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Rebuilding The Temple By An Excellent Master
The Lodge of Excellent Masters is the last of the lodge degrees and extends the Master Mason, and prepares him for learning to change and experience a rebuilding of the inner temple of a man.  The officers and brethren of this degree are your brother masons who have already taken up the decree of Cyrus and searched for better things outside of Babylon.  The sins of the Jewish nation have been assuaged and there has been a revitalisation of Judaism and all its values and therefore only masons who are properly prepared in their hearts will be considered available to rebuild that Temple.  This lodge of Excellent Masons will prepare the candidate by testing his fidelity and dedication before instructing him how to undertake the task.  Only prepared masons need apply for this job.

The starting point is to look at what qualifies a Master Mason to progress and become an Excellent Mason.  This qualification requires the candidate to cast a speculative eye on the learning path of a Mark Master Mason.  When becoming an Entered Apprentice he learns of his duties to his fellow man, his lodge, his country and his God.   He proceeds to the Fellow Craft degree and finds that his education is now further extended to the world around him in the form of the hidden mysteries of nature and science.  He later learns there is an extension to his knowledge of nature and science by learning “The mysteries” of the Master Mason and the Mark Master Mason degrees.
Before the candidate extends his learning in the ceremony by receiving The Excellent Degree, he will have to satisfy the brethren his mind is properly prepared.  The candidate’s preparation is proved when the candidate provides the pass grip and pass word of The Mark Degree.  The fidelity and progression he has made since achieving his Fellow-Craft Degree, Master Mason and Mark Master Mason Degree will enable him to produce his own perfect ashlar measured from within and from without.
From both the practical and esoteric level the Mark Master Mason has been rewarded with “his mark” to mark his progress.  The progress he has made is his ability to practice what he ought to do by following a mystery or plan even through times of difficulty and danger and that in the end this will earn him a monetary reward in the physical world and a spiritual reward measured from within.  He will gain this spiritual reward but only if his mark on his stone is pure and unsullied.
Some words are used in this paper to illustrate the learning path and they come from the ritual.  Other words and phrases are used in a speculative way by me to establish a point that might easily be overlooked if just the ritual is used. It is time to speculate on what a mason’s mark represents and the ritual of the Excellent Master and how both speak to us at many levels.  In a physical sense the mark is put upon a stone that is fitted into a structure, a stone that has been corrected of irregularities and the evil passions that have been tested to remove the irregularities to which mortal men are prone.  The imperfect working plans of other brethren that surround the mark man has resulted in him being chastised for wasting his and their time by producing unwanted building material.  But the candidate shows his fidelity and is resilient to unwarranted criticism of his life and work.  
The Mark Master Mason will be placed in the structure after he has endured the hardship of being rejected by others.  He has almost reached that status of the Grand Master that has been lost and he is presented with a jewel that marks his new status and as being tested by “the perfect triangle”, and the label with the letters HTWSSTKS.  But like Hiram Abiff he has acquired a hope and a duty during his life journey.  Also he will be supported during any hour of distress or affliction because he will ever find friends who will administer relief to his distress and comfort in is hour of affliction.  From the ritual we know:  
For it is the last, the keystone forms the arch, 
The rest that there are put are nothing 
Till that comes to bind and shut; 

Then stands it a perfect arch.
There are three separate ways to establish the message conveyed to a candidate in the Excellent Degree.  The first focus is on the password, pass grip and word of The Excellent Degree which have a curious historical origin.  The second focus is the message conveyed by the symbolism of the candidate standing on holy ground and learning the reason for him needing to pass through the first three veils.  Finally the third is on why he must stand before the white veil leading to the wisdom of the Sanhedrin and the message they have a responsibility to convey back to him.  That wisdom will not be made clear to him until his exultation The Holy Royal Arch Degree, which is yet to come.
The first part of the Excellent Degree ceremony has the practical need of extending the candidate’s knowledge.  In past times the mysteries of the Holy Royal Arch Degree were imparted only after the candidate had been installed as a Master of a lodge.  A remnant remains in the Excellent Degree where the Mark Master Mason is provided with the means of The Virtual Passing of the (Master’s) Chair and he will be entitled to have conferred upon the title of “Master or Ra   i” i.e. a teacher of law.  This word has the same root for a word for what we now know as Rabbi.  A master mason as the candidate for The Excellent Degree now has a higher message conveyed to him that in times past had been restricted only to a properly prepared and well seasoned Past Master and rarely to a recently Installed Master of a lodge.  The extended learning of the Excellent Master Mason and Royal Arch Degrees has now been made available to many more candidates other than those who have attained “The Chair” in the Craft.
It is central to the Excellent Degree that the candidate learns to control his own will and thereby to rediscover “The Lost Word”.  He can regain this word which will help him toward the final hours of mortal life.  The clue is behind the white veil and he can only guess that he may be allowed to proceed behind it in his next degree - The Holy Royal Arch.  

The second half of the Excellent Degree will be imparted through a more esoteric or reflective focus.  The candidate who “Passes the Veils” has to reflect on their meaning without the same instructions gained through a charge being given to him.  The symbols and the ritual itself have to speak to the candidate and allow time for him to think and realise their significance.  The need to reflect in this degree can be overlooked even by those who have gained this degree, as it is not plainly stated to the candidate.  The ceremony could be deemed to be of little importance if is only taken by words as ritual, the use of veils that cover and block progress and passwords based on Biblical readings require the candidate to look for the deeper meanings in what they represent.

The Excellent Master makes excellent progress and be acknowledged when he completes the learning from “Passing the Veils”.  His Conductor and the Captains of the Veils help him during his preparation for the final step of learning.  There are three readings from the VSL and each will teach the candidate how to prepare for the recovery of the Lost Word, the same as Moses did.  Like Moses the candidate prepares himself to be as one with the “I Am”. 

It is also useful to look at what else the candidate will now learn from the Excellent Degree.  The candidate is still in a Lodge and sees officers that include; the Inner Guard, Junior Warden, Senior Warden, Past Excellent Master and Worshipful Excellent Master.  When he looks at the VSL in the Centre he notes that the points of the compasses above the square are the same as in the Master Mason Degree.  Later in the ceremony he is provided with the pass word leading to the Excellent Degree which has not changed from that learnt as a Mark Master Mason.  
It is interesting to note that the pass word was derived from an association with a travelling lodge of fellow-crafts we learn of in the Master Mason Degree.  The members of this lodge find the murderers of the mythical Hiram Abiff.  These ruffians were deemed not yet ready to learn the significance of The Word and one of them who was the most ambitious and learnt of Hiram Abiff’s fidelity and his death caused the loss of The Word or connection with the I Am, he is now regretful.   The Excellent Master has regained the same ambition and is now on a path that he hopes will lead to him regaining this Lost Word.
The opening prayer of the Excellent Degree informs us that we will need guidance from The Almighty if we wish to reform ourselves.  The words used are found in this invocation “Do thou guide and assist us in building a second temple by reformation, so that when the veil of this earthly tabernacle shall be drawn aside we may be received into that sanctuary where Thou livest and reignest forever.  SMIB”. 
At the opening of an Excellent Lodge the Worshipful Excellent Master enquires of The Past Excellent Master what is his duty and the reply informs us “……to set it (the lodge) to work with good and wholesome laws.”  The founding Law of Moses, the rejuvenation of the Holy Law by Ezra after the Captivity, the judgement Law of Haggai the prophet while in Babylon and the regulatory Law re-enforced by the other strong characters and prophets of their time; Bazaleel, Aholiab and Nemiah all set us to our work during their life with good and wholesome laws.  It is from Ezra I 1-3 we learn of Cyrus the King of Persia’s proclamation that the Jews may return to rebuild their temple in Jerusalem.  Ezra and some other prophets over time leave before Zerubbabel and journey back to Jerusalem to assist at rebuilding the Temple.  Some Biblical referenced years later we note that Ezra began his scribal duties by writing down the Jewish Law again after it had become degraded while living in Babylon.  Ezra began adjudicating on the effects of “God’s” law on the lives of the Jewish people.
Later during the closing The Senior Warden informs us that he will pay the Excellent Masters their wages if they have followed that Law.  To follow the Law the Excellent Mason requires of himself to be disciplined and take responsibility for his actions throughout his life.  He is informed that he, like Moses, has a great duty “….. to dispense light and truth to the uninformed mason”, and that he can only do this if he is conversant with the lectures of the previous degrees conferred upon him.  If he is Excellent at his duty then he can hope for the “higher wage” or acceptance by God.
The learning derived from this second half of the ceremony is focussed on the meanings drawn from three known veils and the mysterious fourth or white veil and a personal white veil of ignorance the candidate wears.  The learning from different colour veils is in the ritual.  There are four colours, blue, purple, red and white.  At the obvious level the learning from different coloured veils in The Excellent Degree is communicated by the ritual delivered in relation to the colour of each veil. The candidate learns from the captain of each of three veils a lesson drawn from Moses’s life in the first Exodus. through the ritual readings before each veil.   However he does not receive any information about the fourth or white veil which will come later.

The candidate is introduced to an explanation about the veils and his need to pass through them soon after he completes an obligation.  It is explained that The Passing of the Veils that they are an allusion to the veils used by Moses as coverings in the Tabernacle that was built in the desert during the wandering in the wilderness during the first Exodus of the Jews.  The bond of the Jewish nation to their God was tested in this temporary house dedicated to Jehovah.  But the veils were to be torn asunder by the wrath of God should the Jewish nation wander away from the discipline of the Ten Commandments issued to them by God via Moses.

The explanations for the ritual meanings of the colours of each veil in the Excellent and Royal Arch Degrees in New Zealand have been heavily influenced by Scottish ritual.  An explanation is given in New Zealand ritual which is as follows:
The Blue Veil

The first veil the candidate passes through is the blue veil.  The captain of this veil informs him about an incident in Moses’ life recorded in Exodus iii 1-6.  The candidate is standing on the holy ground of a Tabernacle and he must shed his shoes accordingly to be at one with physical elements of his body being made of earth and water, and acknowledge divine presence.  Moses has learnt through the unconsumed burning bush (the element of fire or energy) that there is an ineffable God of the Jews and for want of a better description Moses is instructed to defer to him unquestioningly and call him I Am That I Am who demands respect.  This God is all powerful and is too difficult for the unprepared mind to comprehend and not directly named.  
The sign of the rod illustrates to the candidate at the blue veil that he has entered a Tabernacle of transition and that his mind has to let go of the trivia and false values and diversions of life by allowing his mind to become open to new attitudes and obligations; this new knowledge has in history been represented by a snake and change is represented by the illustration by the change of a stick to a snake and back again.  Even today the symbol of medicine is a snake curled around a staff representing medical knowledge and curiously the knowledgeable master mason tightens his belt with a snake clasp.   The flexible snake becomes the rod again to remind us to stand firm upon this important shift in knowledge that to emulate the strength demonstrated by Bezaleel the prophet as he held firm to his new found faith.  Bezaleel displays his knowledge by constructing the complex design of the Ark of the Covenant for Moses and organises the construction of this repository for the 10 Commandments.

The blue curtain, the snake and Bezaleel are all symptoms of positive change during our lives.
The learning continues when the candidate is informed that the colour blue represents a symbol of universal friendship and benevolence that he has learnt to practise in the Craft or Blue Lodge.  These virtues are to be as wide as the expanse of the blue heavens above in a craft mason’s life.  In addition in the ritual he learns that blue represents one of the four elements of which all matter is made from, namely air.  Air is one of the natural states and basic component of all life.  

The Purple Veil

The second is the purple veil, and the candidate learns of another incident in the life of Moses recorded in Exodus iv 6-8.  The symbolism in the story of the leprous hand is also about change.  Goodness to evil and back to goodness again in a steadfast manner.  The veil is symbolic of the change that is necessary in all of us from being focused on the universal friendship of the blue Craft to be ready to receive and honour the change to be found in the closer journey to The Word.  The energy for change will be presented by the crimson or red veil.  Blue and red are mixed to create the transition colour of purple.  Purple too is about a change in state and part of the preparation toward regaining the Lost Word.  The sign of the leprous hand that changes and then recovers is repeating the need for change in a man from a known past to a new higher state of consciousness.
Purple is symbolic of water as the source of purple dye to the ancient people was the blood of the “shellfish” (sea snail) or murex.  Man too is made of water.  The Purple Veil is also associated with the prophet Aholiab who brought unity and concord amongst the Jewish people during his life.  He is the organiser of the tent tabernacle of the wandering Jews in the wilderness; he plans cloth coverings and coloured veils and assists in lining the Ark of the Covenant built by Bazaleel. 
The Scarlet Veil

The third is a scarlet veil, and the candidate learns of another incident in the life of Moses.  In Exodus iv (9) we find the warning to the Jewish nation that if you don’t believe in the Words of The Lord through the prophets then there will be blood upon the land. The theme of change continues when the candidates learns that the colour scarlet is emblematic of fervency and zeal which should actuate all masons.

This colour could also be used to foretell to the Jewish nation that should they ever forsake their religious connection to The Great I am then there may be blood upon the land.  Nebuchadnezzar had been a tool for the wrath of God to penalise the Jews for the sins of this nation of straying from the one God.  Many times the Jews are reminded of the fervency and zeal that should be reflected in the direct worship of their mysterious Jehovah. 

Scarlet is one of the basic elements, it is the symbol of fire or of energy and zeal for change in our world.  It is the final and most important reminder of the need for us to change our thoughts from earth, water and air to something more important and mysterious.

The candidate has been wearing his own white veil symbolising that a man may not know of his own ignorance, and now that barrier to higher knowledge is removed.  He is prepared for higher things and can now be truly designated as an Excellent Mason.  The candidate is now a learned mason; a well and properly prepared mason.  He is now ready for his final level of learning drawn from the sixth degree.
The White Veil

The fourth or white veil is before this Excellent Mason and he has not travelled through it.  White is symbolic of earth as the flax of which it is made is grown upon the earth.  Earth is the fourth element of which all creatures on the earth are made.

The candidate’s mind has been the focus for his journey through three veils and his own worldly veil is cast aside.  The prepared mind must be shown the white veil to prepare him for his final learning journey.  He stands before the Holy of Holies just like the High Priest of Jerusalem.
The lecture in the Excellent Degree informs us that the signs, tokens and words were issued to candidates for rebuilding the temple for practical reasons.  Over time some “unqualified” men had journeyed back to Jerusalem and Ezra had become concerned that they had married non Jewish wives.  In a bid to refocus the nation on Jehovah and remove any idolatry through marriage to others owing allegiance to other Gods, it became important to Ezra that the diversions of other religions should not take hold in Judea and Israel again.  Later Nemiah carries on the judicial work that Ezra has started.
Only fit and properly prepared men would be issued with the qualification to begin the rebuilding of the Temple back in Jerusalem.   The signs and words that delivered the Jews from bondage in Egypt are used again some hundreds of years later to differentiate Jews who worshipped Jehovah and not the many Gods of other nations.  The mysterious white veil that the candidate sees but does not go through in The Excellent Degree is symbolic of what keeps us from seeing our divine connection.
The jewel for The Excellent degree is the 5 pointed star symbolic of the Master Mason who has perfected his obligation to other men.  He practises the five points of fellowship that man and God expected him to live by.  He has learnt his duty to his God.  He can now be called the Excellent Master of his own life.  He is exhorted not through misconduct or inattention to the rules to bring shame upon himself and to keep unsullied his title of “Excellent Master.“ 
At the closing of The Excellent Degree the Senior Warden promises to pay the wages due to the Excellent Master.  These wages are not money or valuable goods for they are not mentioned in the ritual.  The wages due are not to be measured in worldly terms.  The rewards are those mysteries and privileges; you were informed you were entitled to when you first knocked on the door of a Lodge to be initiated to as an Entered Apprentice.  The trials of an excellent master are conducted within the candidate over the previous five degrees.  Each trial builds the character to become an excellent mason. It has been a long journey since that time but the master mason’s destination is not far away and will be found in just one more degree.
It is an explanation of the beautiful learning included in the ceremony of the Excellent Degree that needs to be explained to our candidates that will keep them in the Chapter.  These trials were not meant to be easy and that journey keeps our membership active.  We can not afford to simplify the reasons for joining the Chapter to basic messages such as the recovery of the lost word as to some this is not of great significance and not a reason to join.  We need to give explanations rather than generalities.

This is but one explanation of the trials we go through and I look forward to your comments.
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