin and be presented to and be welcomed by the Prince.”  
These symbols for change deserve more interpretation and explanation.   In the interest of brevity I have supplied one possible interpretation.  I hope I have stimulated your enquiry and invite you to submit your own interpretation.  We can never achieve perfection but the two beautiful ceremonies provide a wealth of mysteries on which each of us can reflect.  

By V. E. Graeme  Martin

The Shirley Royal Arch Chapter No 86 and The Albert Edward Chapter No. 6
Christchurch  N.Z.
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Worshipful Excellent Master





While this picture of the Degree of the Holy Royal Arch does not display the protecting banners in the same order as that of the New Zealand constitution arrangement, it is useful as a focal point for reflection.  The alignment of each banner and zodiac sign have significant meaning as do the elements and attributes they each represent.





In the Royal Arch Degree additional  learning is also conveyed through symbols such as; the working tools, the recovered scroll, the  reading from the Volume of the Sacred Law, signs, pass grips or tokens and words given at the white curtain or veil, the Grand or Royal Sign and the Jewel, sash and staff of that degree.  
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High Priest Jeshua





Aspiring to be one with God represented in the air of heaven.





Giving a direction for achieving a balance of God with man.





Ritual – “in love and unity” 


(Unity of man and God)








Prince Zerubbabel





Fervency and zeal for change represented by the red of fire.





Responsibility to balance the changing elemental forces of earth, fire, water and air.





Ritual – “We three”


(Combining a need for change with action)











Prophet Haggai





Unity of learning in the Blue Lodge with the Chapter.





Unity and support of the Blue Lodge with spiritual connection of The Red Chapter.





Ritual – “do meet and agree” (Unity and concord of mankind)
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