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Big Sky Unitar ian Universalist Fellowship 
Presented by Blake Gardiner 

The Philosophy of Freemasons 
 
This past September Joyce Kronholm presented “The Legacy of Helena’s First Unitarians.”  During her 
presentation Freemasons were mentioned several times as being part of the early development of Helena 
and Montana.   Afterwards, during reflections, comments were made that it would be interesting to learn 
more about Freemasons.   
 
Joyce kindly “outed”  me as being present, and a Freemason.   I have been a Freemason for almost 23 
years, and I am a Past Master of Helena Lodge No. 3.  I am always happy to provide any information 
about Masons to anyone interested.   At the suggestion of a couple members, I volunteered to put 
together a service to address some of those questions.  First, let me say that there is no universal or 
central Masonic authority, no one speaks for all Freemasons, so the following reflect my personal 
opinions and perceptions. 
 
I would like to briefly cover four areas of Freemasonry; there is no way to go into great detail in the 
allotted time.  My initial goal was speak about the “Philosophy of Freemasons.”   However, I think that a 
short history of Masonry is in order, along with a scattering of other information; such as Masonic 
symbols and Masonic charities that I hope will provide basic understanding of Freemasons. 
 
Freemasons like to trace Masonic history back to the time of Solomon – and masons have been building 
with stone since before recorded history -- but in truth the freemasonry of today had its beginnings in 
16th Century England and Scotland. It is an outgrowth of the old craft guilds or lodges of stonemasons 
that were in existence in England and Europe during the great cathedral and castle building period of the 
middle ages.  Then a the term Freemason referred to a master builder, who had completed his training, 
and mastered his trade, and was free to travel and offer his skills to the highest bidder.    
 
Modern Freemasons, who refer to themselves as “non-operative or speculative Masons,”  had their 
beginnings in the late 1500’s.  Lodge records from Edinburgh, Scotland report the admission of 
honorary members as early as 1600.  By 1670, the Aberdeen lodge records show it was composed of 
four noblemen, three “gentlemen,”  15 tradesmen other than masons and only 10 working masons. There 
are also records showing the formation in London of a parallel body called “ the “Acception”  about 
1619. These honorary members were known as “accepted masons”  or “gentleman masons.”   They did 
not belong to the company proper, and they paid double the regular initiation fee.  These documents help 
date the age of modern freemason fraternity as being at least 400 years old, and are the basis for the 
Masonic claim of being the world’s oldest fraternity. 
 
The first known Mason documented to have been in what is now Montana was Meriwether Lewis in 
1803.   Lewis’  Masonic Apron is on display at the Masonic Grand Lodge Museum at 425 Park Avenue, 
here in Helena.   
(By the way, the Masonic Grand Lodge Museum is open to the public on weekdays – or by appointment, 
and has many artifacts of interest to Montana history buffs.)    
 
The next recorded Masons were members of the “Second Fisk Expedition”  who met on Mullan Pass, in 
1862.   This meeting was reported by one of the participants, Nathaniel P. Langford, who in my opinion 
is one of the most interesting and overlooked of Montana pioneers. Langford was the first U.S. tax 
collector in the territory -- not a popular person among the early miners, but a job I personally find 
interesting.  He was one of the leaders of the 1870 Washburn-Langford-Doane Expedition that was the 
first group to map, describe and name most the sites in, and promote what is now Yellowstone National 
Park.  He was the first Superintendent of Yellowstone Park.  Langford also wrote “Vigilante Days and 
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Ways,”  one of the earliest books to document the vigilante movement in early Montana.  He was Grand 
Master of Montana Masons in 1869.   
 
The first Masonic lodges were formed in Montana Territory 143 years ago – including my own lodge, 
which was started here in Helena in 1865.  In January of 1866 Helena No. 3 (originally Helena City No. 
10 of the Grand Lodge of Colorado), and the other territorial lodges in Virginia City and Bannack joined 
to form the Grand Lodge of Montana. 
 
The basic units of masonry are lodges.  The term lodge has basically the same meaning as congregation 
or fellowship; it is just a group of Masons.  The subordinate lodges make up a Grand Lodge.  Usually 
Grand Lodges are formed to control specific geographical areas, states, provinces, even countries, and 
each recognized Grand Lodge has supreme control over its constituent lodges.  There is no universal or 
supreme authority above the individual Grand Lodges.  
 
There are now 2 lodges here in Helena.  In the late 1800’s  - Helena also had a Jewish lodge, which 
dwindled in membership and finally closed down only a couple of years ago.  There was also a Chinese 
lodge, and at least one, possibly 2 African-American, or “Prince Hall”  Lodges - which while Masonic, 
were not recognized as "regular" in those days of segregation.  There is only one Prince Hall Lodge left 
in Montana today, it is located in Great Falls, and is under the jurisdiction of the Prince Hall Grand 
Lodge of Oregon, Idaho and Montana. While it is not part of the Grand Lodge of Montana, it and its 
members are fully recognized as brother Masons and we may freely visit other’s lodges.  I should point 
out that the Grand Lodge of Montana has no membership restrictions based on race, although a few 
southern Grand Lodges still have such restrictions – at least in practice. 
 
Freemasonry has sometimes been referred to as a "secret society." This is an inaccurate statement. 
Freemasons certainly don©t make a secret of the fact who or where we are. We, individual masons wear 
rings, lapel pins, and tie clasps with Masonic emblems like the Square and Compasses; the best-known 
of Masonic signs - clearly identifying us as Freemasons.   
Masonic buildings are usually well marked, listed in phone books, and have web sites. The only thing 
that could be referred to as "secret" -- although we prefer the word "private" -- are the methods of 
recognition such as grips, words, signs, and our ritual by which we induct new members, and even those 
are not truly secret. 
 
A principal requirement for a man to be a candidate for Masonry is to have a belief in a Supreme Being. 
Nevertheless, Freemasonry is not a religion.  However, because Freemasonry directly descended from 
the craft guilds that built the great cathedrals in England and Europe and its lessons were originally 
based mostly upon the teachings of the Old Testament, many of those traditional teachings are retained 
today.   
 
All Lodges are required to have a “Volume of Sacred Law,”  representing man’s relationship with a 
Supreme Being, open upon an altar while conducting business, to remind them of the enlightenment that 
is obtained by such a relationship.  Traditionally, in Montana, most lodges use a King James Version of 
the Bible.  However, other religious texts are considered of equal value in our meditations upon morality 
and spirituality.  Masonry does not prefer one religion over another – rather, it teaches tolerance for all 
religions, and the recognition of truth wherever it may be found.  Masons are asked so swear oaths of 
brotherhood on a “Volume of Sacred Law,”  and if the Bible is not acceptable to any member as a 
representative of their own sacred law, the Grand Lodge of Montana maintains copies of about a dozen 
different Sacred Writings which may be freely substituted for the Bible, including those of:   Bahaism; 
Buddhism; Confucianism Hinduism; Islam; Judaism; Shintoism; Sikhism; Taoism; Zoroastrianism.  
However, this list is in no way meant limit which sacred books that may be used. 
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Masons as a group do not pray to any specific deity.  We use the Masonic term "Supreme Architect of 
the Universe" or "Great Architect of the Universe", or simply God to refer to each member’s personal 
understanding and relationship with a Supreme Being.   We pray together, but each prays individually in 
accordance his own concept of deity. No Mason is required to worship another©s deity, and there is no 
"God of Masonry".   Because a Lodge acts in unison, prayers offered in a Lodge must be of a nature that 
will be agreed to by all present, secular prayers are not allowed.    

Freemasonry does encourage each and every member to be an active participant in the community of his 
faith.   Freemasonry’s primary goal is to teach its members to look within ourselves, and learn how to 
live a useful, moral and just life, to improve our minds, develop our own understanding of morality, and 
the development of our own personal ethics and philosophies.  

Masonic ideas are illustrated by symbols.  The original stonemasons developed symbols as mnemonic 
aids for learning important work lessons and ideas during the Middle-Ages because most men were not 
able to read.  Even today -- in virtually every major human organization, regardless of its type, symbols 
have important uses .  
The International Red Cross / Red Crescent movement has the two symbols which form its name, 
symbols intended convey the humanity, neutrality, independence, voluntary service and universality 
which are the essences of that organization.   The Unitarian faith has as a central symbol - the Flaming 
Chalice.  These symbols have no singular meaning, but they convey specific ideas and different 
meanings to people, depending on their context and history.   

Freemasons have are many symbols. To go through the multitude of them would be time consuming, 
and one am going to spare you, even if could remember them all.   The most prevalent and recognizable 
symbol is the Square and Compasses which enclose the letter “G.”  The square was used by operative 
stonemasons to make sure that the stones they were finishing were square at all angles, thus ensuring the 
quality and integrity of the structure they were building. Today, speculative masons, or "Freemasons", 
use that symbol to represent the teachings that each member should make himself morally fit, so that he 
may become a strong useful stone, or component of his community, one of the highest quality and 
unquestionable integrity.  

The compasses were used by stonemasons to inscribe circular boundaries, dividing space into two 
regions: that within the circle, and that without. For the freemason, the compasses are a symbol of 
boundaries as well: they teach us to keep our passions (such as anger, jealousy, and intolerance, to name 
a few) within limits, so that we do not impose ourselves upon others, or act basely towards them.   

The letter “G" (I usually tell everyone it stands for “Gardiner” ) --  but it refers to both geometry – one of 
the fundamental sciences used in building, and also for God, not in the Christian sense; but to the 
Supreme Being or force which is the basis of all major world religions – as a reminder of our spiritual 
obilgations. 

A few of the other symbols you see illustrated on this tapestry are:  (Tapestry on display) 
The 24 Inch Gauge: Is a symbol of time as wealth; emblematic of the twenty-four hours in a day, which 
is further divided into three equal parts of eight hours each, teaching us to allot 8 hours to God and the 
distressed, 8 hours for our usual vocation, and 8 hours for rest and refreshment.. 
 
The Level:  Was used by operative Masons to lay true horizontal lines, but teaches us to recognize 
equality in the dignity and worth of the human spirit. 
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The Checkered Pavement:  Is a representation of the ground floor of King Solomon’s Temple, and is a 
reminder of the dualities of life, the good and bad, night and day, male and female. 
 
The Spr igs of Accacia:  Is a hearty evergreen of the Near East, and an emblem of the immortality of the 
spirit. 

 
All Seeing Eye, represents that immortal conscience that pervades the inner most recesses of the Human 
Heart. 
 
Tr iangle and Yod, Two representations of the Supreme Being.  The triangle is one of the oldest 

symbols for God, and the yod is the first letter in Hebrew writings for the name of God:    
 
What is expected a Freemason? 
1.  In a lodge room, a Mason is expected to be informative and inspirational.  
2. In the home a Mason is gentle, kind and practices fidelity. 
3  In business relationships, a Mason is honest, and maintains his veracity. 
4. In his daily work, a Mason exhibits thoroughness and dependability. 
5. In social contacts, a Mason conducts himself with moderation and self-control. 
6. Towards the fortunate, a Mason is the first to offer congratulations and best wishes. 
7. Towards the weak, a Mason quickly offers compassion and assistance. 
8. When confronted with wickedness, a Mason puts up resistance and offers rebuke. 
9. Towards the truly penitent a Mason grants forgiveness and another chance. 
10. Towards his God a Mason shows reverence. 
These ten concepts are easy to state, but difficult to achieve.  
 
Freemasons have a number of other related organizations.  Many people do not realize that all Shriners 
must be Masons, along with the Shriners, there are The Scottish Rite of Freemasonry, The York Rite, 
Order of Eastern Star and at least a dozen other Masonic related organizations.   Masonry, with its 
related organizations is the world’s largest philanthropy; donating $2.5 million a day to medical 
research, health care, education and other causes.  In Montana we have the Montana Masonic Home, 
Three Childhood Speech Clinics, and Montana Shriners are major contributors to the Shrine Hospital, 
such as the one in Spokane.  The individual lodges work to promote public education with scholarships 
and our Bikes for Books programs and quietly contribute to many charitable causes. 
 
I was searching for some poignant remarks from a well known Masonic writer to close with, but have 
chosen relate some words from Walter Bruenuing, a Mason living in Great Falls.  This past September, 
Walter Bruening’s lodge wanted to have a dinner for him in honor of his birthday.   Walter agreed, but 
insisted that he be allowed to speak on the lessons he had learned over his life at the occasion.  Walter 
wrote longhand a 3 page speech – Walter is a retired railroad worker, and he has no use for computers!  
The following are excerpts from Walter’s speech to the members of his lodge, and which I feel 
exemplify Masonic thought: 

"Life begins each morning no matter if we are 10, 20, or more, no matter whether we have succeeded, 
failed, or just muddled along.  Life begins today.  Life is a school.  The world is neither a prison nor a 
palace of ease, but a place of instruction and discipline.  
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This world has been formed, framed and furnished; and is a thing to be thankful for - to all -- men and 
women alike.  Remember that life’s length is not measured by its hours and days but by that which we 
have done therein. A useless life is short if it lasts a century; and [life] asks nothing of us that is not 
possible.  There needs to be much more of the spirit of fellowship among us and more forgiveness.  The 
power of gentleness is too little seen in the world. 

Men and women should take care that they learn. The use of knowledge is to distinguish good from evil.  
Knowledge is the more genuine and real of human treasures for it is to light as ignorance is to darkness. 
The good and evil we do form the character by which we are to be judged.  How unworthy are the men 
and women who never did anything — only lived and died.  

Religion is natural for all people. Religion is power, and this power is the invisible chain that binds the 
ranks of mankind together. Certainly it is Heaven upon Earth to have a man’s or woman’s mind move in 
charity, rest in providence, and turn upon the wholes of truth.”    

I should mention that at the time he wrote and shared these thoughts, Walter had a lot of time to develop 
these bits of wisdom, He had been a Freemason for 82 years!   The party was for his 111th birthday, 
when he became certified as the 4th oldest person in the world, and the 2nd oldest person in the U.S.  –By 
the way, Walter is still sharp as a tack, - a little trouble hearing, but he gets up, puts on a suit and tie, and 
goes for a walk every day. 

Finally, I would like to share the creed of the Scottish Rite of Freemasonry:   

“Human progress is our cause, liberty of thought our supreme wish, freedom of conscience our mission, 
and the guarantee of equal rights to all people everywhere our ultimate goal.”  

We will now take a few minutes for silent meditation – staring and ending with the chime; after which I 
would be happy to try and answer any questions you may have. 

 

 

<see photo next page> 

 

 

 

  

Various parts of this presentation are taken a number of sources, including my own experience and knowledge.  I wish to acknowledge that 
some parts, especially related to UU members were taken from “The Freemasons:  Exploring their Values from a Unitarian Viewpoint”   
Written by Chris Vessey; and others  from a speech given by Walter Bruening, to his Masonic lodge in Great Falls Montana. 
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