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FREEMASONRY

Fr Francis Marsden

Why has there long been enmity between the Catholic Church and Freemasonic lodges. Does the Church now allow Catholics to become freemasons?


In brief: 1. For good reason. 2. No.

The word freemason originally meant a skilled stonemason who worked on the ornamental stonework for the great Gothic cathedrals, rather than on the rough hewn stone forming the basic frame of the building.


After the Protestant reformation, church building went into steep decline. The guilds of masons took in many non-stonemasons to boost their membership. They became places for the discussion of ethics and morality, while retaining the secret signs, symbols and gestures of the guilds.


The merger of four such guilds in London to form a Grand Lodge of Freemasons in 1717 marks the beginning of modern freemasonry. 


The German “Handbuch” of Freemasonry, defines Freemasonry as: 

"the activity of closely united men who, employing symbolical forms borrowed principally from the mason's trade and from architecture, work for the welfare of mankind, striving morally to ennoble themselves and others and thereby to bring about a universal league of mankind, which they aspire to exhibit even now on a small scale".


This appears at worst, harmless: at best, laudable. So why have eight Popes condemned the Lodge? Why has the relationship between the Catholic Church and the Masonic order been strained since Pope Clement XII forbade Catholics to join the Masons in his 1738 decree “In Eminenti”.


If we examine the “Book of Constitutions” (1723) composed by a Scottish Presbyterian minister, James Anderson, we find its legendary history of the Lodge.  Masons suppose that God, "the Great Architect," founded Freemasonry, and that its patrons are Adam and the Patriarchs. Jesus is listed as "the Grand Master" of the Christian Church. They credit themselves with the building of Noah's ark, the Tower of Babel, the pyramids and Solomon's Temple. Moreover, Freemasonry borrows widely from the traditions of cults such as Druids, the Mithraic cult, the Egyptian priesthood, the Rosicrucians and others.


Freemasonry is not merely a benevolent society or a gentleman’s club, a secret society for advancing its members in wealth and influence. It has all the trappings of a religion:  temples, altars, a moral code, worship services, vestments, feast days, a hierarchy of leadership, initiation and burial rites, and promises of eternal reward and punishment. 


The rolled-up trouser legs, aprons blindfolds and secret handshakes, may appear laughable to outsiders. However, the Masonic compass and square are symbols of a rationalistic religion. Masonry claims to be the natural religion of man, free of divisive dogma and open to all creeds – but not, of course, to women.


During the first craft degree, the initiation into masonry, the candidate is told: “A Mason is obliged to obey the mora1 law. Let a man’s religion or mode of worship be what it may, he is not excluded from the Order, provided he believe in the glorious Architect of heaven and earth.


He takes his bloodcurdling oaths on whichever volume his creed holds sacred - the Bible, the Torah, the Qu’ran or the Bhagavad-Gita. A lodge will have open the sacred volumes relating to all its members.


The Masonic understanding is that all religions are equally important. None has access to absolute truth. This contradicts the message of Christ. It undermines the Catholic Church’s teaching and spreads an indifferentist attitude to all religions. Masons reject dogma and revealed truth. The Masonic god is not the Father and Lord God of Christian revelation. He is a deist god, vague, neutral, undefined, and open to any interpretation.


Besides the Catholic and Orthodox Churches, Lutheran, Methodist and Presbyterian denominations have declared that Christianity and Freemasonry are incompatible. The Methodists particularly objected to Masons’ use of “Jahbulon” as the name of their “god.” Jahbulon is a combination of Yahweh, Baal (a Syrian fertility god) and Osiris (an Egyptian deity). This is syncretism, the mixing together of different religions on the same level.


The milder Anglo-Saxon form of Freemasonry professed belief in God and upright living. Indeed it has numbered many royalty and Anglican bishops among its ranks. In 1877 however, the French Grand Orient Lodge lurched towards atheism. It expunged all allusions to the Great Architect, the Bible and the immortality of the soul from its rituals. It based itself upon the cry of the French revolution: liberty, equality and fraternity. 

The continental lodges were bitterly anti-Catholic. Masons claimed credit for the wrecking of the French Church during the 1792 Revolution. Uniting Italy against Pope Pius IX, they seized the Papal States. Secretly the British and American Lodges supported them.

The Grand Commander of World Masonry, A. Pike, wrote (1886) "The Papacy has been for a thousand years the torturer of humanity, the most shameless imposture in its presence to spiritual power of all ages . . .  this spiritual cobra, this deadly, treacherous, murderous enemy, the most formidable power in the world . .”

The President of the Grand Orient, Delpech, stated in 1902: “The triumph of the Galilean has lasted many centuries but now his day is over. The impostor God promised an era of justice and peace to those who believed in him. The illusion has persisted for far too long. Brother Masons, we rejoice to state that we are not without our share in the overthrow of the false prophets. The Roman Church, founded on the Galilean myth, began to decay rapidly from the very day on which organized masonry was first established.”

The Belgian Grand Master J. M. Cocq was more perceptive in his strategy for destroying the Church: “It is not enough to combat the influence of the clergy, to strip the Church of the authority which she has usurped and of which she makes evil use. What must be destroyed is the instrument which the clergy employ to subjugate the masses. It is religion itself, it is the belief in religious and deceptive phantoms, in the supernatural. It is dogma” (1900).

To some extent he appears to have succeeded.

It was hardly surprising therefore that the 1917 Code of Canon Law prescribed automatic excommunication for any Catholic who became a Mason.


The issue became confused in 1974. In a spirit of ecumenical openness, several bishops enquired whether the excommunication of Masons was still in force. A letter of Cardinal Seper, prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, was interpreted to mean that Catholics could join Masonic lodges that were not anti-Catholic.

The new Code (1983) states that “A person who joins an association which plots against the church is to be punished with a just penalty; one who promotes or takes office in such an association is to be punished with an interdict.” (Canon 1374)

Cardinal Ratzinger issued a new declaration Quaesitum est (Nov. 26, 1983). Masonic principles are irreconcilable with the Church's teaching. Catholics who join the Masons are in a state of grave sin. They may not receive Holy Communion. No local bishop can override this judgement.

A mason ascends the ladder of his Lodge by the craft degree ceremonies, which resemble sacramental rituals. They promise enlightenment and spiritual perfection. They mention neither the grace of God, nor the death and resurrection of Christ. To accept these rituals is to regard Baptism, Confession and the Eucharist as useless. Hence Freemasonry constitutes a false religion, whatever else it pretends to be, even if particular lodges are friendly or neutral towards the Church, and even if individual masons are upright citizens.

The Craft usually has 33 degrees. When one reaches the 30th degree in the masonic hierarchy, the Kadosh, the candidate crushes with his foot the papal tiara and the royal crown, and swears to free mankind "from the bondage of despotism and the thralldom of spiritual tyranny." In the highest degrees the secret name of the god is revealed to the Master Mason, and that name is sometimes given as Lucifer, the light-bearer.

Dr. D. R. Denman, an Anglican scholar, once himself a mason, comments: “Christ and the Craft are fundamentally opposed to one another. Well I remember the wave of nausea as I stood an initiate outside the Masonic Lodge and heard myself referred to as a poor candidate in a state of darkness who by God’s help was seeking the light. God’s grace had already shone in my heart to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ: this I knew, and as I stood there listening to the first utterance of Masonic ritual I was aware of rampant evil. In vain, I sought for some acknowledgement of the Light of the World in the worship and ritual of the degrees that followed. There was nothing. The sense of blasphemy had become, by the middle of the Third Degree ceremony, so overwhelming that I was moved to protest and to leave the Temple, never to return.”

