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Inside this page I hope you’ll find 
Collected here, well worth your time, 

Bard’s of Mason’s past conspire 
To set LORE's reader's soul's afire! 

   
The poet's laurel, from ancient times, 
A symbol from their thoughts sublime, 

We take, but shape it slightly, see? 
So that it hints at letter '/G\'. 

  
Square and compasses there to make 
Enlightened men for Masonry’s sake. 

The one inscribed inside the other 
Will form the logo on this cover. 

  
“Which one is best?" you well might ask; 

Deciding that is the reader's task. 
Please read them all, however you will. 

Let wisdom make, their words instill. 

  Every so often the question comes up, why is it that we have so little really great 
Masonic poetry to read? We do! From the solemn and sublime to reflect the quiet, 
introspective nature of the craft to those written with a certain gentle self-deprecating humor 
that all Masonic readers can relate to, Freemasonry has a wide variety of works that capture 
the very quintessence of our gentle craft. 

As meat and drink are nourishment for the body, so is poetry food for the soul. To 
understand Masonic poetry is to better understand ourselves, our relationship to the Craft, 
and our place within it: but what exactly is poetry? Poetry is the concentrated expression of 
ideas and feelings selected through precise and imaginative wording carefully arranged for 
their sonorous and rhythmical effects. Like a song, a poem has a tune all its own and is a 
type of word-music where we can draw on all five of our senses to better appreciate an 
underlying theme or premise in a fresh, authentic, imaginative manner.  William Butler 
Yeats said this about poetry: "It is blood, imagination, intellect running together...It bids us 
to touch and taste and hear and see the world and shrink from all that is of the brain only." 

The power of poetry makes it a real force to be reckoned with; great poetry having 
both the power to inspire and alter a person’s perception, it can alter the way we think 
challenging the manner in which we see the world, and therefore ourselves. A poem is first 
and foremost an expression of emotion. You must be willing to engage with your feelings 
when you read a poem, or its deeper meaning will be forever lost upon the reader. A poem 
can say much in little communicating complex thoughts by the poet's choice of words: joy, 
sadness, anger, and pride among a myriad of other emotions all adding to the collective 
corpus of a work. Therefore, poetry can best be described as the sum of the observation and 
imagination of the human experience.  

The poet writes under the spell of emotional and intellectual excitement. The author 
has been seized by some mood or the force of some incident, and there has been conceived 
in him this living thing, creating order out of chaos: a poem. The reader should react 
imaginatively to this intense creation. He should share as much of the emotion as possible. 
He will then understand not only the meaning of the poem, but its suggestions and 
implications. 

The collective corpus of Masonic poetry and verse has much to choose from. Many 
examples of Masonic poetry not only have withstood the test of time, but have achieved a 
certain resonance with Freemasonic audiences spanning multiple generations. Beginning 
with the Regius Poem written in 1390 to present day authors. If Masonic literature may 

From the East 
Bro. Martin Bogardus, Worshipful Master  
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The guest speaker at our June 2022 meeting was the Director of the Chancellor 
Robert R. Livingston Masonic Library and Museum, Brother Alexander Vastola.  
Because Alex gave us an oral presentation, it would be useful to put down here a 
summary of what he said.  

The Livingston Library and Museum is located in Manhattan, NY.  Being one of 
the world’s largest holders of Masonic artifacts, memorabilia, books and archives, it was 
established by the Grand Lodge of New York during the 1850s to house the records of 
that grand jurisdiction.  Decades later, the Library was given control of the artifacts 
acquired by the NY Grand Lodge, and the institution began to assume its current form 
and status.  It is now one of the largest Masonic libraries/research centers in the world.   

Presently, there are held by the Library over 60,000 Craft-related books, magazines 

LODGE HAPPENINGS… 

NJ LORE 1786’s next meeting will be held at Hightstown-Apollo Lodge 41 at 9:30 a.m. 
on Saturday, September 10. 

On the Agenda: 

· Brother Jay Hochberg will open the meeting  by sharing his experiences at this 
year's Masonic  Con.  

· Brother Glenn Cantor will make his first NJ LORE presentation with a review of the 
book, "Enlightenment Man and Mason," by Piers A. Vaughan.  

· And we are pleased to announce that Brother Ben Hoff will re-present one of his old 
papers for us: "The Grahame Manuscript and the Development of the Master 
Mason, Past Master, and Royal Arch Degrees."  Welcome back, Ben!  

· Discussion and proposal to move NJ LORE to another host lodge. See related article 
by Brother Jay Hochberg 

NOTE—Following the meeting we will be having a picnic with hamburgers, hot dogs, etc.   
 

NJ LORE Facebook Page —> https://m.facebook.com/profile.php?
id=129198717253586&ref=content_filter  

From the West 
Submitted by Bro. Donald C. Elfreth, Senior Warden 

justly be divided, like other branches of human knowledge, into departments, then we 
may style one of those divisions Poetry. The biographical, historical and ritualistic 
divisions, added to that which is termed belles-lettres, in which fiction is introduced by 
way of parable, make up the ordinary understanding of Masonic literature, to which I 
would add Poetry as the complement.  

It is not too much to say that this branch of Masonic learning has long been 
overlooked and neglected by Masonic writers with writers preferring to concentrate on 
historical or biographical narratives. Some names you will be readily familiar with, such 
as prodigious authors like famed Scottish poet Robert Burns and English poet Rudyard 
Kipling, who not only wrote their celebrated works for a general audience, but also 
contributed much for the benefit of the Craft. Other authors, although lesser known, have 
equally contributed to the body of Masonry, leaving their indelible mark, especially of 
that most celebrated of authors, “Anonymous!”  

But, whatever your taste or literary style, it is my sincere hope that you will find 
some small utility or worth contained within its pages that will enlighten your perspective, 
brighten your thoughts,  and leave you a little better off than you were for having read its 
contents.  
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and articles.  Borrowing privileges are reserved for GLNY members; however, in-person 
reading and research is open to any Mason or non-Mason.  Access to the Library’s catalog is 
available on their website.   

The Museum’s collections hold tens of thousands of Masonic artifacts and photos.  
Most of these, obviously, are not always on display.  But all of it is available for research 
purposes.  Browsing of the collections is also available online through their website.   

A particularly valuable service offered by this institution is its public lecture series 
(currently only on live streaming, but it may get back to in-person in the near future).  A 
number of these lectures are viewable, also via their website.   

[A note about the public lecture series: Brother Vastola is on an active talent hunt for 
potential future public lecture series presenters.  The standards for this obviously are far 
beyond what is acceptable at the craft-lodge level, indeed even beyond much of what is 
presented in a typical research lodge.  But if there is anyone reading this who would like to 
take a shot at it - I have three or four NJ LORE Brothers in mind - please feel free to contact 
Alex.] 

Of even greater general benefit are the Library’s Structured Reading Courses, 
seventeen in total, which are individually fitted for different levels of study (i.e. newly raised 
Brothers through advanced-stage concordant body members).  Registration to the Structured 
Reading Course is limited to GL NY members.  However, the books on the courses’ 
recommended reading lists are viewable to all on the Livingston Library’s website.   
Frankly, the Library’s Structured Reading Courses ought to be the model (and envy) of 
many other grand jurisdictions.  

The Chancellor Robert R. Livingston Masonic Library and Museum is on the 
fourteenth floor of the Grand Lodge of New York’s headquarters building, which is located 
at 71 W. 23rd St., New York, NY.  Their phone number is (212) 337-6619, and their email 
address is info@nymasoniclibrary.org.  Their hours of operation are: Monday/Wednesday/
Friday 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Tuesday/Thursday 12 p.m. to 8 p.m..  While it is currently closed on 
weekends, Alex informed us that limited weekend hours may soon become a regular 
occurrence.  Visitation to the Library and Museum, whether for general touring or for 
research, is by appointment.  Anyone may sign up to receive the Library’s quarterly 
newsletter, The Lamplight (again, via their website).   

There is in the works, for NJ LORE, a possible future bus day trip to visit and tour the 
Livingston Library and Museum.  If this ever eventuates, you can be sure that the 
information will be broadcast as soon as possible via every available channel.  

Having such a tremendous resource so close by is extremely fortunate for NJ LORE.  
It is to be hoped that many of us will take advantage of the research opportunities it offers.  
Therefore, many, many thanks are due to Brother Alex Vastola for taking the time and effort 
to give us a look into this institution.   

In the Grand Jurisdiction of New Jersey, it is almost considered a mortal sin to walk 
across Holy Ground. Sometimes called Sacred Ground, it is the area of the lodge directly in-
between the Worshipful Master and the Bible. In New Jersey, the altar is always found in the 
center of the lodge with the Bible, square, and compasses arranged on top. New Jersey 
masons are forbidden from passing through this area while the lodge is at labor, a custom 
which can be better understood by examining our ritual.    

The Worshipful Master is—without question—the man in charge. He runs the 
meetings, spreads masonic light and knowledge, and governs the lodge to the best of his 
abilities. Some of his duties are spelled out in New Jersey’s Opening/Closing Ceremonies, 
the Entered Apprentice Degree, the Worshipful Master’s oath of office, and his charge at the 
Ceremony of Installation: “As t sn ris i t E t op @ gvn t da, s ris t W M i t E, t op @ gvn t 

How Holy is Holy Ground? 
Submitted by Bro. Matthew Leilich, Junior Warden 



ldg, t st t crft at lb @ gv thm gd @ whls instcn.”; 
“as t sn rls t da @ t mn gvs t nt, so shd t W M 
wth eq reg endvr t rl @ gvn t ldg.”; “I will 
dispense Masonic light and knowledge to the 
brethren,”; “As a pattern for imitation, consider 
the great luminary of nature, which, arising in 
the east, regularly diffuses light and luster to all 
within the circle. In like manner, it is your 
province to spread and communicate light and 
instruction to the brethren of your Lodge.” While 
performing his duties, the Worshipful Master is 
supposed to draw inspiration from the Holy 
Bible, as indicated by New Jersey’s Entered 
Apprentice Degree, the Ceremony of 
Installation, and his charge at the Ceremony of 
Installation: “t H B, t inest gf % G t m, is gvn t 
us as t rul @ gd fr ou fth @ prc:”; “The Holy 
Bible, the Great Light in Masonry, which guides 
us to all truth, directs our path to the temple of 
happiness, and points out the whole duty of 
man.”; “and above all, the Holy Scriptures, 
which are given as the rule and guide for your 
faith and practice,” Therefore, based on his 
duties and out of respect for the sacred law, the 
Worshipful Master must have an unobstructed 
view of the Holy Bible at all times, the source of 
his inspiration. This is why the Grand Jurisdiction of New Jersey disallows anyone from 
passing in-between the Worshipful Master and the altar while the lodge is at labor. The 
exception being degree work.  

Based on this custom it seems logical that Holy Ground is not stationary and follows the 
Worshipful Master. For example, if the Master walked from the east end of the lodge to the 
north end, Holy Ground would shift from the altar to the north, allowing anyone to pass 
through the east. Holy Ground is not the area between the Worshipful Master’s chair and the 
altar but the area in-between the Worshipful Master and the altar. The vast majority of the 
time the Worshipful Master sits in his chair in the East, but if he needed to leave the East, 
Holy Ground would follow him.  

When a lodge confers a degree there are rare instances when masons, and even the 
candidate himself, walks across Holy Ground blocking the Worshipful Master’s view of the 
Holy Bible. For example, during the circumambulation of the candidate, when the candidate is 
taught how to wear his apron, when the candidate is charged immediately following the 
lecture, etc. Also, there are at least half a dozen instances during the Master Mason Second 
Section when King Solomon’s view of the Holy Bible is obstructed either by the candidate or 
by masons. For example, when the candidate attempts to retire from the temple through the 
south gate, during the formation of the funeral column, when the three speaking craftsmen 
(#10, #11, and #12) dialogue with King Solomon, etc.  

While the lodge is at labor the brethren remain seated and listen to the evening’s 
program. If needed, they may move about the lodge at their own volition. However, when 
crossing west of the altar from south to north or from north to south, New Jersey masons 
follow the custom of saluting the Worshipful Master without stopping. This is done out of 
respect for his office and out of reverence towards the three great lights.  

In New Jersey, when the Worshipful Maser places the lodge on refreshment, which can 
be done at his will and pleasure, he relinquishes control to the Junior Warden in the South. 
Even though the Worshipful Maser relinquishes control, he does not relinquish his authority, 
and the Junior Warden does NOT assume all of the powers of the Worshipful Master. On the 
contrary, the Worshipful Maser retains his gavel, his head remains covered, and he can sound 
his gavel at any time taking the lodge off of refreshment and back on to labor. 

P  5  T  

It seems logical that, in New Jersey, Holy 
Ground always follows the Worshipful Master 
while the lodge is at labor. 
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While on refreshment the brethren may informally enter or retire from the lodge at their 
discretion. The protocol is as follows: If a brother wishes to retire from the lodge, he presents 
himself west of the altar facing the Junior Warden in the South. He goes on the appropriate 
step, gives the appropriate due guard (which is returned by the Junior Warden) and sign 
(which is also returned) and informally retires from the lodge. If a brother wishes to enter the 
lodge during refreshment, he presents himself west of the altar facing the Junior Warden in 
the South, goes on the appropriate step, gives the appropriate due guard (which is returned by 
the Junior Warden) and sign (which is also returned) and informally finds a place to sit.  

When the lodge is placed on refreshment, the Worshipful Master is no longer 
dispensing light and knowledge, nor is he usually to be found in the East. Therefore, he does 
not need an unobstructed view of the Bible. Holy Ground does not exist when the lodge is 
placed on refreshment. A brother can walk around the altar in a complete circle, or anywhere 
else in the lodge and he is not required to give any signs or salutes. The only exception is if 
he enters or retires from the lodge through the Junior Warden.  

Overindulging in drink has always been a huge concern in masonry. It is cautioned 
against in the 6th Ancient Charge and again in New Jersey’s Entered Apprentice Lecture: 
“You may enjoy yourself with innocent Mirth, treating one another according to Ability, but 
avoiding all Excess, or forcing any Brother to eat or drink beyond his Inclination,”; 
“Temperance is that due restraint upon the affections and passions which renders the body 
tame and governable, and guards the mind against the allurements of vice. This virtue should 
be the constant practice of every Mason, as he is thereby taught to avoid excess and every 
licentious or vicious habit, the indulgence of which might lead him to disclose some of those 
valuable secrets which he has promised to conceal and never reveal; and consequently 
subject him to the contempt and detestation of all good Masons as wl as to t pn % hs ob, wch 
alds to t Gtrl o thd pfc pn % ntrc.” 

Traditionally, in New Jersey, the Junior Warden has mostly been concerned with the 
behavior of the brethren while on refreshment. His duties are spelled out in New Jersey’s 
Opening/Closing Ceremonies and in the Ceremony of Installation: “so stns t J W i t S, t btr t 
obs t tm; t cl t crft fm lb t rf, sptnd thm drn t hrs 
thr%, @ cl thm on agn i du ssn, tt t W M ma hv 
hnr, @ t crf prf @ pl thby.”; “To you is 
committed the superintendence of the Craft 
during the hours of refreshment.” This age-old 
tradition echoes back to the time when most 
lodges met in upper stories of taverns, “for the 
security which such places afford.” While on 
refreshment the brethren might go downstairs for 
some libations and come back up inebriated. It 
was the Junior Warden’s job to make sure the 
craft did not overindulge. It is not his duty to 
dispense masonic light and knowledge, nor does 
he need to draw inspiration from the Holy Bible, 
therefore, in New Jersey, there is no Holy 
Ground while the lodge is on refreshment.     

Some brethren incorrectly conclude that 
when the lodge is placed on refreshment the 
Junior Warden assumes all the powers of the 
Worshipful Master. It seems logical, and 
consistent with the 5th Ancient Charge and the 
Charge to the Wardens at New Jersey’s 
Ceremony Installation: “When a Fellow-
Craftsman is chosen Warden of the Work under 
the Master, he shall be true both to Master and 
Fellows, shall carefully oversee the Work in the 
Master’s Absence to the Lord’s profit; and his 
Brethren shall obey him.”; “You are assiduously 

While on refreshment, the Junior Warden must 
be able to see the brethren standing next to the 
altar waiting to salute in and out of the lodge. 
X: a mason waiting to enter or retire from the 
lodge, SS: Senior Steward, JS: Junior Steward 
JW: Junior Warden. 
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to assist the Master in the discharge of his trust, diffusing light and imparting knowledge to 
all whom he shall place under your care. In the absence of the Master, you will succeed to 
higher duties.” They further conclude that since the Junior Warden is now the acting 
Master, Holy Ground must now exist between the Junior Warden and the altar. As it has 
been previously explained, there is no Holy Ground when the lodge is placed on 
refreshment, not between the East and the altar, nor between the South and the altar. 
However, as a courtesy to the Junior Warden, New Jersey masons try not to congregate in-
between the two Stewards’ chairs to allow him to see those brethren standing next to the 
altar waiting to salute in and out of the lodge. This is not done because the Junior Warden 
needs to have an unobstructed view of the Bible. The Stewards’ chairs are located in front 
of the Junior Warden. 

Brethren, a motion will be made at our September 10 Regular Communication to call 
a vote on relocating our research lodge. 

If you have not been able to attend a recent meeting, you probably are not aware that 
we have been experiencing several landlord-tenant headaches. The situation is not 
irreconcilable differences; it’s more a matter of Hightstown-Apollo Lodge not having 
trustees to whom we might try to resolve the problems. Their elected officers, as I 
understand it, have not been receptive to dialog. I imagine a full recounting of our gripes 
will be part of the discussion on the floor come September 10, but looking ahead, let me 
explain our plan as it stands now. 

The Worshipful Master empaneled a Relocation Committee at our June meeting. 
These are Franklin Cole, Byron Collier, Scott Vicari, and myself, with Worshipful Master 
Marty as an ex officio participant. We examined the feasibility of moving to one of several 
lodges in the central Jersey region, plus Fellowship Hall in Burlington. The committee met 
via Zoom on July 23 to compare notes, and agreed unanimously on August 20 that Union 
Lodge 19, located in North Brunswick, is our most attractive option, and our members will 
be asked to vote on this. 

In my research, I contacted the Worshipful Master of Union 19, Bro. Ray Helge, and 
through him, the lodge trustees, and they are entirely enthusiastic about our research lodge 
taking up residence in their building. They ask only $100 per meeting in rental fees. In 
exchange, they provide a terrific building with amenities that include: 

· a lodge room that is smallish, but far more than adequate for our seating needs. It is 
bright, air conditioned, has great acoustics, and is roundly very comfortable. 

· a parking lot surrounded by plenty of additional on-street parking in a quiet 
residential neighborhood. 

· a largish kitchen (we don’t cook anything anyway) with a dining room that is 
larger than what we need and consequentially is very comfortable. 

· newly rebuilt spacious restrooms. 

· storage space for our modest collection of equipment and other effects. 

· central location easily accessible from the Garden State Parkway, Route 1, and 
other major highways. 

Those of you who have been with LORE for many years may remember my term as 
Master (2006-08) when we had to evacuate the Trenton Temple, our original home, because 
of construction, and seek other accommodations. I brought us to Union 19, having been 
very familiar with the premises because both my Royal Arch chapter and Cryptic council 
were meeting there. 

Best of all, our own Bro. Ben Hoff (our fourth Worshipful Master, 2008-10) is on 

Relocating NJ LORE  
Submitted by Bro. Jay Hochberg, PM  
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Union Lodge’s board of trustees, making a meeting of the minds all the more copacetic. 

So that’s the plan. If it meets your approbation, our September meeting would be the 
final LORE meeting at Hightstown-Apollo Lodge 41. It’s a nice place in a nice town, but the 
building is heavily used by an unknown number of local groups in the community, and there 
has been confusion when our scheduled use of the building was interrupted by non-Masonic 
clients. Brethren who know the situation have been heard joking that if the combination of 
the lock on the backdoor ever was changed, half of Hightstown would have to be informed. 
We are not the only dissatisfied Masonic tenant, believe me. 

I hope to see you there on September 10. 

Who’d be a freemason? 
Feared and reviled down the centuries, freemasons are still treated with suspicion.   

Seven starving Belgian political prisoners sat around a table in barrack Number 6, a 
wooden hut in the Nazi concentration camp at Esterwegen in northwest Germany on a 
freezing day in November 1943. A Catholic priest, also an inmate at the camp, kept a 
lookout while the men inside held the inaugural meeting of a masonic lodge. They named 
the lodge Liberté Chérie or Darling Freedom.  

As the oldest freemason present, Paul Hanson, a 54-year-old judge from Liege took on 
the role of leader, or Worshipful Master of Liberté Chérie. The others were all professional 
types too: lawyers, teachers, journalists, pharmacists and doctors. Liberté Chérie lodge only 
existed for a few months but met several times to discuss topics such as the position of 
women and how to rebuild Belgium after the war. 

The story of Liberté Chérie is retold each year at a memorial gathering of Belgian 
freemasons in Breendonk Fort, near Antwerp. Like Esterwegen, Breendonk was also used by 
the Nazis to lock up Belgian political prisoners. The fort is a museum now. For the past 33 
years, Belgian freemasons have gathered at this grim site to remember not just their brothers, 
but all the victims of the Nazis. 

It’s a sunny morning in May and a crowd of around 150 men and women, mostly 
middle-aged or retired - but also surprisingly a group of bikers -are walking solemnly in 
three parallel lines through the eery, windowless concrete passageways of Breendonk Fort, 
guided by ushers wearing white gloves, some carrying musical instruments. No one speaks. 

At various points along the two-hour guided tour of the fort’s dungeons, dorms, 
exercise yards and gallows, the ushers would stop and break into nostalgic song. Lili 
Marleen, Auld Lang Syne with lyrics from the trenches of the First World War. Imagine by 
John Lennon. A lot of effort has been made to set the mood. 

“We went to Breendonk to 
remember. Not just the 
freemasons but all people 
persecuted by the Nazis, all 
victims of totalitarianism. The 
message is very simple: never 
forget,” says Dr Alain Cornet, 
the Grand Master of the Grand 
Orient of Belgium masonic 
lodge, and Belgium’s most 
senior freemason. 

Threat levels 

Before taking on the three-
year elected post of Grand 
Master Dr Cornet worked as a 

It Came from the Internet  
Submitted by Bro. Matt Korang, Editor 



urologist in his native Flanders. He spoke to The Brussels Times in a personal, not official 
capacity, in his office above the Belgian Museum of Freemasonry near Place de Brouckère in 
downtown Brussels. 

Since its inception in the early 18th century, modern freemasonry has acquired powerful 
enemies. The Nazis shut down Masonic lodges in Germany, as well as in the countries they 
occupied during the second world war. Freemasonry all but disappeared in Russia in the 
19th century and only resurfaced again after the fall of communism in 1991. 

The Roman Catholic church sees freemasonry as a threat. Popes from the 1730s through 
to the 21st century forbid Catholics from joining the movement. 

“Freemasons have always promoted free thought, self-determination. Churches are very 
hierarchical: you don’t ask questions and you obey orders. Freemasons ask questions and they 
do not obey orders. The church doesn’t like that,” says Dr Cornet, describing it as a clash 
between “dogma and adogma”. 

But in the mid 19th century the threat from freemasonry to the Catholic church started 
to resemble a battle for the souls of future generations. Freemasons were among the most 
prominent advocates for the creation of non-religious, or Laic public education. 

“Education is where freemasonry has left its most important mark on Brussels,” says 
Roel Jacobs, a freemason and author of Bruxelles-Pentagone, a book about the architecture 
and history of the city. “Brussels had a secular public school system before Paris, and it’s in 
large part thanks to the efforts of freemasons.” 

The Universite Libre de Bruxelles (ULB) was founded by Pierre-Theodore Verhaegen, 
a prominent freemason, in 1834, breaking from the Catholic University of Leuven’s (UCL) 
dominance of higher education in Belgium. 

Thirty years later, Isabelle Gatti de Gamond, a Belgian educationalist and feminist 
created the first secular secondary school system for girls. She became a freemason in her 
autumn years, at the turn of the century. And around the same time, celebrated Belgian 
architects including Victor Horta and Henri Jacobs, also freemasons, were building secular 
kindergartens and primary schools in Brussels. 

The liberalising zeal of Belgium’s freemasons extended beyond education and 
continued throughout the 20th century and into the 21st. Women were finally allowed to vote 
in Belgian national elections in 1949, thanks partly to freemasons who stood up to Catholic 
pressure to suppress women’s voting rights. 

Roger Lallemand, a prominent socialist politician and lifelong freemason led the drive 
to legalise abortion in 1990. In 2002 Belgium was one of the first countries in the world to 
legalize euthanasia, and again, freemasons were on the ethical front line facing down the 
Catholic church in that debate. 

As with Christianity, freemasonry also had a schism. In the late 19th century, 
freemasons in France, Belgium and other predominantly Catholic countries broke off from the 
lodges in Britain, by declaring that freemasons no longer had to believe in the existence of a 
Supreme Being or revealed God, or grand architect of the universe, as freemasons put it. 

Two distinct versions of freemasonry emerged from this split. Most lodges in countries 
including the UK, Sweden and, significantly, Germany, held on to the theology, while most 
lodges in Belgium, France and other Catholic countries turned their focus from religious-like 
beliefs to progressive values. 

Fear and loathing 

Despite its role in spreading progressive values in Belgium, and the fact that it was 
despised by totalitarian dictators from both the left and the right, and shunned by an ultra-
conservative Catholic church, freemasonry still gets a bad press. 

A common perception among people outside freemasonry is that the movement is 
creepy. A secret society with sinister symbols including skeletons and ancient Egyptian 
hieroglyphics, secret initiation ceremonies, obscure Latin phrases connected with alchemy and 
strange costumes. 

P  9  T  
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Some view masonic 
lodges as closed shop 
gentlemen’s clubs where 
members go to eat and drink 
and network. Even some 
freemasons criticise the 
cronyism and self-
advancement that comes to 
light from time to time. 
Accusations of antisemitism 
are occasionally levelled at 
freemasonry too – although to 
the Nazis, freemasons and 
Jews were synonymous. 

Then there are the 
conspiracy theorists who point 
to masonic practises such as the 
secret handshakes, and the coded messages or phrases dropped into public speeches that have 
special meaning to masons and allow Brothers to identify themselves discretely to one 
another at public events. To them, freemasonry is shorthand for hidden power. 

Dr Cornet tackles some of these perceptions. Long before the Second World War, 
German masonic lodges were accused of antisemitism because they refused to allow Jews in, 
he admits. Some lodges in other predominantly protestant countries like the Netherlands and 
the UK did allow Jews to join the movement. Germany was an exception, he says. 

As for Belgium, lodges accept men and women from all faiths. “The huge majority of 
the roughly 27,000 Belgian freemasons are either agnostic or atheist. There are freemasons 
with Jewish and Muslim roots, but I doubt if they still practice their faith,” Dr Cornet says. 

The secrecy surrounding the lodges is necessary, he insists. “In liberal freemasonry, 
the lodges are like ideas labs, where you can incubate questions and possible solutions to 
problems and discuss ideas in an open way. It’s not secrecy. It’s discretion, so you know that 
what you say in a lodge stays in a lodge,” Dr Cornet says. 

Closed shop gentlemen’s clubs? It’s true that membership is usually by invitation, but 
Dr Cornet insists men and women can apply to join a lodge. “You can write an email to a 
lodge and submit a CV. Then there are discussions with an applicant to allow that lodge to 
get to know the person.” 

Cronyism? “It’s true there are people who join freemasonry thinking they can use it to 
better their careers, but they soon get disillusioned and leave,” Dr Cornet says. 

Conspiracies and cults 

A lot of the conspiracies surrounding freemasonry come from “popular historians” 
with a taste for the esoteric, says Jean van Win, a historian and author of the book Bruxelles 
maçonnique, faux mystères, vrais symboles. 

Brussels Park, also known as the Royal Park, lies between the royal palace at one end, 
the house of parliament at the other, with Belgium’s oldest banks located along its western 
side and the US embassy opposite. 

Not surprisingly, given its location at a fulcrum of power in Brussels, the park feeds 
myths surrounding freemasonry, Mr van Win says. “The Park has been a ‘victim’ of a long 
series of bullshit stories about freemasonry,” he says. He blames two people in particular for 
dressing up wild speculation as history: Paul de Saint Hilaire and Joël Goffin. 

The greatest myth about the park concerns its layout. Goffin, who claims the park is 
“the largest masonic space in the world”, says that the diagonal paths leading from a fountain 
at the Parliament end of the park were designed to imitate the masonic symbol of a compass. 
To a casual observer, this may seem true – and given the park’s location it’s not surprising 
that the park has fed the hidden power conspiracy theories. 

Inside the Brussels temple 
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Not so, says van Win. The Royal Park layout is a patte d’oie, or goose’s foot design 
first used in the gardens at Versailles, which pre-date modern freemasonry. Parks around the 
world have emulated this feature at Versailles. “Serious historians are clear on this. It’s 
definitely not a compass,” van Win, a freemason himself says. 

But there are masonic links in and around the park, van Win says. One, in particular, is 
quite sinister. But again, it’s not all that it’s cracked up to be. 

V.I.T.R.I.O.L. 

Along the southern end facing the Royal Palace there are two dips in the otherwise flat 
park. Paths lead down roughly 15 metres to two areas of shrubs and trees that ignore the 
meticulous symmetry on show in the rest of the park. 

On the wall facing the palace in the dip on the right, there are large wrought iron letters 
spelling out the word: V.I.T.R.I.O.L.. And in the dip on the left, the same word is written 
backwards. 

“Visita Interiora Terrae Rectificando Invenies Occultum Lapidem”, or “Visit the 
interior of the earth and rectifying (purifying) you will find the hidden stone” appears in the 
chamber of reflection in a masonic lodge, where part of the initiation ceremony of new 
freemasons takes place.  

It’s more mischievous than sinister though. The letters were erected in 1991 as part of a 
temporary art exhibition about symbolism. The other exhibits were taken down but the letters 
remain to this day. 

No masonic lodge was involved with the exhibit, van Win says. “It was the work of a 
group of individuals. The reason it was left in place after the exhibition is simply that it was 
forgotten,” he says. The Royal Palace had no information about the letters. The City of 
Brussels Archives also drew a blank. 

The first Belgian monarch, Leopold I, was a freemason, but the royal family has been 
staunchly Catholic since the reign of his son, Leopold II. Could the unknown group behind 
the letters in the park possibly be individual freemasons making a statement aimed at the 
royal family? 

Could some Belgian freemasons just be having a bit of fun, by playing up the mystery 
surrounding their movement? 

“I don’t think so in a formal sense, but some freemasons may like to play with that 
idea,” says Dr Cornet. 

But it is the more serious side of Belgian freemasonry that has caught the attention of 
freemasons around the world. Shawn M Gormley, a freemason and academic from 
Pennsylvania has urged his brothers to look to Belgium for inspiration, pointing to the story 
about Liberté Chérie, the lodge set up inside the Nazi prison camp at Esterwegen. “If you are 
a member of a stale and boring lodge, let me ask you this; after what you just read, are you 
content with your Lodge remaining stagnant and stale, or are you going to honour our 
Masonic brothers who have been persecuted and killed because of their devotion to our 
craft,” he wrote. 

https://www.brusselstimes.com 
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